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Isaiah

Leaving Song of Solomon, and entering Isaiah (as you do in our canon), is like moving from Nevada to New England. There is a complete shift in the type of writing. The poetic strains of the Psalmist and the wisdom literature of Solomon are exchanged for the historic and eternal proclamations of the prophets. The remainder of the Old Testament is taken up with the inspired writings of the men who filled the unique office of God’s mouthpiece to His oft-erring people.

It is fitting that the gateway to the prophetic literature of the Old Testament is the prophecy of Isaiah, for it is the grandest of all the prophetic books in size, scope, and subject. It is the “masterpiece of the Old Testament”
, in which “we see prophetic authorship reaching its culminating point…to which no prophet, either before or after, could as a writer attain.”

Isaiah sets the standard for the power, dignity, and righteous zeal that characterize the work of the prophets. To grasp the book of Isaiah is to understand the place and importance of the prophet (forthteller) in the life of God’s people.

“What Beethoven is in the realm of music, what Shakespeare is in the realm of literature, what Spurgeon was among the Victorian preachers, that is Isaiah among the prophets.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Isaiah ministered under the reign of four kings of Judah (1:1), during the days of the fractured Israelite kingdom. Historically, they were difficult days for God’s people, as only one of those four kings was a godly ruler. 

Isaiah’s ministry and writings serve to remind us that in the darkest days, God often gives His loudest voices. As the people drifted further from Jehovah, Isaiah came to declare Him more clearly and powerfully than ever before.

In surveying the book of Isaiah, there are three points we will consider. First of all, we consider:

I. THE AUTHOR OF ISAIAH

Questions of authorship are not always as critical as some commentators make them. However, identifying the author does help to interpret the book in light of its historical context. 

In the case of the prophecy of Isaiah, the question of the author must be addressed, not just for interpretive reasons, but as a matter of defense. 

In regard to the author of Isaiah, note that:


A. The authorship is debated by skeptics

No book of the Bible has suffered more undue damage from the cold knife of higher criticism than the prophecy traditionally attributed to Isaiah. For over 2,500 years, there was no question regarding the authorship, until pseudo-enlightened men began to pick apart what they considered to be the work of multiple, anonymous authors and editors in the book of Isaiah.

J. Sidlow Baxter quotes one of these rationalistic critics who wrote that, “The book which bears the name of Isaiah is in reality a collection of prophetic oracles, showing manifest traces of composite authorship, and having a complicated literary history behind it.”

For the purposes of this survey, we will not delve into the reasons for the question of multiple authors. However, those who hold to this view do so because of supposed differences in language, writing style, and historicity. 

In response to the attacks and assaults of the critics, H. A. Ironside says, “It is only unbelieving ignorance coupled with amazing egotism, that could lead any to think to rearrange and dissect it in the manner of modern critics…”

For those who believe in the infallibility of the Scriptures, one verse from the New Testament should serve as validation of a single author in Isaiah. In Luke 14:17, as Jesus stood to preach in the synagogue, Luke says, “And there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Esaias…” Throughout the New Testament, Isaiah is quoted, and never is a hint given of anything other than Isaiah’s authorship.

While the authorship is debated by skeptics, note also that:


B. The authorship is declared in Scripture

For those who accept the Word of God at face value, Isaiah 1:1 serves as an inspired declaration about the author of the prophecy. It says, “The vision of Isaiah the son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.”

Accepting the claim of a single author in Isaiah, what do we know about the person behind the prophecy? We know his father was named Amoz, but we know nothing of him. We know that Isaiah was married (8:3), and he had two sons, Shear-jashub (A remnant shall return), and Maher-shalal-hash-baz (Haste ye, haste ye to the spoil). 

Most of what we know about Isaiah we gather from the language of his writing and preaching. Isaiah was a man of stature among the people, and was a uniquely gifted servant of the Lord. Isaiah possessed three abilities that are enviable to all who speak on behalf of God. That is, he was prophet, preacher, and poet. 

Isaiah is an articulate, colorful, passionate, and courageous figure, whose language is picturesque and pointed. He uses words carefully and powerfully to convey the truths of God.

One writer says of Isaiah’s “style”, “A lofty and majestic calmness, a grandeur and dignity of expression, is perhaps his first, most patent characteristic…While the strain rises and falls in accordance with the subject matter, and the language at times becomes poetic, figurative, and out of the common, there seems always to preside over the composition a calm spirit of self-restraint, which checks hyperbole, bridles passion, and renders the progress and development of the discourse majestic…”

Moving on from the author of Isaiah, we note secondly:

II. THE ARRANGEMENT OF ISAIAH

It is estimated that Isaiah’s ministry spanned 60 to 70 years, and that prolonged ministry is reflected in the length of his book. Isaiah is by far the longest of the prophetic books, and is among one of the longest books in the entire Bible.

In surveying the book of Isaiah, and specifically its arrangement, we note first of all:


A. The internal parts

Most commentators divide the book of Isaiah into two parts: (1) chapters 1-39, and (2) chapters 40-66. Some hold that chapters 36-39 are a separate part to themselves because they contain a historical narrative rather than a prophecy.

A simple outline of the two main divisions could be:


I. RETRIBUTION - PUNISHMENT BY A HOLY GOD (1-39)


II. RESTORATION - PROMISE FROM A GRACIOUS GOD (40-66)

There are noticeable differences in the two parts of the book. Part 1 focuses primarily upon Assyria as Israel’s enemy, while the second part focuses on Babylon as the main adversary. Part 1 is condemning in its tone, while part 2 is more consoling. While both parts are Messianic, and contain Messianic passages (i.e. 6, 9, 53), in the first part, the Messiah is a kingly Sovereign, while the second part portrays the Messiah as a lowly Servant.

In the first part, the righteous wrath of God is highlighted and heralded. Examples of this are verses such as:

(1:24) “Therefore saith the Lord, the LORD of hosts, the mighty One of Israel, Ah, I will ease me of mine adversaries, and avenge me of mine enemies:”

(5:16) “But the LORD of hosts shall be exalted in judgment, and God that is holy shall be sanctified in righteousness.”

(24:3) “The land shall be utterly emptied, and utterly spoiled: for the LORD hath spoken this word.”

As has been noted, the second part of the prophecy bears a more hopeful and optimistic tone. Examples of this are:

(43:16-19) “Thus saith the LORD, which maketh a way in the sea, and a path in the mighty waters; Which bringeth forth the chariot and horse, the army and the power; they shall lie down together, they shall not rise: they are extinct, they are quenched as tow. Remember ye not the former things, neither consider the things of old. Behold, I will do a new thing; now it shall spring forth; shall ye not know it? I will even make a way in the wilderness, and rivers in the desert.”

(52:9) “Break forth into joy, sing together, ye waste places of Jerusalem: for the LORD hath comforted his people, he hath redeemed Jerusalem.”

The two primary divisions constitute the internal parts of the book, but notice something further about its arrangement. Notice not only the internal parts, but notice also:


B. The interesting parallel

Something very interesting regarding the book of Isaiah is that it parallels the entire Bible. It has 66 chapters to match the Bible’s 66 books. The first part of Isaiah is made up of 39 chapters, and the second part has 27 chapters, mirroring the Old and New Testaments.

In many ways the prophecy of Isaiah is the Bible in miniature. It records the righteous demands of God on one hand, and the gracious provision of God on the other. 

“The parallel is true in broad outline. To what extent it can be developed in detail may be a question…However, some chapters can very definitely be harmonized. The second book of the Bible is Exodus, with the account of Sinai and the giving of the Law. The second chapter of Isaiah says: ‘…Come ye, and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord…for out of Zion shall go forth the law.’ (vs. 3)

…The sixty-sixth book is Revelation, with a new heaven and a new earth and new Jerusalem…In Isaiah, chapter sixty-six: ‘For as the new heavens and the new earth, which I will make, shall remain before me.’ (vs. 22)”

-C.W. Slemming

Finally, in surveying the book of Isaiah, we consider not only the author of Isaiah, and the arrangement of Isaiah, but also:

III. THE AIM OF ISAIAH

What is the overall aim of the message and ministry of Isaiah? He deals with numerous themes, and addresses various nations and people; but can his prophecy be summarized and distilled into a clear principle? Yes.

The aim of Isaiah is twofold. First of all, the prophet seeks:


A. To present the sovereignty of God

Atop Isaiah’s theology is the overruling sovereignty of God. Throughout the book, time and time again, in both sections, Isaiah presents an exalted God, “high and lifted up”, who rules over the affairs of this world by His mighty hand.

“Isaiah had a lofty view of God. The Lord is seen as the Initiator of events in history. He is apart from and greater than His creation; yet He is involved in the affairs of that Creation.”

-John A. Martin

A wonderful example of the sovereignty of God in Isaiah is found in chapter 37. It is in the midst of the historical account of the King of Assyria’s attempted assault upon Jerusalem. After taunting God, and his people, Sennacherib, the king, receives a word from God through Isaiah. God says to the arrogant ruler:

“Hast thou not heard long ago, how I have done it; and of ancient times, that I have formed it? now have I brought it to pass, that thou shouldest be to lay waste defenced cities into ruinous heaps. Therefore their inhabitants were of small power, they were dismayed and confounded: they were as the grass of the field, and as the green herb, as the grass on the housetops, and as corn blasted before it be grown up. But I know thy abode, and thy going out, and thy coming in, and thy rage against me. Because thy rage against me, and thy tumult, is come up into mine ears, therefore will I put my hook in thy nose, and my bridle in thy lips, and I will turn thee back by the way by which thou camest (37:26-29).”

Isaiah is presents a God who rules over all the nations, and to whom all the nations are accountable. His aim is to present the sovereignty of God, and also, more specifically, his aim is:


B. To present the salvation of God

Writing about chapters 40-55 in Isaiah, F.B. Meyer says, “Before us pass, in vivid outlines, the scenes by which our redemption was secured. The humiliation and suffering, sorrow and anguish of soul, substitution and death, exaltation and satisfaction of the Savior are portrayed, with the minuteness and accuracy of a contemporary; and there is hardly a sentence from which we cannot begin and preach Jesus, as Philip did to the Ethiopian Eunuch.”

No survey would be complete without mentioning the Messianic predictions that saturate the prophecy of Isaiah. Throughout the book there is reference both overtly and in type to the Servant who would eventually and finally deliver God’s people.

In this vein, the 53rd chapter is uniquely Messianic. In it, Christ’s sufferings are vividly portrayed, and the writing sounds almost like a New Testament epistle when the prophet says, “Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD hath laid on him the iniquity of us all (53:4-6).”

“As you read through the book of Isaiah, it gradually becomes clear that God’s great plan for his people and for the world narrows in on one person.”
 That one person, to those who look with eyes of faith, is clearly Jesus Christ. He is the promised “Prince of Peace”, and the suffering Servant who dies for the sins of the people.

To neglect the prophecy of Isaiah is to miss part of what makes the Bible so miraculous. Written 750 years before Christ, it sounds remarkably contemporary. The names and the faces have changed as human history has marched on. But the God who is clearly and powerfully revealed in Isaiah has remained unchanged. He is, “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to day, and for ever.”
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