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Assessment 1

Write a 2500-word essay on the following topic:
Section (a) Essay 1:

Demonstrate how Isaiah chapters 1 and 6 represent key chapters essential to our understanding and interpretation of the entire book.

Chapters 1 and 6 of the book of Isaiah are pivotal in understanding the framework on which the rest of the book is constructed.  These two chapters introduces the core themes that reoccur constantly within the rest of the book.  The holiness of God is expounded (1.4, 16, -17; 6:3) as is the wickedness of the nation, which stands in stark contrast to the holy God (1:4-6, 6:5). Themes of impending judgement for wickedness are also made in both these chapters, (1:7, 20; 6:11-12), as is that of repentance (1:16-17; 6:5-7), and hope of future restoration (1:18-19, 6:13).  In addition, these chapters establish the historical framework in which the prophet purportedly lived, prophesised and wrote (1:1; 6:1).  However, what is important to understand is what these themes mean in the overall context of the book, and its historical perspective.  Particularly as while the book is presented as a unified script, modern scholastic analysis has discerned that it in fact a composite work written by a number authors over hundreds of years, the text of which was redacted a number of times over this period.  It needs to be asked why the common themes set out in chapters 1 and 6 of the book, have such commonality and resonance, and to our understanding of the work within context of the Hebrew Bible and ultimately, the New Testament. It is these questions that this essay will explore and attempt to offers some tentative answers. 

 “The vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.” The opening declaration of this book firmly establishes; the identity of the prophet, the historical timeline over which he has received his vision, and the subjects of his prophetic utterances.  As noted above, modern scholarship has revealed that, despite aforementioned declaration that the book was a unified vision written over the reigns of four Judean kings, the authorship and timeline of writing is far more complex.   Sweeney summarises this complexity by describing the book as; “a composite work written over the course of four centuries,” and having four major stages in the composition of the book with the final edition being completed in the mid to late 5th century B.C.E.[footnoteRef:1] Williamson summarises the modern understanding of the authorship of the book as; “not only are the three major divisions of Isaiah to be ascribed to authors of three different historical periods, so that it has become customary to speak of Proto‐ Deutero‐, and Trito‐Isaiah (chapters 1–39, 40–55, and 56–66 respectively), but even within these major divisions later material is also to be separated out.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Sweeney, M. Isaiah 1-39 with an Introduction to Prophetic Literature, (Grand Rapids, Michigan, Cambridge, UK, 1996) P51 https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=BdSzj9-SZv0C&pg=PR7&source=gbs_selected_pages&cad=2#v=onepage&q&f=false (Accessed 01/05/19)]  [2:  Williamson, H.G.M. The Book Called Isaiah: Deutero-Isaiah's Role in Composition and Redaction, (Oxford, OUP, 1994) P2, https://www-oxfordscholarship-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/0198263600.001.0001/acprof-9780198263609-chapter-1 (Accessed 01/05/19)] 

Stromberg argues further that Trito Isaiah, (or Third Isaiah); 
…created a work in the last eleven chapters of the book, which, through various forms of textual borrowing, draws the earlier stages of Isaiah into its own future vision. He also introduced material throughout 1–55 which would, in a manner of speaking, anticipate that vision. The end product was an Isaiah drawn into the final chapters from both directions. 
He further suggested that there was some evidence that pointed too yet another redactor later than the author of Third Isaiah.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Stromberg, J. Isaiah After Exile: The Author of Third Isaiah as Reader and Redactor of the Book, (Oxford, OUP, 2011) pp249, 251-2 https://www-oxfordscholarship-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199593910.001.0001/acprof-9780199593910-chapter-8 (Accessed 01/05/19).] 

This very brief overview of some of the key findings of the modern textual analysis of authorship of the book, is provided to highlight that the core themes introduced by chapters 1 and 6 run concurrently throughout the entire book, despite the mixed authorship and extended period over which the book was apparently written.  It indicates that even though the book covers distinct historic periods in Judah’s history; the threats from the Northern Kingdom and Damascus, later Assyria, then Babylon then later still, after the Exile, these themes are so important to the authors that they speak to each of these diverse periods powerfully.  They do so as the messages to the respective audiences of those periods can be perceived as ‘timeless’.  It would be prudent to now look at the key themes and phrases introduced by the two chapters in question which are so crucial to the understanding of the book overall.
In chapter 1, there is little biographic detail except that the titular prophet was the son of a person called Amoz, and that he lived during the reigns of four eighth century Judean kings. The author immediately launches into a diatribe against the conduct of the nation of Judah and Jerusalem who have almost universally rejected the God of Israel, corrupted God’s practises he gave to them (1:11, 13-15) and become a reprobate people (1:4-6) deserving of judgement (1:27-28) and punishment (1:7-8, 25, 28).  However, through all this, the prophet’s vision also gives hope for future redemption (1:16-19, 26-27). It is noted that this chapter has a discernible legal genre, particularly because of verse 2’s call of witnesses to the ‘case’ against the nation and the city.[footnoteRef:4] Although, pressing the existence of legal framework to is certainly questionable.[footnoteRef:5] It poses a good literary device to illustrate God as king and judge over his people, gathering evidence, examining them, finding them wanting and pronouncing judgement.  But at the same time using his omnipotent authority to offer leniency and restitution. Therefore, this first chapter; “lays out the basic themes of judgement and subsequent restoration for the repentant righteous in Jerusalem.  These themes stand as a basic message through the book as a whole.”[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Sweeney, M ibid pp66-67]  [5:  Coggins, R. Isaiah in Barton, J. & Muddiman, J. Eds, The Oxford Bible Commentary, (Oxford, OUP, 2007) p435.]  [6:  Sweeny, M. The Latter Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel) in McKenzie, S & Patrick Graham, M. Eds The Hebrew Bible Today,  (Louiseville, USA, Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) P79 https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=owwhpmIVgSAC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false (accessed 29/04/19) ] 

Chapter 1 takes this concept of God as the judge and king of Israel, and combines it with his holiness and introduces a commonly used title for God throughout the book, that of “The Holy One of Israel” which is first found in verse 4.  This specific designation seems important to the writers and editors of the book as it appears no less than 25 times in the NRSV version of the book, with three other close variations; “they will sanctify the Holy One of Jacob, and will stand in awe of the God of Israel” (29:23). “I am the Lord, your Holy One, the Creator of Israel, your King.” (43:15) “Thus says the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One” (49:7).  As this designation only appears 6 times in the rest of the Hebrew Bible, the constant use of this phrase in the book of Isaiah, as the title for God seems to emphasis the contrast between the holiness of God and the sin of the nation.  Indeed, the phrase seems to be used distinctively in warning to and accusations against his nation.[footnoteRef:7]  However, this title also may indicate that while God is holy, he does not stand aloof from his creation, but is still wants to be intrinsically linked to his people, despite their failings.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Williamson, H.G.M. ibid, p43]  [8:  Kidner, D. ‘Isaiah’ in Carson, D., France, R., Motyer, J. & Wenham, G. Eds. New Bible Commentary, 21st Century Edition, (Leicester, UK, Downers Grove USA, Inter-Varsity Press, 2002) p634.] 

The second overriding concern of the writer and editor of this portion of the book was the geographic focus “The vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem” (1:1), with the city of Jerusalem being mentioned a further 52 times and Judah a further 30 times. As Seitz points out; “…Isaiah is fundamentally concerned with institutions, or theological perspectives, which were routed in the southern kingdom; namely kingship and Zion.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Sietz, C. Isaiah 1-39 (Louisville, USA, John Knox Press, 1993) pp31-32] 

Bartlett sees that “…chapter 1 forms an overview or prologue to the entire book, and that the subheading at 2:1 marks the first main section that extends through chapter 12.”[footnoteRef:10] Many other scholars have acknowledged several significant connections between chapter 1 and chapters 56-66.  Stromberg states that; “Isaiah 1 is edited to echo 65–66, so that together they form ‘book ends’ around the whole of Isaiah” he then summarises these similarities: [10:  Bartlett, A. The Centrality of Isaiah 6 (-8) Within Isaiah 2-12, Concordia Journal October 2004, Concordia Seminary, St Louis, MO, USA, p316 http://cesna-sam.pbworks.com/w/file/fetch/48989945/The%20Centrality%20of%20Isaiah%206%20%28-8%29%20Within%20Isaiah%202-12.pdf (Accessed 29 April 2004)] 

The textual affinities between Isaiah 1 and the last two chapters of the book are indeed impressive, as the convenient summary by Smith [Rhetoric and Redaction in Trito‐Isaiah (VTSup 62. Leiden: E. J. Brill)] shows:
Yahweh's saving of the repentant in Zion (cf. שוב‎ [1: 27; 59: 20]); illicit cults in gardens (cf. אילים‎ [1: 29; 57: 5] and גנה/גן‎ [1: 29–30; 65: 3; 66: 17]); the people choosing these things (cf. בחר‎ [1: 29; 65: 12; 66: 4]); the forsakers of Yahweh (cf. עזבי יהוה‎ [1: 28; 65: 11]); and shame for these activities (cf. בוש‎ [1: 29; 65: 13; 66: 5]). 
As many have also noted, Isaiah 1 and 65–6 both end with the destruction of those who practice these things, a destruction in both cases depicted as an unquenchable fire (לא תכבה‎ 1: 31 // אין מכבה‎ 66: 24).[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Stromberg, J. ibid. p148] 

Chapter 6 is generally seen to be the commissioning narrative of the prophet.[footnoteRef:12]  This narrative has strong similarities to the call of Jeremiah and Ezekiel.[footnoteRef:13] In addition, the call of Isaiah (along with Jeremiah and Ezekiel) seems to have been based upon a traditional structure that can be found with the calling of Gideon and Moses.  Also, some scholars see the structure of call of Isaiah was altered slightly in the light of call and similar vision of God by Milcaiah in 1 Kings 22:19−22.[footnoteRef:14]  All these similarities to other prophetic works, firmly establishes the book of Isaiah within the context Hebrew Bible as a whole, and chapter 6 is crucial to this understanding. [12:  Sweeney, M. ibid, p134]  [13:  Coggins, R, ibid, p443]  [14:  Groenewald, A. “Isaiah 1:2−3 and Isaiah 6: Isaiah “a prophet like Moses” (Dt 18:18)’, HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 68(1), Art. #1311, 2012, p5 https://hts.org.za/index.php/hts/article/view/1311/2617 (Accessed 29/04/19)] 

However, unlike the relatively contemporary works of Jeremiah and Ezekiel which places the call of the prophets chronologically at the start of their respective books, Isaiah’s commissioning comes further into the book.  While there are differing views on why this is, Seitz offers a useful explanation that chapter 6 was deliberately placed; “…so that the word of God in more comprehensive form, might provide a broader context in which to understand the depiction of the prophet and biographical aspects of his activity.”[footnoteRef:15] Groenewald further argues; [15:  Sietz, C. ibid, p27] 

The deuteronomic depiction of Moses as the first prophet amidst the wilderness generation provides the major thematic force at work during different redactional phases of the book of Isaiah [specifically in chapter 6]. In these layers, we get to know Isaiah as the prophet who continues the teachings of Moses in his own historical context – hereby enhancing his authority.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Groenewald, A., ibid, p6] 

The contents of the chapter 6 are seen as having considerable influence on all levels of the Isaianic tradition and was given special place in the shaping of the message of the book overall.[footnoteRef:17] The opening statement about the death of king Uzziah, sets the reported vision of God’s throne within the historical context of the book, but further the prophet may also be contrasting the transitory nature of human rulers, with the eternal kingship of God.  [17:  Stromberg, J. ibid, pp160-1] 

In verse 3, the celestial beings pronounce God’s manifest holiness, and then further on in the vision, God pronounces a type of judgment on “this people” – his nation (verse 9) which seems to have more than passing inference to the meaning of aforementioned title; “Holy One of Israel”.  Further, this pronunciation of eyes being blinded and ears are stopped from understanding, has multiple allusions in the rest of the book, e.g.  29:18, 35: 5, 42:16, 18-19, 43:8, which show that this judgement is reversed.  This taps into another theme of chapter 1, that of a future redemption.  In addition to this; “…harsh and pivotal statement looms large in in the use of the Old Testament in the New. In all four Gospels, verses 9-10 are quoted in references to Jesus.”[footnoteRef:18] This was analogous to the fact that in the same way that the prophetic messages issued to ancient Israel went for the large part unheeded, so the message of Jesus of Nazareth to his people, was also generally rejected;  “He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.” (John 1:11). [18:  Brueggermann, W. Isaiah 1-39, (Louisville, USA, John Knox Press, 1998) p62] 



Overall then it can be seen that chapter 6 is a pivotal section of the book that, as Bartlett states; “At the heart of the matter, at the centre of God's people, and at the core of both the problem and the solution, was the presence of the Holy One of Israel, whose glory filled the temple and would seek to fill all the earth.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Bartlett, A. ibid, p334] 

Chapters 1 and 6 of the book of Isaiah are core elements in understanding the context and meaning of the whole book of Isaiah. While modern scholarship reveals that there is evidence of multiple authorship and redaction across a long historical timespan and so seeing the different sections of the text illustrating different periods in Israel’s history. Others; “…regard Isaiah as one book that is to be read and studies for its own sake, for what is says and presents and not as a variety of ways of addressing different periods in Israel’s history.”[footnoteRef:20] Certainly it has been demonstrated how the multiple subjects and themes expounded in both these chapters are repeated, analgised and symbolised in continuous threads throughout the remaining 64 chapters of the book, and as such there has to be strong sympathy for Quinn-Miscall’s aforementioned view of understanding the whole book of Isaiah in unity, rather than independent historical sections.   [20:  Quinn-Miscall, P.  Reading Isaiah Poetry and Vision (Louisville, USA, Westminster John Knox Press, 1993) p2 https://www.worldcat.org/title/reading-isaiah-poetry-and-vision/oclc/47977894/viewport (Accessed 3 May 2019)] 


In conclusion, it can be seen the core themes that are introduced in chapters 1 and 6 of the book of Isaiah, such as holiness, majesty of God, sin, judgement, punishment, salvation and future redemption are tied to the; “two fundamental themes of the idea of God as the “Holy One of Israel” and the centrality of Judea and Jerusalem which are epitomised with some of the familiar biblical images and visions.”[footnoteRef:21] Together, these form a framework into which, these themes and subjects are interwoven and exemplified, expounded and elaborated on a repeated basis throughout the rest of the book.  While analysis of modern scholars has found multiple reasons why the book was not written by an 8th century B.C.E. prophet, its overall meaning still needs to be been seen as a unified whole, irrespective of when parts of it were written and by who.  Only then can see these ‘timeless’ poetic themes and meanings be set in context with the rest of the Hebrew Bible and the prophetic literature.  The deliberate use of a similar structure of the calling of Moses, and multiple allusions to the Sinai experience, is an attempt to establish the books authority in the context of the Torah, and the wider Hebrew Bible.  The aforementioned core themes that these chapters introduce, all strike major chords with the writers of the New Testament.  While authors of the book of Isaiah wrote many times about a future salvation from Israel, never saw that time of salvation and peace.  In the New Testament, Israel’s ultimate redemption is reiterated and founded in the savoir they rejected: “And as Isaiah predicted, “If the Lord of hosts had not left survivors to us, we would have fared like Sodom and been made like Gomorrah. (Romans 9:27-29)  And; “They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen.” (Romans 9:4-5). [21:  Sawyer, J. ‘Isaiah’ in Metzer, B. & Coogan, M. Eds. The Oxford Companion to the Bible, (Oxford, OUP, 1993) p328] 
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