Chapter 1
Isaiah
Isaiah Overview

· Author:  Isaiah

· Date:  ca. 680 B.C.

· Structure:  written to the southern tribes of Judah, this “Mount Everest of Hebrew prophecy” can be divided easily into two sections --

· Prophecies of Condemnation and Judgment  (chs. 1-39)

· Prophecies of Comfort and Hope  (chs. 40-66)

· Theme:  Salvation.  Some have called Isaiah the prophet “the Paul of the Old Testament,” both because of similar personal characteristics, as well as the richness of their theologies.  The word “salvation” appears 26 times in Isaiah, but only seven times in all the other prophets combined!  Salvation is of the Lord -- which accounts for its emphasis on the Messiah (chs. 7, 9, 53).

· Key verses:  6:5-7; 9:6-7; 40:1; 53:6.

· Key chapters: 6, 40, 53.

Theme

There is a continued reference in Isaiah to the sin of the nation of Israel.  Chapter 1 is particularly indicting of her sins, as are chapters 22, 28-31, and 56-59.  Consequently, there is also a corresponding call for Israel to return to righteousness.  Thus, the dominant theme in Isaiah is the theme of salvation that produces confession and repentance.  

While the essential aspect of Isaiah’s theme deals with God’s gracious salvation for a sinful nation, there is also a strong messianic theme running throughout the book. It is pointed out that Isaiah’s basic message is “salvation is bestowed only by grace, by the power of God, the Redeemer, rather than by the strength of man or the good works of the flesh.” [Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 314.]

The book is also highly messianic in its content and theme.  In fact, the messianic content in this book is second to none in the Old Testament.  These prophecies relate to both the first and second advents of Christ; so, there are many messianic prophecies in this book that have been fulfilled and others which still await fulfillment.  Among the unfulfilled prophecies are: 

· the restored blessing upon Israel, mentioned some 14 times throughout the book, particularly in chapters 65-66

· the restoration of the land — Palestine — with seven scattered references

· the restoration of the people of Israel to Palestine, also with seven different references, some of which are in the context of the restoration of Palestine (chs. 35, 49, 66)

· the restoration of Jerusalem as capital, with 10 references

· a promise of blessing upon the remnant, 12 reference

· a promise of blessing for the nations as well, which is mentioned five times, along with a promise for blessing on the entire creation, which is mentioned in 65 & 66 primarily. 

However, the primary messianic them which remains unfulfilled is the reference to the day of the Lord, which is used some 45 times in the book to describe the apocalyptic judgment to come. Hence, while the basic theme of the book is the salvation provided by the grace of God, there are several messianic themes that remain unfulfilled to this day and yet await the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.

“In that Day”
The phrase “in that day,” is mentioned some 45 times in the book, and is therefore an important phrase to consider.  While “it designates God’s decisive intervention in history for judgment,” it is used in several different contexts in the Old Testament. [Brown, ZPEB, 2: 46.]  Some of these kinds of judgment are seen in Isaiah. For instance, there are judgments upon the nation of Israel, as seen in ch. 1, and upon the other nations, chs. 13-23. The day of the Lord is also seen in connection with restoration after the judgment, as in chs. 11 & 66, so it is also connected with the messianic kingdom.  “OT prophecy stresses the imminence of the day of the Lord.  Men need to prepare for it without delay.  God’s justice and judgment are certain, as is His mercy. Sometimes prophetic utterances found partial fulfillment in particular events.  But these are, in fact, foretastes or trailers of the decisive acts of God in the coming of Christ, the outpouring of the Spirit and Christ’s return in final judgment and glory.” [Brown, p. 47.]

Messianic content of the Book

Isaiah is filled with Messianic prophecies, many of which have yet to be fulfilled.  Unger writes, “Of all the prophetic books of the OT Isaiah is the most messianic; even more so than the book of Zechariah. Only the Psalms contain a larger number of messianic predictions.” [Unger, p. 307.]  Unger further illustrates that every aspect of Christ’s deity was prophesied in this book:  His eternality, preexistence, creatorship, omnipotence, omnipresence, omniscience and incomparableness. Furthermore, all the aspects of His earthly life were prophesied as well: His incarnation (9:6), obedience (50:5), message (61:1-2), miracles (53:1-3), suffering (50:6), victorious death, burial, resurrection and ascension (53:8-10), and high priestly ministry (53:12). [A more complete listing is contained in Unger, p. 307.]  

Hence, one can easily understand how this book was important in attempting to get the people of Israel to return to forsake their sins.  It identified their sins and called them to repentance, and yet Isaiah also held out the hope of the future Messiah for the nation. In fact, “the expectation of Messiah is so strong in Isaiah that Jerome, ad Paulinum, calls his book, not a prophecy, but the gospel:  ‘He is not so much a prophet as an evangelist.’” [A. R. Fausset, p. xxiv.]

The Office of Prophet

In order to fully understand the prophetic books, it is important to understand the role of the prophet in Israel. Fausset points out that they are not mystics.  Rather, “prophetism is practical, not dreamy and secluded: the prophets’ inspiration is theirs only as God’s messenger to the people. His ordinary servants and teachers of the people were the priests; the prophets, distinguished from them by inspiration, were designed to rouse and excite.” [Fausset, p. xx.] Why were they to rouse the people? Actually arouse would be a more appropriate term. In fact, Fausset points out that many of the prophecies were given in a poetical style that could be accompanied by music. This “was rendered necessary by the frailty of the prophets and the spiritual obtuseness of the people.” [Fausset, p. xx.] Hence, both their message and their method was designed to spiritually awaken the people. 

B. B. Warfield articulated well the role of the Old Testament prophet when he wrote, “They are men of God whom God has chosen, that He might speak to them and, through them, to His  people.  Israel has not, in and by them, created for itself a God:  God has, through them, created for Himself a people.”  
And again, this speaking was to produce a spiritual awakening through their repentance.  By the warning messages of the prophets, the people were called to repent from their sins and return to their God.  This was also the ministry of Isaiah, who as a prophet was calling the people to repentance and warning them what would await them if they ignored him.  At the same time, he was also indicating that the Lord would again restore them in the future to all the unconditional blessings promised in His covenants with them.

Theology of Isaiah

The book of Isaiah is a rich treasure of theological truths beyond the dominant themes of eschatology and soteriology.  Among the other theological truths in Isaiah are the doctrine of God (theology proper), creation, providence and sovereignty, man and his sin (anthropology and hamartiology), and of redemption and the coming Redeemer.  Hence, there is a discourse on most of the prominent themes of systematic theology.

Harris notes that, “no book speaks more earnestly of God’s sovereign power and righteous character.” [Harris, p. 330.] So while Isaiah greatly indicts the sins of the people throughout, he is also careful to indicate the holiness of God and the sovereignty of God whereby they could have forgiveness. In fact, Harris states (as did Fausset) that, “the topic of redemption is so prominent that Isaiah is called the evangelical prophet.”  Perhaps the theme of salvation is seen most clearly in the most famous chapter in Isaiah — chapter 53.  

Conclusion

Isaiah was written to the people of Judah in a time when they had again turned away from God. It was to serve as a warning to the people that if they would not repent they would have to suffer punishment. And while the punishment was immanent, they still were promised blessings in the future. Some of these promises for redemption came true when they returned to the land after the Babylonian captivity, yet many still remain to be fulfilled. It is interesting to note that Isaiah was just one of many prophets to preach this same basic warning. And in fact, the judges and kings were also to bring the people back in worship of their covenant God, YAHWEH. However, the people failed to return to God under the ministry of Isaiah as they had so many times before — yet God still remained faithful to them, and still has begun to fulfill the many prophecies in this book. And that is the ultimate message: man is sinful, but God is faithful and gracious in His salvation!
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