The Superpower

I thought you might like to know that I did a word count when I had done my more-or-less final draft and the number of words was 6,666.

Through most of Old Testament Israel’s history, one superpower or another dominated the political, economic, cultural, and religious life of the world as Israel knew it—Assyria, then Babylon, then Persia, then Greece.  The sequence of superpowers continues in much of subsequent history all over the world as Rome, then Turkey, then Britain, then the USA has played this role.  The prophetic books, especially Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, along with some other books, pay considerable attention to the theological significance of these superpowers.  The themes that recur in this material are not very specific to the particular power in question at any one moment.  Persia (for instance) is seen as a new embodiment of Assyria (Ezra 6:22) while prophecies relating to Assyria are reapplied to Greece (Dan 11), as the New Testament will see Rome as a latter-day Babylon (1 Peter 5:13).  That suggests that these books offer raw material for a theological understanding of superpower as such, and thus offer a resource for reflection on (for instance) the rise and fall of the British Empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries or on the place of the USA in the twentieth and twenty-first.  The books are not so much concerned with the ethics of being the superpower, though they makes some points about that.  What they suggest is a theology of being the superpower.  Perhaps if a superpower gets its theology of itself straight, it will have the necessary framework for its ethics.

1  The Superpower is Yhwh’s Agent in Fulfilling Yhwh’s Destructive Purpose

The superpower comes on the scene as a destroyer.  But in being a destroyer, it acts as Yhwh’s agent, particularly in chastising the people of God because of its wrongdoing.  So Assyria, the original superpower, invades countries such as Israel for its own reasons, but in doing that it can be fulfilling Yhwh’s prevenient purpose.  So Isaiah pictures Yhwh as the actual commander-in-chief of the Assyrian army:

He [Yhwh] will lift an ensign to nations from afar,

whistle to it at the end of the world.

And there it will be, coming speedily and swiftly.  (Isa 5:26)

In Isaiah’s day, the Assyrians are the world power.  They are about to campaign in the Levant in order to quell uprisings there and they are thus acting in accordance with a policy formulated in light of the needs of their empire.  They will have discussed the matter in the cabinet and consulted their god Ashur, and will come because Ashur commissions them.  Yet behind the words of Assyrian god and king lies the initiative of Yhwh.  Yhwh is summoning the Assyrians without their knowing it and is getting them to do Yhwh’s will.

So Yhwh describes Assyria as “my angry staff.  A rod is in their hand, my fury” (Isa 10:5).  Assyria is coming to Judah to rule it firmly—it has the signs of authority given it by Yhwh.  Its rule over Judah will be the means of expressing Yhwh’s furious anger with Judah.  Assyria is intent on being more interventionist for its own reasons, yet unbeknown to itself it is doing something for Yhwh.  Through it Yhwh is about to finish off some work on Mount Sion (Isa 10:12).  Assyria is just Yhwh’s contractor.  Or Assyria is just Yhwh’s mercenary, crushing the festive garland on the head of the Ephraimite leaders at their state banquet (Isa 28:2-3).

Similarly, after Assyria is gone Babylon Yhwh says,  “I am sending and taking all the northern clans (Yhwh’s oracle), yes, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon my servant, and bringing them against this country and against its inhabitants and against all these nations around” (Jer 25:9).  The combination of verbs is even more peremptory—sending and taking and bringing.  Babylon is the superpower, but there is no doubt who is the Superpower over the superpower.  The God who created the peoples and animals of the world is giving both peoples and animals into Nebuchadnezzar’s hand, to serve him, and Yhwh will attend to any nation that will not do so (Jer 27:5-8).  Thus Jerusalem falls because Nebuchadnezzar takes it, but it falls because Yhwh gives it into his hand like a Christmas present (e.g., Jer 21:10).  His success is nothing to do with his own military numbers of ability.  Yhwh says to the Jerusalemites themselves, “Even if you defeated the entire force of Chaldeans who fighting with you and the people who were left among them were wounded men, each in his tent, they would rise up and burn this city with fire” (Jer 37:10).

Here, then, are some first elements in a theology of the superpower.  A superpower arises because of its own ambition, but Yhwh then harnesses its instincts in order to get done the things Yhwh wants done. 

2  The Superpower is Not the One That Makes the Plans

Thus (second), the superpower thinks it is in a position to formulate plans and implement them, but actually this is not so.  Only a greater Superpower is in that position.  “Formulate a plan and it will be frustrated.  Speak a message and it will not stand” (Isa 8:10).  Yhwh is the real planner.

As I envisioned, so it came about; as I planned, this will arise—

To break Assyria in my land; I will trample on him on my mountains.

His yoke will leave them and his burden will leave their shoulder.

This is the plan that is planned concerning the whole earth.  

This is the hand extended over all the nations.

For Yhwh Armies has planned—Who will annul?

His hand is extended—Who will turn it back?  (Isa 14:24-27) 

Formulating plans is integral to the life of a superpower.  A nation does not become a superpower without making plans, and it does not remain one without making plans.  Those plans can be the means of implementing Yhwh’s own intentions (Jer 49:30).  But in due course Yhwh will formulate a plan to put the superpower down (Jer 50:45).  That is Yhwh’s plan for the world.  Yhwh will declare it well ahead of time as a sign of determination to fulfill it and a subsequent evidence that events indeed issued from this plan (Jer 50:45; Isa 46:10).  And with some irony Yhwh’s means of putting the superpower down is the leader of the next superpower, who thinks he is merely fulfilling his own plan but is actually “the man of Yhwh’s plan” (Isa 46:11).  Yhwh’s plan thus overrules the superpower’s multiple plans (Isa 47:13).

Yhwh similarly declares that through Cyrus “I will implement my purpose” (Isa 46:10; cf. 44:28).  “He will perform his purpose on Babylon” (Isa 48:14).  There might seem to be two purposes at work in the Middle East at the time, Babylon’s and Persia’s, but Yhwh is in the midst of overruling both these two purposes, in different ways.  Babylon’s strategy for holding on to power will fail.  Cyrus will likewise see himself as implementing his own purpose, and grammatically the declaration “he will fulfill his purpose” could refer to that, but in the context of Second Isaiah’s use of such words, Cyrus’s purpose is sidelined.  It is Yhwh’s purpose that he is to fulfill.

A superpower cannot imagine how its powerful and cultured position could ever be otherwise, and does not think about the possibility.  It does not dream that the fact that other superpowers have fallen means it must do so.  Ms Babylon thus thinks,  “I and I alone am still here….  I will be here forever” (Isa 47:7, 8, 10).  But “I and I alone am” is a statement only Yhwh can make.  The verb “I will be” also belongs to Yhwh (see Exod 3:13-14).  Ms Babylon is subconsciously speaking as if she were God is saying, “I will be here forever.”  That is the nature of a superpower’s self-understanding.  

Already Isaiah has said:

God is with us.

Shout out, peoples, and collapse; attend, all remote parts of the earth.

Prepare for battle, and collapse; prepare for battle, and collapse.

Make a plan—it will be frustrated; speak a word—it will not happen.

For God is with us.  (Isa 8:8-10)

The superpower can easily think it is the Superpower, but it is not.  The frame around Middle Eastern history is actually the fact that “God is with us.”  This fact undergirds Judah’s political destiny (e.g., Ps 46:7, 11) and thus affects people involved with Judah.  It is the x factor in the superpower’s relationship with Judah.  It means the superpower can raise the battle cry and put on its armor but then finds itself falling apart.  It can make plans and announce them, but find them strangely foiled.

3  The Superpower is Also Yhwh’s Means of Fulfilling a Positive Purpose For Yhwh’s People

But third, all this work of God’s through the superpower can fulfill a positive purpose.  The fall of Jerusalem did not mean the complete annihilation of the people.  Yhwh had said there would be some leftovers.  And “the king of Babylon allowed leftovers to Judah” (Jer 40:11).  The superpower is the means of Yhwh’s allowing leftovers to survive.  

After that there is yet a further act of rebellion against Yhwh and against the king of Babylon, Ishmael’s slaughter of the Babylonian-appointed governor.  Yet Yhwh promises the Judean community that if it now submits and stays where it is in Judah, “I will grant you compassion, and he will have compassion on you and restore you to your land” (Jer 42:12).  If the people continue to resist Yhwh’s authority expressed by means of the superpower’s authority, they will again experience Yhwh’s wrath expressed by means of the superpower’s wrath.  But as Yhwh can be tough by means of the superpower, so Yhwh can be compassionate by means of the superpower.  Yhwh had once withheld compassion (Jer 13:14; 16:5) and used the superpower’s refusal to have compassion to that end (Jer 6:23; 21:7).  But Yhwh always intended to have compassion again (Jer 12:15; 30:18; 33:26) and superpowers are capable of being merciful towards subordinate peoples, no doubt for their own reasons, so Yhwh can also use that fact and if necessary push them in that direction.  The possibility of the Babylonians restoring the people to their land makes the same point, for elsewhere Yhwh is the one who does such restoring (e.g., Jer 30:3; 32:37).
  Yhwh can get the Babylonians to act positively as Yhwh can get them to act negatively.

So under Yhwh’s control a superpower can also have a positive theological role as Yhwh makes it the means whereby to fulfill promises and further a positive purpose.  In both respects its acts bring a partial fulfillment of Yhwh’s ultimate purpose in the world.  They bring Yhwh’s Day.  But all this is unwitting.  It is not trying to serve Yhwh but doing its own thing.

A superpower sometimes claims that its policies are designed to benefit the world it dominates, though things often look different to the alleged beneficiaries.  Ironically, the superpower’s self-perception is right in a different direction from the one it imagines.  Both its rise and fall serve the destiny of Yhwh’s own people.  When Yhwh arouses Cyrus, “faithfulness calls [him] to its heel.”  Unwittingly he is the agent of Yhwh’s doing right by Israel (Isa 41:2).  The fall of Babylon happens because of little Judah!  

There is another irony.  Actually, Judah had earlier been only too willing to treat the superpower as a potential resource, but it was right for the wrong reasons.  It was right to resist pressure to rebel against Assyria, but actually seeking support from Assyria was a different matter, because it implied putting one’s trust in the superpower rather than the Superpower (Isa 7).  That was one reason why the superpower would be the means whereby the Superpower brought calamity on Judah (Isa 7:17-20).  Jeremiah offers the same critique in the context of Assyria’s dog days—by which time Judah ought to have learned its lesson the hard way.  The superpower is a leaky water tank compared with the Superpower (Jer 2:13, 18, 36).

4  The Superpower Is Tough and Lacks Compassion

There are other indictments of the superpower.  One is that it characteristically acts tough and lacks compassion.  To any ordinary nation, the superpower has an awesome might, a frightening power, one that belongs in another league from anything an ordinary nation pretends to (e.g., Isa 5:27-29).  It is hard to imagine having its strength, its persistence, its invulnerability—or its hardness.

On the eve of Jerusalem’s fall, Yhwh warned the people left in the city that Nebuchadnezzar “would put them to the sword and not have pity on them or show mercy or have compassion” (Jer 21:7).  And that would be in keeping with Yhwh’s own attitude to Judah as expressed earlier: “The Lord… will not have compassion on its orphans or its widows” (Isa 9:17 [16]).  Yet although it had been the means of expressing Yhwh’s anger, this gives Babylon no excuse for its conduct: “You did not show them compassion.  On an elder you weighted your yoke heavily” (Isa 47:6).  The critique comes in the midst of a parabolic description of Babylon as a cultured, powerful woman, and it suggests that it is in her womanliness Ms Babylon has failed.  One expects a woman to be a person of compassion—after all, she has a womb (“compassion” is the plural of the word for “womb”).  But Ms Babylon is not.  One expects a woman to care about the elderly members of her family.  Whether the “elder” refers to people within Judah or to Judah itself, in what she did to Judah, Ms Babylon has failed in her womanliness.
  

The prophet thus draws attention to a counter-intuitive divine expectation of a superpower.  While being tough, it has an obligation to compassion.  It is expected to stay human, or to behave divine.  It is expected to show stereotypical feminine qualities as well as stereotypical masculine ones.

5  The Superpower Fails to See Whose It Is

The trouble is (fifthly) that the superpower does not realize whom it serves.  For more than one reason it would be appropriate for the leader of the superpower to call on Yhwh’s name, and Yhwh declares that Cyrus is to do that.  Calling on Yhwh’s name implies asking for Yhwh’s assistance in his tasks and acknowledging that Yhwh lies behind his achievements.  And in a nominal sense King Cyrus did call on Yhwh, but no more seriously than he called on Marduk.  

Isaiah has already made the same point about Assyria.  Yhwh uses the superpower as a kind of magistrate to punish wrongdoers, but when magistrates act to punish people, they have no personal interest in the matter.  If they did in a particular case, they would excuse themselves from officiating.  But Assyria acts out of its own self-assertiveness.  Serving Yhwh? 

This is not what he envisions; this is not what he has in mind.

For in his mind is destroying, cutting off nations not a few.

For he says, “Aren’t my leaders kings, all of them?”  (Isa 10:7-8)

In Assyria’s mind, it is not acting on the basis of an authority from Yhwh (or even its own God, Ashur) but on the basis of sober calculation of its overwhelming military might, proven in other victories (Isa 10:9).  The Assyrian king allows his thinking to issue in big talk and allows his looking to envision high honor (Isa 10:12).  Beforehand he thought he had the potential to achieve all that he wanted, and afterwards he complements himself on what he has achieved:

By the might of my hand I acted, by my insight, because I am smart.

I removed the boundaries of peoples, plundered their treasuries, as a mighty one I cast down their inhabitants.  (Isa 10:13)

It was as easy as robbing a bird’s nest (Isa 10:14).  The trouble is that this ignores the one whose tool the superpower was:

Does the axe honor itself over the one who hews with it

Or the saw make itself greater than the one who wields it

Like a staff wielding the one who raised it?  (Isa 10:15)

The superpower treats its power and achievement as its own when it is merely God’s agent.

The superpower’s words thus give away its attitude to God.  “As my hand has reached those idol kingdoms and their images, greater than Jerusalem and Samaria, shall I not do to Jerusalem and its images as I did to Samaria and its idols?” says the Assyrian commander-in-chief (Isa 10:10-11).  Assyria speaks of Jerusalem as if it were an average (or rather, a below-average) religious center with its images, but thereby it slights the true God who lives there.  In its thinking, real human power (after all, one can see that) counts for much more than theoretical divine power represented by an image. 

Isaiah 36—37 makes the point more systematically, though narratively.  Assyria has virtually conquered Palestine, the only remaining task being to reduce Jerusalem itself.  During the siege Sennacherib’s minister asks how Jerusalem thinks it will escape.  “Do not let Hezekiah deceive you by saying, ‘Yhwh will rescue us.’  Which among all the gods of these countries rescued their countries from me, that Yhwh should rescue Jerusalem from my hand?” (Isa 36:18-20).  The Assyrians see themselves as invincible and assume that Yhwh can be discounted as if Yhwh were like the other gods represented by images.  It is a fatal mistake, because the minister has slighted and insulted the living God (Isa 37:4, 6, 18-19, 23-24).

6  The Superpower Must Be Put in Its Place

In light of all that—the refusal to recognize who is God, the refusal to combine compassion with toughness—there is a moral and theological necessity for the superpower at least to be put in its place.  The point is made in one way when Yhwh speaks of breaking Assyria on “my land’ and “my mountains” (Isa 14:25).  Assyria was Yhwh’s agent in chastising Judah, but thinking it could take possession of the land that especially belonged to Yhwh is a different matter.  Assyria has trespassed on Yhwh’s rights.  And for that it will be punished.  It has been the agent of Yhwh’s wrath.  It is now its victim (Jer 50:13, 15).  

The world cannot be left to the misapprehension that the superpower propagates.  The real truth will need to be made clear to the superpower and to the world.  The nations must be driven to “acknowledge that you are Yhwh, you alone” (Isa 37:20).  The superpower is actually vulnerable to the real Superpower.  So “the Lord Yhwh Armies will send wasting into its sturdiness” (Isa 10:16).  As the one who really controls the forces of earth and heaven sent Assyria itself (Isa 10:6), so this sovereign will now send a means of dissolving the strength of its army.  It may march resolutely and frighteningly to the very gates of Jerusalem but then its stoutness will collapse (Isa 10:27-32).  

To put it another way, the God who manipulated the Assyrians into invading Palestine will manipulate them into leaving.  “I am putting a spirit in him.  He will hear a report and return to his country but I will make him fall by the sword in his own country.”  A king who stays away too long risks finding he has lost his throne.  Sennacherib will hear of such plots and will decide he had better get home, though he will still in due course fall in a coup.  With some irony this happens when his own sons assassinate him as he is bowed down in the temple of his god Nisroch.  It transpires that this god cannot protect him but that he is vulnerable to the will of the God whom he thought could protect no one (Isa 37:7, 38).  The king who thought he controlled the environment will find he is treated just like a domesticated animal: “I will put my hook in your nose and my bit on your jaws and make you return by the way you came” (Isa 37:29).  To put it yet another way, Yhwh will simply decimate the Assyrian army in its camp (Isa 37:36).

7  The Superpower Must Be Put Down

So the superpower must be put in its place, and that happened when Yhwh showed it it could not do what it liked to Jerusalem.  But there is eventually a necessity beyond that, a necessity for it to be put down and not just chastised.

Assyria was like a cedar of Lebanon, a huge, impressive tree providing shade for all the birds and animals (see Ezek 31).  It towered high above the other trees, but then “its heart became high in its majesty.”  BDB translates “reckless elation,” a euphoria that issues in confidence that things will always be like this and puts out of mind who made them so.  That is liable to make Yhwh take action to bring home the truth.  So it was for Assyria.  For its faithlessness it got handed over to an even greater power, Babylon.  The Assyrian tree fell, “so that no well-watered trees might grow high in their place or set their tops among the clouds” (Ezek 31:14).  The idea is that other nations should learn the lesson from the fate of this first great middle-eastern world empire.  

But the next superpower, Babylonian, fails to learn the lesson—superpowers never do.  So Babylon’s majesty as a confident and terrifying power must also be put down (Isa 13:11).  Babylon has challenged Yhwh to a fight, says Jeremiah.  More specifically, consider what the Babylonians have done to Yhwh’s palace in Jerusalem, the temple.  Yhwh thus has a task to do among the Babylonians, and is in the midst of attending to them.  “Towards Yhwh it has been insolent, towards Israel’s Holy One;” indeed, it is the embodiment of such insolence (Jer 50:24-32; cf. 51:11).  

Yhwh could deliver Israel from Babylon without destroying the city or the power of Babylon, but that would not restore moral order to the world political situation.  Hence “Yhwh is a God of recompense.  He repays in full” (Jer 51:56).  It is no longer possible to avoid Babylon’s punishment, because “Its case has reached the heavens, risen to the skies” (Jer 51:9).  Every superpower gets its turn.  

The fall of Babylon will be like the very day of Yhwh arriving.  That day had been threatened and brought about for Judah.  It meant the destruction of its world.  Now the destroyer will have the same experience.  Actually Yhwh’s day is thus regaining its right meaning as the moment Yhwh acts to punish Israel’s oppressors and bless Israel itself.  The God who once lifted an ensign to summon a superpower can also lift an ensign to summon other forces to put a superpower down (Isa 13:2).  

All this expresses the dark side to Yhwh.  Yhwh is Shaddai, and that reminds Isaiah of the verb “to destroy,” shadad.  Calamity comes as destruction from the Destroyer (Isa 13:6).  The framework that made the superpower into Yhwh’s agent now makes it Yhwh’s victim.  The result will be to reduce the confident, courageous, and decisive superpower to paralyzing dismay and anguished fear.  It will turn Babylon’s land into a desolation, decimate its population, and turn the most honored of countries with all its majestic splendor, into a desolation like Sodom and Gomorrah (Isa 13:7-22; 14:22-23; cf. 41:11-12).  It would seem an impossible prospect to Judeans in Palestine or in Babylon itself.

All the nations were to serve Nebuchadnezzar, his son, and his grandson, but only until his country’s time comes, too.  Then many nations and great kings would make him a servant (Jer 27:6-7).  Here there is no comment on the moral significance of Babylon’s eventual downfall or on this being good news for (e.g.) Judean exiles.  It is simply an expression of Yhwh’s sovereignty.  As creator, Yhwh has the power to give sovereignty to Nebuchadnezzar, and has the power to take it away.  Nebuchadnezzar is someone whom other peoples serve, but he is that because he is himself Yhwh’s servant.  So Yhwh has the authority to terminate this form of service on Nebuchadnezzar’s part and give him a different role in which he will serve other peoples.  No superpower retains its position forever.  It is subordinate to Yhwh, and Yhwh decides when its “time” comes.  

On the eve of the event, Isaiah 47 makes the point most sadly and most scathingly.  At the moment Ms Babylon has a cultured woman’s reputation for sensitivity and taste, and she occupies a queen mother’s position of power.  Both are to be reversed.  Prestige and power give way to humiliation and ordinariness.  She loses her secure location in the context of a family that will look after her.  She finds herself doing the menial jobs she formerly had servants to do.  Babylon is a place of power and culture, but it will cease to be anything of the sort and become just the little underling of another empire, another superpower.  The superpower reckons it has resources of knowledge and techniques for anticipating and controlling events that will enable it to fix anything.  That is what enables it to be a superpower and it undergirds its sense of invincibility.  But it will find itself inexplicably vulnerable.  Disaster will arrive under the radar and its resources will be exposed as powerless.  Babylon is on its way from a brightness of destiny and a position of being able to talk confidently, to silence and darkness.  Silence is part of a human reaction to devastating disaster.  There is nothing to say.  On Judah’s part, silence was one result of the fall of Jerusalem (e.g., Lam 2:10), and it had long been threatened that it would be overwhelmed with darkness (e.g., Isa 8:22).  These experiences will pass to its victors and captors.  Babylon, which thinks it will always be there in power and impressiveness, will lose everything.  The reason is that there is a powerful God who will not stay inactive when Babylon makes itself into God and who cares about the people the superpower has been dominating, Israel’s restorer, Yhwh Armies, Israel’s holy one.  

8  The Rest of the World is Thus Rescued From the Superpower

The rest of the world is thus rescued from the superpower.  Jeremiah urges, 

Declare among the nations, proclaim raise a banner, proclaim,

Do not conceal it, say, Babylon is taken.  (Jer 50:2)

There might be several reasons for declaring this among the nations.  It is relevant to them simply because Babylon is their overlord.  It is good news for them because they would prefer to be free rather than be under Babylon’s control.  Jeremiah goes on,

The Israelites are oppressed, the Judeans, with them.

All their captors showed their strength over them, refused to let them go.

Their restorer is strong, 
Yhwh Armies is his name; he will firmly champion their cause,

So that he may settle the earth but unsettle the inhabitants of Babylon.  (Jer 50:33-34)

The last line is especially striking.  Yhwh intends to settle “the earth.”  This seems to imply a positive concern for the earth as a whole.  Yhwh acts against Babylon for Israel’s sake, but the whole world benefits.  When Judah has lived in subservience to Babylon for the time decreed, “I will attend to the king of Babylon and to that nation… for their wrongdoing… for many nations and great kings are making them into servants, too, and I will requite them for their conduct and for the activity of their hands” (Jer 25:12; cf. 27:7).  The subservience they have imposed on others will become their experience.  The one who has shown no compassion will receive none (Jer 50:42).

It is as difficult for the underlings of a superpower to believe that it could fall as it is for the superpower itself.  Yhwh therefore makes the matter the subject of a divine oath (Isa 14:24).  At the same time, the underlings are so relieved to see the superpower fall.  A superpower often sees its rule as beneficent, but the objects of its rule characteristically see things rather differently.  Thus Isaiah 14 pictures a cheer breaking out when the ruler of Babylon is cast down into Sheol.  Even the trees join in, creation resounding with the world in its rejoicing, as it often does (e.g., Isa 55:12).  The poem rejoices in the thought of the leader arriving in Sheol and joining other rulers there.  As a superpower has a hard time acknowledging vincibility, so a leader has a hard time owning mortality, but the moment for this will come.  The leader ends up the same as everyone else, body rotting in the grave.

The taller they are, the harder they fall.  A superpower’s leader reaches higher than anyone else.  The poem draws a two-level analogy.  Each day, Venus, the morning star, rises just before dawn and seems about to assert itself in sovereignty over the whole heavens, but the rising of the sun soon follows and eclipses Venus’s brightness.  Israel’s neighbors saw this event in the heavens as suggesting a supernatural event.  Venus stands for a god who seeks to gain sovereignty over the rest of the beings in heaven but is firmly put in his place by the highest god and cast down.  Isaiah takes this story as an allegory for the attitude of the superpower’s leader.  He had made himself into the highest power in the entire world, taking a godlike position over the world.  It is as if he has scaled Zaphon, the high mountain where the gods have their earthly abode.  His downfall more than reverses that.  He goes from the extremities of the abode of the gods to the extremities of the abode of the dead.  

9  The People of God Therefore Need to See When to Disassociate Themselves from the Superpower

Other peoples are therefore unwise to identify too closely with the superpower, or at least they are wise to be able to tell the time and to know when to abandon it.

Flee from the midst of Babylon, 
get out of the country of the Chaldeans; be like he-goats leading the flock.

Because here, I am arousing and bringing up against Babylon an assembly of great nations from a northern country….

They should turn, each one, to their people, they should escape, each one, to their country….

Flee from the midst of Babylon; save your life, each one, do not perish for its wrongdoing.

For this is a time of punishment for Yhwh; he is dealing retribution to it…. 

Come out from its midst, my people; save your life, each one, from Yhwh’s angry fury….

Babylon is to fall, slain of Israel, as the slain of all the earth fell to Babylon.

Fugitives from the sword, go, do not stand there.  (Jer 50:8-9, 16; 51:6, 45, 49)

It would be natural to be paralyzed by events, but this is a time for courage.  Yhwh is acting to punish Babylon.  The Judean community needs to believe that and act accordingly.

In Jeremiah 25—29 Jeremiah urges the Judeans in exile since 597 to settle down under the Babylonians for a lifetime, and urges Judeans in Jerusalem to submit to Babylon.  Jeremiah 50—51 declares that Yhwh will put Babylon down.  Both perspectives are important.

For the Judeans there, the fall of Babylon will mean “Yhwh has brought forth faithfulness to us.  Come, let us declare in Zion the deed of Yhwh our God.”  Touchingly, the people’s initial response to Babylon’s fall is to try to bind up its wounds, but the task is futile.  “We tried to heal Babylon, but she could not be healed.”  The only thing to do is to abandon her to go and make that proclamation.  There is no one to deliver a superpower (Jer 51:8-10). 

10 Yhwh Uses One Superpower to Put Down Another

The way Yhwh puts a superpower down is by raising up another.  After Babylon, the Medo-Persian Empire was to be next, its first act as superpower being the putting down of its predecessor.  And it is Yhwh who stirs the Medes against Babylon.  Because Yhwh is stirring them, Babylon will not be able to buy them off (Isa 13:17-18).  “Listen to the plan that Yhwh has formulated against Babylon, the intention that he has formulated against the country of the Chaldeans” (Jer 50:45).  At one stage Yhwh had a plan that positively involved Babylon.  Now there is a different one.  “His plan against Babylon is to destroy it.”  “Yhwh has both planned and done what he said against the inhabitants of Babylon” (Jer 51:11-12).  It is through a new superpower that Yhwh does it.  Second Isaiah describes this as it happens, picturing Cyrus making nations and kings like dust or driven chaff (Isa 41:1-4, 25), but all this happens because Yhwh surrenders nations and kings to him.  One might have thought that it was Cyrus who was “acting effectively,” and no doubt he, his army, his people, and the Judeans in Babylon and elsewhere all thought this, but actually it is Yhwh who is doing so.  A much wider initiative and purpose lie behind his arising.  One might even see Yhwh as the real warrior fighting a spectacular, rowdy battle or screaming at the head of the superpower’s fighting forces (Isa 42:13-17).  One might have thought Cyrus was the one leading an army on its triumphant march of conquest, but there was someone else behind his achievements.  Yhwh says,

I will go before you and level the city walls.  

I will break up bronze doors and cut up iron bars.

I will give you dark treasuries and hidden hordes.  (Isa 45:2-3)

11 Is There Any Good News For a Superpower?

This is all gloomy.  Is there any good news for a superpower?  

Isaiah 47 is formally addressed to Babylon, and it thus parallels other declarations of Yhwh’s intention to bring calamity, which are designed in part to drive the hearers to turn from their present stance and cause Yhwh to abort the plan for calamity.  If the Babylonians discovered what Yhwh was saying and if they turned, then Yhwh would surely with rejoicing abort the plan as it applies to them.  Likewise if subsequent superpowers read Isaiah 47 and turn to Yhwh, Yhwh will surely be glad to be trapped into canceling plans to bring calamity to them.  If it seems implausible that Yhwh should be so flexible, then the story of Jonah reinforces the point.  Jonah gives the Assyrians no hint that they can escape the disaster he announces, but they repent, and Yhwh has a change of mind.  Jonah is not in the least surprised—that was why he had caught a plane going the other way.  Who wants to be the means of God letting a superpower off the hook?

Even if the superpower does not so repent, calamity is not Yhwh’s last word for it.  From creation Yhwh was the God of the nations in a positive sense, and from the time of Abraham Yhwh has envisaged a day when his seed would be a blessing to the nations—that is, Yhwh would so bless them that nations would seek the same blessing.  By giving in to the temptations of the superpower, Assyria has not removed itself from this prospect.  “On that day Israel will be a third party with Egypt and Assyria as a blessing in the midst of the earth that Yhwh Armies has blessed, saying ‘Blessed my people Egypt and my handiwork Assyria and my possession Israel’” (Isa 19:24-25).  The prospect goes far beyond the promise to Abraham in applying to Egypt and Assyria the terms that strictly apply only to Israel—“my people,” “my handwork.”  Calamity is never God’s last word.

� Cf. Fretheim, Jeremiah 552.


� Cf. Brueggemann, A Social Reading of the Old Testament, 111-33.


� Fretheim, Jeremiah 647-48.





