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Introduction

This paper tries to answer the question why chapters of Isaiah 1-6 can be considered fundamental in the understanding of the entire book. As we will see, from a ‘thematical-literary perspective’ the prophesies of Isaiah as expressed in the first six chapters, are characterized by common theological themes and phrases, which are repeated throughout the entire Book. Following the partitional approach, of the late 19th century German Lutheran theologian Berhard Laoaurdus Duhm, in terms of era and location, these themes were incorporated in Isaiah’s own prophecies of the late 8th  Century BCE (Isa 1-39 or proto Isaiah), but also in the exilic period narratives (Isa 40-55 or largely Deutero-Isaiah) and in the verses of the post exilic period (Isa 55-66 or Trito Isaiah).[footnoteRef:1] This method was essential in understanding the Book of Isaiah as a creation of its own era (diachronic approach) and at the same time, as a product in its own right (synchronic approach). Ulrich Berges calls this methodological combination a ‘diachronically reflected synchrony’ and as a result, this approach allowed the Book of Isaiah, ultimately to become a source of inspiration for the study of Christology and a reference for Jesus Christ as portrayed in the New Testament (NT). [footnoteRef:2] [1:  Ulrich Berges, Isaiah: Structure, ‘Themes, and Contested Issues, in The Oxford Handbook of the Prophets, ed. By Carolyn J. Sharp (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 1-20, p.3.]  [2:  Ibid., p.2.] 

As we will see, the foremost recurrent theological theme, that can be found throughout the book of Isaiah, is God’s appeal to His people (the people of Israel), to live a Just and righteous life, God’s warning of judgement in case of disobedience and ultimately the promise of redemption. In the first six chapters, the prophet Isaiah confronts the people and the leaders of Jerusalem with their transgressions against the God of Israel and warns them that the wrath of God ultimately will lead to their destruction. God will use enemies (Assyria and Babylonia) to judge Jerusalem if they were to persist in their corrupt ways, their idolatry, and their oppression of the poor. But Isaiah’s message was also about hope and redemption as Isaiah believed deeply that God would fulfill the covenant promises and that eventually he would send a King, a messianic leader from the line of David to establish God’s Kingdom (cf. 2 Sam:7). Isaiah believed that this messianic leader would lead Israel in obedience to all the Laws of the covenant, made at Mount Sinai (cf. Exodus:19) and which would eventually have its effect on all nations (cf. Gen: 12). 
	As we will see, this ‘Isaianic thematic-literary cycle’ of God’s warning of judgement (disobedience, followed by divine punishment), and ultimately the divine restoration through redemption, is repeated primarily through quotations, and allusions. Therefore, in terms of methodology, this paper will focus first on the initial six chapters of the Book, to highlight the above cycle. Through analogies, allusions, and quotations this paper will than demonstrate the analogy between earlier verses and later verses, covering different periods within the Book of Isaiah. Furthermore, external, yet related prophetic material will be used to place above chapters in a larger prophetic and historical context. 
At the end of the paper, it will become clear that Isaiah 1-6 essentially functions as a synopsis that illustrates a thematic-literary perspective of the Book of Isaiah. In other words, chapters 1-6 set the tone for the interpretation of the principal messages that are incorporated in the numerous verses throughout the entire Book. In conclusion, the common themes and literary parts essentially keep the chapters connected and as such confirm a ‘one book theory’, where ‘the function and the passages in the overall context are being addressed’.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Ibid., p.4.
] 



CHAPTER ONE (Isa 1:1-31)

Chapter one is about what the prophet Isaiah saw and understood (Isa 2:1) about Judah and Jerusalem. Isaiah tells the people what God is saying about their world and what will happen because of it. He sees that the nation (Judah and Israel) and the people of Jerusalem are not obeying their God, the almighty God of Israel. Isaiah points out their numerous transgressions in detail and accuses them of not being sincere in their heart when expressing their religious beliefs. In Isa 1:6 Isaiah tells the people of Jerusalem specifically and Israel and Judah in general, that ‘from the sole of the foot even to the head there is no soundness in it’. He accuses them of having blood on their hands (Isa 1:15). He warns them to follow God’s will to ‘do good and seek justice’ (Isa 1:17). Isa 1:21 describes Jerusalem as once a ‘faithful nation, full of justice and righteousness’, yet it had become ‘a whore’ and ‘murderers’, disloyal to the one true God of Israel. The latter part of chapter one of the Prophet Isaiah, is essentially a continuous tirade by Isaiah’s against the people of Israel (including Judah and Jerusalem), pointing out their transgressions, their sins, and their disobedience to their God and their forefather’s covenant with Him. In Isa 1:23 Isaiah points out the corruption of the nation’s leaders, putting their personal interest above those of the more needy orphans and widows. Therefore, as Isaiah continues, the people of Jerusalem (Israel and Judah) will receive the wrath of the ‘Mighty One of Israel’ (Isa 1:24). This wrath of God, as told by Isaiah in Isa 1:25 reads, ‘I will turn my hand against you’; I will smelt away your dross as with lye and remove all your alloy’ and in Isa 1:28, ‘But Rebels and sinners shall be destroyed together, and those who forsake the LORD shall be consumed. In this chapter the tone is set in terms of recurrent themes and messages in the Book of Isaiah. The themes in chapter one follows a pattern of disobedience of the people of Israel, their falseness, their hypocrisy (Isa 1:11-17) and their immorality (Isa 1:21-23). These transgressions are followed by warnings of God’s judgement and eventually by the grace of God, allowing for hope and restoration of a new Jerusalem, ‘Zion shall be redeemed by justice, and those in her who repent, by righteousness’ (Isa 1:27).

Chapter Two (Isa 2:1-22)

Chapter two in large parts repeats the core themes and messages that are underlined in chapter one; the people of Israel’s disobedience, their falseness and immorality, the purifying wrath of God and the restoration of God’s kingdom. Chapter two in comparison to chapter one, mainly describes these themes in reverse order. God’s ‘new Jerusalem’ will take shape, ‘from the mountain of the Lord’s house, Zion, shall go forth instruction and the word of the Lord of Jerusalem’ (Isa 2:2-5). This is followed by the wickedness of the people of Israel at the time of Isaiah. However, unlike the transgression of disobedience, immorality and hypocrisy as described in the previous chapter, the verses in chapter two (Isa 2:6-16) are primarily about idolatry and vanity of the people of Israel. Following the same pattern of chapter one, a time will come when God’s wrath strikes and ‘shake the earth’ (Isa 2:19) and ‘[…] the Sovereign, the Lord of hosts, is taking away from Jerusalem and from Judah support and staff and all support of water’ (Isa 3:1). 

Chapter Three (Isa 3:1-26)

In chapter three the pattern of transgression, God’s warning and judgement is again repeated. In Isa 3:8, it is explained again why the people of Israel have transgressed, ‘For Jerusalem has stumbled and Judah has fallen, because their speech and their deeds are against the Lord, defying his glorious presence’. This is followed by the warning of God’s judgement (Isa 3:9-11, 14) and again in this chapter vanity takes center stage as a grave vice of the people of Jerusalem in Isa 3:16, ‘The Lord said: Because the daughters of Zion are haughty and walk with outstretched necks, glancing wantonly with their eyes, mincing along as they go, tinkling with their feet’. Chapter three ends with a similar prophecy as the previous chapter. Isaiah addresses the people of Jerusalem and tells them that God’s wrath (divine punishment) will result in the fall of their city and the annihilation of the men, ‘Your men shall fall by the sword and your warriors in battle. And her gates shall lament and mourn; ravaged, she shall sit upon the ground (Isa 3:25-26).

Chapter Four (Isa 4:1-6)
 
Apart from the first verse, where the shameful fate of the women of Jerusalem are described, chapter four describes entirely the divine restoration of Jerusalem which God foresees. The recurrent key words in this chapter are ‘Zion’, ‘glory’ and ‘holy’ and are referring to Jerusalem and its people after the divine judgment. In fact, divine restoration of Jerusalem and its people, ‘Once the Lord has washed away the filth of the daughters of Zion and cleansed the bloodstains of Jerusalem from its midst by a spirit of judgement and by a spirit of burning. Then the Lord will create over the whole site of Mount Zion and over its places of assembly a cloud by day and smoke and the shining of a flaming fire by night over all the glory there will be a canopy’ (Isa 4: 4-5).
	
Chapter Five (Isa 5:1-30)

	When we look how chapter five fits in the ‘Isaianic thematic-literary’ model, it becomes clear that it deals with God’s warning of judgment, disobedience, and divine punishment, but there is no reference to God’s divine restoration nor any allusion to any form of hope. The first six verses narrate a parable, called ‘the Song of the Unfruitful Vineyard’,  in which God speaks by means of Isaiah and in which He compares Israel and its people to a vineyard, with a promising prospect of producing good fruit (grapes), yet ultimately it disappoints and produces ‘wild (sour) grapes’.[footnoteRef:4] The meaning of the parable is summarized in Isa 5:7, ‘For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of Judah are his pleasant planting: he expected justice, but saw bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry !’. Apart from the disobedience verses (Isa 5:1-4), this first part of chapter five also tells us in detail about God’s wrath and how he will execute his divine punishment,  [4:  https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%205&version=NRSV] 


And now I tell you what I will do to my vineyard, I will remove its hedge and it shall be devoured; I will break down its wall, and it shall be trampled down. I will make it waste; it shall not be pruned or hoed, and it shall be overgrown with briers and thorns; I will also command the clouds that they rain no rain upon it (Isa 5: 5-6).

The verses of the Song of the Unfruitful Vineyard’ are followed by the verses in which ‘social injustice is denounced’ (Isa 5:8-23). In these verses, God sums up the numerous transgressions of the people of Israel and how they disobeyed God’s will; enrichment at the expense of the poor (Isa 5:8-10), intoxication and ignoring God’s good deeds (Isa 5:11-12), falsehood (Isa 5:18) mocking of God (Isa 5:19), hypocrisy, foolishness, and injustice (Isa 5:20-23).
These transgressions will have consequences and God will send his punishment using the enemies of the people of Israel (Assyria, Babylonia) to invade and crush Jerusalem, the people of Israel, […] for they have rejected the instruction of the Lord of hosts and have despised the word of the Holy One of Israel. Therefore, the anger of the Lord was kindled against this people, and he stretched out his hand against them and struck them (Isa 5: 24b-25a). 

Chapter Six (Isa 5:1-13)

Chapter six recounts the impactful vision Isaiah has of God in heaven and within the ‘Isaianic theological-thematic cycle’ model as adopted in this paper, this chapter seems serve another purpose than God’s divine punishment, which verses Isa 6: 9-13 allude to or the hope of divine restoration in the last line of verse. Yet, the chapter is more about praise (Isa 6:1-4), confession (Isa 5) and forgiveness (Isa 6:6-7), but most of all the chapter claims the prophetic authority of Isaiah ((Isa 6:8).[footnoteRef:5] Brueggemann notices that this chapter has often been portrayed by biblical scholars as a biography, in which Isaiah is commissioned to do God’s work. Others have described it as a model for worship and lately, biblical scholars have even considered the chapter as a ‘stamp of legitimacy’, for Isaiah to pass divine judgment on Judah and Jerusalem on behalf of God.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  W. Brueggemann, ‘Isaiah 6-10:4’, Isaiah 1-39, (Westminster Bible Companion: John Knox Press, 1998), 57-91, p.58.]  [6:  Ibid., p.60.] 



Isaiah 1-6 as a synopsis of the entire Book

The above concise exegesis covering the first six chapters of Isaiah serves to show that, from a thematic-literary perspective, the common themes of judgement and redemption are essentially summarized in these first six chapters. Together with the repetitive literary styles and idiomatic expressions found throughout the Book of Isaiah, they connect and hold together the various chapters, giving credence to the most recent ‘one book theory’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ulrich Berges, Isaiah: Structure, ‘Themes, and Contested Issues, p.4.] 

Building on this theory which ‘emphasizes that the different parts have never existed as independent written accounts’, we can no longer divide Isaiah Grosso Modo in three distinct time and place related segments (Duhm’s three book model): Divine (warning of) Judgement in Isa 1-39 (pre-exilic Jerusalem, Israel and Judah) and hope and redemption in chapters 40-55 (exilic Babylonia) and chapters 56-66 (post-exilic Israel). Such a division may misrepresent the entire Book from the ‘thematic-literary’ perspective. The reason is that the themes of Judgement, hope and redemption are embroidered in various separate chapters throughout the entire Book. These themes are not just following the ‘three book model’, but a one book interpretation in which the themes are narrated through a process of ‘zooming in’ and ‘zooming out’ again. For example, God’s judgment, hope, and redemption are found throughout the Book in several separate chapters. For ‘judgement’: ‘The earth shall be utterly laid waste and utterly despoiled: For the Lord has spoken this word’ (24:3), ‘See, I have taken out of your hand the cup that made you stagger; from that cup, the goblet of my wrath, you will never drink again. I will put it in the hands of your tormentors (51:22b-23a). For ‘hope and redemption’: ‘He will swallow up death forever. The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears from all faces; he will remove his people’s disgrace from all the earth. The LORD has spoken’ (25:8), You will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are steadfast, because they trust in you (26:3). These themes are sometimes compressed even further to fit into one chapter. For example, ‘judgement’ in chapter one: ‘If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the good things of the land; but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword. For the mouth of the LORD has spoken (Isa 1:19-20) and hope and redemption in the same chapter:  ‘Come now, let us settle the matter, says the LORD. Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool’.(1:18). 
Apart from the diffusion of the theological themes throughout the chapters of Isiaiah, also the repetitive literary styles and idiomatic expressions accompanying these themes, reinforce the suspicion that the Book of Isaiah may have had a common origin. These commonly used words are not distinct, nor are they time or place specific in the Book of Isaiah. For example, in chapters 1-6, there are many idiomatic expressions that can be found in later chapters. It is these words and expressions that keep the Book of Isaiah ‘compact’ within the synchronic model, for or example are: ‘lifted up’ (65), ‘says the Lord’ (95), ‘the Lord of Hosts’(61), ‘my people’ (61), ‘give ear’ (46), ‘Holy one of Israel’(26), ‘Daughter of Zion’(8), ‘the wrath of the Lord’ (7), ‘In Zion’ (4) and many more.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://bible.knowing-jesus.com/phrases/book/Isaiah] 

For example, the expression ‘give ear’ (hear or listen) is one of the most frequently used expression in the Book of Isaiah and fit entirely in the major theme. Isaiah uses these words to catch the attention of his audience, informing them of God’s impending judgement and of future redemption. The audience, to whom Isaiah addresses with these words, varies from the people and rulers in Israel, Judah and Jerusalem around the second half of the 8th century BCE (Isa 1-2, 1:10, 1:15, 1:19, 7:13, 32:9, 33:13), to the exiled people in Babylon in the late 6th century BCE (Isa 41:17, 44:1; 49:1). The idiomatic expressions are therefore not place and time specific.
The ‘Holy One of Israel’ is another commonly used expression found in many chapter verses of Isaiah. Holy stands for God, the God of Israel, the Holy one of Israel, who has been despised and ignored by His people, the people of Jerusalem, Israel and/or Judah (Isa 1:4, 5:24, 30:12, 37:24) and the ‘Divine Help’ during the exilic period (Isa 43:14 45:11, 48:17) and finally during the post exilic period (Isa 55:5, 60:9, 60:14). 
The above examples, only a few out of many, show that the terminology used in chapters 1-6 is not necessarily distinct from other parts of the Book. Similar terms used in chapter 1-6 are found all throughout the entire Book.  Whether this may indicate some form of literary continuity and/or a common redaction source, remains speculative. It does, however, challenge many a scholar to find ‘the position and function of these thematic-literary allusions within the context of the Book’.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ulrich Berges, Isaiah: Structure, ‘Themes, and Contested Issues, p.4.] 


Conclusion 

According to Gerald T. Sheppard, the Book of Isaiah is too desperate to be regarded as unified, and to unified to be regarded as purely disparate.[footnoteRef:10] In other words both diachronic models and synchronic models need to be considered in tandem, if we want to understand the Book of Isaiah properly.  What the paper has amplified is that the first six chapters of Isaiah incorporate the main theme of the Book, and which is constantly repeated until the very end. As the paper has shown, the ‘Isaianic thematic-literary cycle’ of God’s warning of judgement (disobedience, followed by divine punishment), and ultimately the divine restoration through redemption, is repeated primarily through quotations, and allusions and found within the entire Book (zoomed out), within several chapters (zoomed in) and within chapter 1-6 in particular (zoomed in completely). It should be noted though, that defining the function of Isaiah 1-6 as merely synoptic for the entire Book lacks substance. These chapters need to be contextualized, both thorough synchronic and diachronic analyses. Only in such a way we can appreciate the summarizing authority of these first 6 chapters. [10:  Berges cited from Gerald T. Shappard, ‘the Book of Isaiah: Competing Structures according to a Late Modern Description of Its Shape and Scope’, in SBL Seminar Papers, ed. by Eugene H. Lovering, Jr., (Atlanta: GA Scholars, 1992) 549-582, p.575.] 
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