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 Hello again and welcome to another session of Literature and World of the 

Hebrew Bible.  My name is John Strong.  This is session 27 and today we’re gonna 

look at Isaiah.  A few introductory matters that I want to look at in regard to Isaiah.  

First is in regard to literary analysis over the course of time, over the course of 

scholarship, on Isaiah.  The second one is a historical setting for at least the earliest 

layers of Isaiah, for the Book of Isaiah. 

 Let’s start looking first at the literary analysis of the book.  We don’t have time in 

this introductory class to go into the details of all the work that’s been done on Isaiah.  

No other prophetic book has received the kind of scrutiny and the kind of analysis, 

detailed analysis, than the Book of Isaiah.  For hundreds of years, very early on Isaiah 

raised all sorts of questions and fundamentally people noticed that there was a 

difference in tone, language and concepts between Isaiah 1 through 39 and 40 through 

66.  At that point, very early on, scholars started to look at and talk about — there’s a 

First Isaiah and then there is a Second Isaiah or Deutero-Isaiah.  And they envisioned 

a picture in which First Isaiah was the prophet Isaiah living in the 8th century, working 

mainly in Jerusalem around the Jerusalem temple, and that what this prophet left were 

chapters 1 through 39. 

 Later on in the time of the exile and the early post-exilic time, there was a second 

prophet who lived and worked within the circle of traditions that treasured Isaiah but it 

was a different person living centuries later.  But still treasured the thoughts, writings, 

ideas, prophecies of this first Isaiah and contributed to them, wrote further prophecies 

that addressed his own particular time.  This was an anonymous prophet.  We don’t 

have his name.  He wasn’t concerned about leaving his name.  He was concerned 

about making an addition to, a filling out of, a contribution to this first Isaiah.  He wasn’t 

looking to plagiarize, he wasn’t looking to get rich off of the success of the first edition of 

Isaiah, anything like that.  It was just Isaiah’s thoughts and concepts live today, they 
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speak to us today, and here is how they speak to us.  I’m gonna write this down and it’ll 

fill out Isaiah.  So it was the way that the ancient Israelites worked and dealt with 

literature at that time. 

 And so for many, many years, scholars have talked in terms of a First Isaiah and 

a Second Isaiah.  Since that time — and again, for a long, long time — scholars have 

even recognized a third Isaiah.  Third Isaiah goes from Chapters 56 through 66, and 

they come really from the later part of the post-exilic times.  They express hopes for 

that period of time. 

 I just want to lay this out for you so you understand that scholarship understands 

Isaiah to have been collected together in three different parts.  There’s a First Isaiah, a 

Deutero-Isaiah, and a Trito-Isaiah, T-r-i-t-o Isaiah — a third Isaiah.  And this is how 

scholarship most times — not always, but most scholars will talk in these terms.  It 

doesn’t mean that Isaiah is somehow diminished, lacks authority, is unimportant or can 

be dismissed, or has been plagiarized.  It just means that this is — Isaiah is a collection 

of prophecies over many centuries and scholars are just trying to identify prophecies 

with certain events and periods of times so they can better understand what they’re 

talking about. 

 For this class and for our purposes, we’re gonna focus in on First Isaiah, Isaiah 

the prophet that lived and worked in Jerusalem in the 8th century B.C.E.   For all 

practical purposes, we’re gonna give it a date of 735.  He worked for many years over 

a long course of time, but the period of time and events we’re talking about are around 

735.  Well, what’s going on at that time?  Make sure you get in your notes the 

Syro-Ephraimite War.  The Syro-Ephraimite War is thus.  When we talked about Amos 

and Hosea, we talked about the period of time around 750 B.C.E.  During that period of 

time Assyria was weak and Syria the nation was also weak.  Israel was allowed to grow 

and prosper. 
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 Well, about 15 or so years later, Assyria has a new king named Tiglath-Pileser.  

Tiglath-Pileser is one of the most powerful and mean Assyrian kings that ever lived.  I 

have one daughter, no sons, and if I ever have a son, though, I keep joking and telling 

myself I’d name the kid Tiglath-Pileser.  I know that that would just cause him all kinds 

of trouble so I really wouldn’t do it.  But, you know, from my perspective and studying 

ancient Near Eastern literature, Tiglath-Pileser was one tough guy.  I can’t imagine any 

kid in class with the name Tiglath-Pileser — he’d intimidate everybody in the class and 

would be pretty tough and no one would mess with him.  Obviously, I wouldn’t really do 

that, but I’ve been tempted. 

 At any rate, getting back to this historical situation.  Syria had Tiglath-Pileser and 

he was again strong and powerful.  Assyria was strong and powerful also and they 

were flowing in to Palestine to retake control over this fertile land that is there between 

them.  And kind of on their way, if they can gain control there, maybe they can stage an 

attack from there onto Egypt.  Syria or Aram also is a little bit oppressed by this and 

they’re saying, “Gee whiz.  We’ve got Assyria, this powerful bully on the block 

breathing down our neck.  What’re we gonna do?  Well, maybe if we make an alliance 

with Israel — because they’re in trouble too — we can stand up against Assyria.  And 

maybe, you know, Judah is not far off.  They’re sort of a sister nation to Israel.  Let’s 

get all three of us together, bound us all together, and we’ll oppose Assyria and keep 

‘em out of our back yard.”  That’s what they’re thinking. 

 And the situation, then, to which Isaiah is talking says — he is talking to the 

Jerusalem king, the Judean king, and saying, “Don’t make alliances with Syria and 

Israel.  You don’t want to get involved in this fight.  Leave ‘em alone and let their fate 

fall however it falls.  You stay here and weather the storm.”  Think about it.  For the 

most part, Judah had always kind of been side-stepped and skirted around by the other 

international powers.  The Davidic dynasty had been consistent and strong.  And so 
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Isaiah had some historical precedence for this, for this strategy. 

 Well, Syria and Israel weren’t gonna take no for an answer and they say, “Look, 

this is our livelihood that’s at stake here.  We’re gonna force you to be our ally and fight 

with us.”  And so they started rattling swords and shields against Jerusalem and 

thinking, “Hey, we’re gonna come against Jerusalem.  We’re gonna attack Jerusalem.  

We’re gonna put Jerusalem under a siege and make you join us in this fight.”  Okay.  

And Isaiah is saying, “Don’t give in, don’t give in, don’t give in.” 

 Now, during this period of time you need to be aware because Isaiah mentions 

certain kings.  And so I just want you to be aware.  There’s Ahaz from Judah and then 

later Hezekiah.  We’re gonna mention Hezekiah briefly later in this lecture.  Israelite 

kings?  There’s Pekahiah and then there’s Pekah, which is referred in the text to son of 

Remaliah.  And then there’s Hoshea and then remember that there’s the fall of Israel in 

722.  Of the Syrian or Aramian king, there’s Rezed and then Aram or Syria falls to 

Assyria in 732.  So that’s important to know. 

 The Assyrian kings — the one that we’re really gonna be paying attention to with 

Isaiah is Tiglath-Pileser III, but he was followed by Shalmaneser, Sargon II, and then 

Sennacherib.  We’ve already talked about Sennacherib a number of ways, particularly 

when we looked at Lachish, and Sennacherib was the king who attacked Lachish and 

then later Jerusalem, and said that he shut up Hezekiah like a bird in a cage.  But then 

there’s a text in both Second Kings and here in Isaiah that says that Sennacherib was 

murdered while he was worshiping his god.  His god couldn’t even protect him when he 

was there in the temple worshiping him.  So there’s a little bit of a polemic going on 

there.  So that’s the historical situation. 

 Now, let’s look first at Isaiah’s call and the call narrative.  And this is found — 

we’ve looked at this before but I want to look at it again — Isaiah 6, 1 through 5, 

because it says a lot about Isaiah’s — who Isaiah was and his support group, that sort 
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of thing.  “In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and 

lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple.”  Now, think about it.  Where is Isaiah 

when he has this vision?  He’s in the temple — or at least he has a vision of the 

temple.  This guy had access to the Jerusalem temple.  Well, not everybody gets that.  

Certainly not your average Joe Shmo farmer from Tacoa or wherever.  You’ve got to be 

pretty well situated to have this kind of access.   

 And so therefore it would appear that Isaiah, just from this, is a member of the 

Jerusalem royal court and would be a Judean prophet, and would be a central prophet, 

and later on you see that he has pretty good access to the king and can meet him when 

he’s out getting a drink or taking a walk, or what have you.  He can call a meeting with 

the king and consult and give advice, and that sort of thing.  He seems to be a central 

prophet.  “Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six weeks: with two they 

covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew.  And 

one called to another and said, ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts; the whole earth is 

full of his glory.’  The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, 

and the house filled with smoke.  And I said, ‘Woe is me!  I am lost, for I am a man of 

unclean lips, and I have among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the 

King, the Lord of hosts!’” 

 How does he refer to Yahweh?  The king.  He’s the king, the divine king.  And 

that is an important point.  What it would appear is that Isaiah is a central prophet tied 

to the royal court in Jerusalem, is an advocate of and adherent to the royal theology, 

and his creedal assertion, his statement of faith, is that Yahweh is king.  And if we want 

to start and try an outline, some of the basic fundamental beliefs of royal theology would 

be, number one, that Yahweh is king. 

 Now, the other point I want to get to before — and not forget to mention before 

we leave here is that notice the behavior of Isaiah as a prophet.  How does he receive 
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his message from God?  He sees it.  And it appears that he is a seer.  He has a 

vision.  Again, this is consistent with what we introduced in outline: that Judean 

prophets were cloze, they were seers. 

 Well, in Chapter 7 we move into oracles to King Ahaz of Judah and we start to 

see what kind of a message Isaiah has for the king.  And the first few verses — in 

Chapter 7, verses 1 through 9, he is saying to King Ahaz, “Stand firm.”  I’m gonna skip 

down and start with verse 3.  “Then the Lord said to Isaiah, Go out to meet Ahaz, you 

and your son Shear jashub.”  If you look at the little footnote it means a remnant shall 

return or a remnant shall turn.  It means that there’s a faithful remnant out there who is 

going to be faithful to Yahweh.  “At the end of the conduit of the upper pool on the 

highway to the Fuller’s Field, and say to him, Take heed, be quiet, do not fear and do 

not let your heart be faint because of these two smoldering stumps of firebrands, 

because of the fierce anger of Rezin and Aram and the son of Remaliah.” 

 So what is the danger here from Isaiah’s perspective?  The danger is that Ahaz 

is going to say, “Oh, man.  These guys” — he’s gonna get intimidated and he’s gonna 

make an alliance with these two guys.  And Isaiah is saying that’s not the way to go; 

that’s his advice as a consultant, as a royal advisor.  “Don’t get involved with these 

guys.  Stand firm.  Remain isolated from these folks.” 

 And then I want to skip over to verse 7 because here we get at the heart of 

Isaiah.  A couple of verses that show what Isaiah’s theology is and therefore what 

some of the royal theology was.  “Therefore thus says the Lord God: It shall not stand, 

and it shall not come to pass.  For the head of Aram is Damascus, and the head of 

Damascus is Rezin.”  And so there’s a clear picture.  You have the nation Aram, you 

have its capital Damascus, and you have the king Rezin.  And then it stops. 

 Now, if you were to ask Isaiah, “Isaiah, who’s the head of the kingdom of Judah?”  

Well, you have Judah and its capital is Jerusalem, and its king is Ahaz, and the head of 
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Ahaz is Yahweh.  We just saw in verse 6:5 that Yahweh is king.  Isaiah doesn’t say or 

have any kind of a mention that there’s a deity or Yahweh or anything more powerful 

than Rezin over Aram.  And so they are headless and powerless, and Ahaz should not 

be intimidated.  “The head of Ephraim is Samaria, and the head of Samaria is the son 

of Remaliah.”  Where’s God in that picture?  Ain’t there.  Same king of picture that you 

get from Aram is also stated of Israel.  And it’s only Ahaz in Jerusalem over Judah that 

has Yahweh, a powerful deity, to protect them.  So why should Ahaz be intimidated by 

these firebrands who are just kind of smoldering and throwing off a lot of smoke?  “If 

you do not stand firm in faith, you shall not stand at all.”  That’s his advice. 

 Well, let’s skip down to verse 10 through 17, and here you have the famous 

passage of Immanuel.  “Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz, saying, Ask a sign of the Lord 

your God; let it be deep as Sheol or high as heaven.”  Let’s get a message here, 

something you can see from Yahweh, Ahaz, so it will bolster up your faith.  “But Ahaz 

said, I will not ask, and I will not put the Lord to the test.”  Okay.  “Then Isaiah said: 

‘Hear then, O house of David!  Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary my 

God also?  Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign,” whether you want it or not.  

“Look, the young woman” — and here we are in verse 14 and here’s the phrase that 

has created all sorts of discussion and a whole other tradition that shows up in the Book 

of Matthew.  The young woman.  In Hebrew this does not mean virgin.  It just means 

a young woman.  She can be married, she can be sexually active.  It doesn’t have 

anything to do with her virginity.  But in the Greek, with the word that they used to 

translate, it could take on that meaning.  By the time it comes to the New Testament, 

that tradition and that use of this verse, that tradition that developed from this verse was 

picked up by Matthew and filled out the picture of Jesus.  I’ll leave it to New Testament 

scholars to pick it up from there. 

 But the point I want to make here is that Isaiah is not thinking about a virgin and 
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he’s not thinking about a child being born centuries down the line.  And he’s not 

thinking about a child being born who will be a savior or a messiah at this point.  Isaiah 

is thinking of a sign.  This young woman is gonna have a child and we’re gonna name 

that child Immanuel which means God is with us.  It comes back not to a hope that 

Isaiah has that many centuries down the line a messiah is going to be born who will be 

named Immanuel.  What he’s thinking is there’s a message, God is with us, and not 

like Rezin over Damascus who has no head over him.  Not like Pica in Samaria who 

has no head over him.  We have God with us.  And so stand firm and don’t shake like 

a tree. 

 “The young woman is with child and shall ear a son, and shall name him 

Immanuel.  He shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to refuse the evil 

and choose the good.  For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose 

the good, the land before whose two kings you are in dread will be deserted.”  And so it 

won’t be very long from now — and it wasn’t; just a few years for Aram and about a 

decade for Israel — that they were defeated by Assyria.  “The Lord will bring on you 

and on your people and on your ancestral house such days as have not come since the 

day that Ephraim departed from Judah--the king of Assyria.” 

 And then we’re gonna skip over to Chapter 8, verses 1 through 15.  We won’t go 

through all of that, but we want to look at what the message is there.  Again, the 

choices that are facing Ahaz are do I make an alliance with Syria and Israel?  No, don’t 

do that.  But these guys are going to attack me.  Maybe I ought to make an alliance 

with someone who can protect me from them — Assyria.  Maybe that’s who I ought to 

make an alliance with.  Ahaz initially did that and Assyria eventually exacted a very 

heavy toll, and it was a plague to the nation of Judah for many years later.  And so 

Ahaz doesn’t do a very good job following Isaiah’s advice.  At any rate, that’s the way it 

goes. 
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 But in Chapter 8 we start to see this play out a little bit further.  “Then the Lord 

said to me, ‘Take a large tablet and write on it in common characters, “Belonging to 

Maher-shalal-hash-baz,” and have it attested.”  And this means — if you look down — I 

have footnotes here.  “The spoil speeds, the prey hastens.”  And so it’s the idea of 

defeat and destruction, and that is coming fast.  “And have it attested for me by reliable 

witnesses, the priest Uriah and Zechariah son of Jeberechiah.  And I went to the 

prophetess, and she conceived and bore a son.  Then the Lord said to me, Name him 

Maher-shalal-hash-baz; for before the child knows how to call ‘My father’ or ‘My mother,’ 

the wealth of Damascus and the spoil of the maria will be carried away by the king of 

Assyria.”  And so again, it’s a prophecy that Assyria is gonna defeat these folks.  You 

don’t have to worry about them.  Forget about ‘em, leave ‘em alone. 

 Nevertheless, Ahaz — he did make an alliance with Assyria and he did not stand 

alone.  “The Lord spoke to me again” — and this is 8:5 — “because this people has 

refused the waters of Shiloah that flow gently, an melt in fear before Rezin and the son 

of Remaliah” — in other words, instead of standing alone, standing firm in faith, they 

make a deal with the king of Assyria who exacts all sorts of taxes and things like that.  

They refused the water of Shiloah.  They should have kept it.  What are these waters 

of Shiloah?  If you go to Jerusalem today, you will see the spring that flowed from the 

southeastern — really the eastern part of the old city of — the City of David in 

Jerusalem, and then there was a pool and there was a conduit that is attributed to 

Hezekiah, Hezekiah’s tunnel, and it flowed out to this pool.  These were the waters of 

Shiloah and they flow out from the temple. 

 But there’s a bigger ideological picture going on here.  There’s a symbol behind 

these waters.  As a stream they’re kind of cool and it’s a good water supply for ancient 

Jerusalem.  Today they look kind of polluted.  A lot of people walk through them, stuff 

like that.  But the bottom line is that as a symbol they represented the fecundity, the 
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prosperity that Yahweh promised.  Yahweh dwelt in the temple and therefore Yahweh 

brought forth from the temple mount this stream and that would water that valley, the 

Kidron valley, and would supply the people with water and would supply that area with 

livelihood, with prosperity and fecundity.  And so it symbolized the prosperity that 

Yahweh supplied through and out of the temple. 

 A good vision of this, one of the best pictures of this, is if you go to Ezekial 47, 

verses 1 through 12, Ezekial has an elaborate vision of hope for the future.  That when 

the temple is restored, the glory has reinhabited the temple at that time, there’s going to 

be a river flowing east from the temple.  It’s gonna flow all the way to the Dead Sea and 

the all along the way trees will grow and plants will grow.  When it comes to the Dead 

Sea, the Dead Sea will turn from brackish, horrible, undrinkable water to fresh water.  

The Dead Sea will be filled with fish and life.  And all along that stream from the 

Jerusalem temple to the Dead Sea will be life.  These are the life-giving waters that 

Yahweh has.  You have another doctrine coming from, associated with the royal 

theology, and that is the doctrine that Yahweh and the temple gives life. 

 In the temple — and we won’t be getting into it in this class, but the temple was 

filled with all sorts of garden imagery.  The temple was seen and the imagery carved 

into the walls there was imagery of and about and reflecting the story of the Garden of 

Eden.  It was a garden in which all of life was created and available and burst forth.  

That’s because Yahweh, the giver of life and the destroyer of chaos, dwelt there.  The 

waters of Shiloah represented all of those ideas and contain within that symbol all of 

those ideas of life and fecundity. 

 And it also there carried with it this idea of protection.  But Ahaz refused those 

— that symbol, those waters of Shiloah.  He refused that, according to Isaiah, and 

therefore what’s going to come upon him?  Not the gentle flowing waters, but Yahweh 

will bring up against it mighty flood waters, the destructive waters of the king of Assyria, 
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the destructive waters of the river.  And so there’s a judgment that’s going to come 

upon and it did come upon Ahaz in Jerusalem because he made a deal with the king of 

Assyria to protect him against Rezin and Pica of Israel.  And so the Book of Isaiah 

judges Ahaz in this part of Judah’s history very harshly. 

 Now, I just want to summarize Isaiah by saying if you go to Chapters 36 through 

38, you see another picture of, this time, Hezekiah.  Hezekiah does not call upon 

another king to save him, but relies upon Yahweh alone for protection.  And as a result, 

Sennacherib, the Assyrian king, and his army flee the area.  Yahweh strikes their army.  

They flee and in the end, Sennacherib is assassinated worshiping his god.  His god 

cannot protect him, even when Sennacherib is in his own temple.  And his sons 

conspire and kill him there while he’s praying to his god in his own temple.  That’s what 

happens to Sennacherib.  But what happens to Hezekiah?  Because Hezekiah, at 

least in that instance, is faithful and trusts upon Yahweh, and is faithful to Yahweh.  He 

succeeds and Assyria goes away, and he has victory. 

 And so as the prophecies of Isaiah are put together and edited together, they 

have a picture of Ahaz, the failure; Hezekiah, the success.  But Isaiah’s message, his 

advice to these kings, remains the same: stand firm in trusting and being faithful to 

Yahweh.  The book is an argument for Isaiah’s advice and his advice is built around the 

royal theology of the royal court.  Yahweh is king of the temple.  That king of temple 

protects and that king in the temple supplies prosperity, and those are the fundamental 

tenets of royal theology.  Some refer to it as Zion theology, but those are the 

fundamental tenets.  Isaiah was apparently a proponent of those and he drew his 

advice from those.  That was the conceptual foundation for Isaiah’s belief system and 

for his message. 

 Next time when we come back we’ll be looking at the Books of Jeremiah and 

Ezekial, and we’ll be moving a little bit further along in the chronology of ancient Judah 



REL 101 Lecture 27 12 

and the Hebrew people, and looking at prophets as they prophesied in a very trying, 

confusing and challenging time in that history.  Until then, thank you for your attention. 

  


