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

Introduction-184
When looking at both Isaiah chapter 1 and 6, it is evident that there is much to be understood and interpreted just by using these chapters. With this, through exploring many key themes and understandings of each chapter, I will aim to explore not only different themes within the text but also aim to highlight the key aspects that further our understanding on the text as a whole. Through the interpretation of each chapter, this should further allow for the understanding of the whole text where Isaiah 1 highlights the fall of Jerusalem to come whereas Isaiah 6 can be interpreted as the eventual hope for the salvation of Jerusalem and the people of God. With these two seemingly conflicting aspects of a narrative, they actually come together to express firstly the judgement of God through Isaiah and secondly, with Isaiah being called by God as a prophet with a message. By exploring both the initial judgement and almost negative first chapter, we can also explore the more positive and hopeful return of God’s kingdom and salvation in the ‘new life’ in chapter 6.  

Section 1- Isaiah Chapter 1-
This chapter explores many different themes, where these include that of judgement and hope respectively. This is evident almost instantly in Isaiah 1:2-4 where these passages begin with vision of Isaiah and consequently the wrongdoings of Jerusalem and its people detailed. What is evident to note is the description of what has gone wrong for the people- “I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me” (Isa.1:2). Although receiving very little information on Isaiah himself, apart from being the son of Amoz, this is significant in the opening of his vision that also highlights the next aspect. This powerful beginning further emphasises what Isaiah’s vision is about and what is to come for God’s people, where John Oswalt further explains that “as such, they paint in strong relief the contrast between the rebellion and corruption of Judah and Israel in Isaiahs own day and the future holiness and blessedness which the nation would enjoy.”[footnoteRef:1] This is crucial for the beginning of this chapter and for the beginning of the whole book where it explores instantly Isaiahs’s vision and what will happen to the people who have disobeyed God’s covenant. What is clear furthermore is the statement of Isaiah’s vision calling the city of Jerusalem and land of Judah in similar terms to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, as explored in Isa.1:7-9. These two cities, both destroyed by God in Genesis 18:20, where God had revealed to Abraham of the destruction of the two cities because of the sins of the inhabitants. However, much like Isaiah, there is a chance for the righteousness to be saved and to start anew. Where Abraham’s nephew, Lot, God offers the chance of renewal of the faith in the righteous, where “Zion will be redeemed by justice, and those in her who repent, by righteousness” (Isa 1:27). Although all seems very negative at the start, there are options for the people to return to the ways of God and to repent for their sins and be rejoined once more.  [1:  John N Oswalt, The Holy One of Israel: Studies in the Book of Isaiah (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co. 2014) p.17.] 

Although this sense of hope seems almost impossible through Isaiah chapter 1, the vision continues with more untrust of the people, where even sacrifices, offerings and prayers as detailed in Isa 1:11-15. Walter Brueggemann makes a great point about the offerings no longer being satisfactory, where he states that “indeed, Yahweh “hates” the charade and is exhausted by so much dishonest religion. Note well, what is rejected are Jerusalem’s best gestures toward Yahweh.”[footnoteRef:2] This statement is clear where Isaiah’s vision also notes on these aspects that were first commanded by God to be carried out but are now tarnished with false beliefs and the expectation of a reward from God rather than through devotion and belief. Furthermore, this also in part has the understanding that God was not only a giver but could also be a taker, where this vision from Isaiah could be the salvation that the people of Jerusalem desperately need at this time or be gone forever.  [2:  Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1-39 (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) p.p.17-18.] 

This shift however when it comes to verses 17-20, where this once negative actions on the people of Jerusalem was first prophesised, this shift seems to appear for a more positive salvation of the people. Isaac Gottlieb notes on this topic, where he mentions Moses in an earlier time of Isaiah, who had “earlier spoken harsh words to Israel, he now spoke words of comfort to them. And from Moses did all the prophets learn to first utter harsh words, then to return and comfort them.”[footnoteRef:3] This shows further how Isaiah’s vision, that was initially that of doom for the people, Isaiah could then also provide this message of hope, of salvation for the people. God, then, through Isaiah, releases these messages of despair and loss that will happen to the people of the land of Jerusalem and Judah where there are aspects of hope in between. Towards the end of the chapter however we get a continuation of despair for the people, with the analogy of the burning oak that will not be quenched, Isa.1:30-31. Brueggemann further highlights on this point, by stating that “the image of drought in verse 30 is followed in verse 31 by the image of fire. Both fire and drought will terminate, but fire is more abrupt, more violent, more total.”[footnoteRef:4] This statement further harks back to the use of Sodom and Gomorrah, two cities who both perished because of sinful behaviour where the total destruction of fire and burning occurred. This further emulates what could potentially happen in this case, where Isaiah can only warn the people of their behaviour and that change is still possible, with this repetition of burning also being a permanent state. This vision, therefore, is one of urgency and one of desperate measures for the people of Jerusalem where there is a decision that is needed to be made: “Israel can now, yet again, choose life or choose death. Israel can choose obedience, which means to acknowledge that life is given by and referred back to this other One, the Holy One in Israel.”[footnoteRef:5] Brueggemann makes this point where once again, a choice is to be made where there is a time where God can no longer ignore what is happening with his land and people and must intervene in such a way, through Isaiah in this instance, where consequences of their actions will come. However, there is always that other message of hope, of the return to God’s favour that Isaiah and other prophets have also envisioned, where this message of doom is not the end.  [3:  Isaac B Gottlieb, Rabbinic Reception of the Prophets, in The Oxford Handbook of the Prophets (London: Oxford University Press, 2016) p.p.394-395.]  [4:  Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1-39 (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) p.23.]  [5:  Brueggemann, p.20.] 

We also get this contrasting character portrayed through Isaiah, as Joseph Blenkinsopp states that there is the “…Isaiah of the sayings, an uncompromising critic of the political and religious establishment of his day; and there is the man of God of the narrative sections… doing what the man of God in ancient Israel was expected to do- advising, comforting, healing, and in general, being supportive.”[footnoteRef:6] This is significant for the understanding of the whole text where we get to know both sides of the character of Isaiah, firstly as a seer of the destruction of Jerusalem and its people in chapter 1, to then seeing the now prophet Isaiah, sent by God, to ensure the salvation and return to Jerusalem of His people through devotion and belief in God. This is also further explored by Brueggemann who makes the point that “thus, we are able to see that the primary tone of these chapters, largely from the eighth century, is judgement.”[footnoteRef:7] Where it is obviously difficult to change the overarching tone of this chapter, it is highly evident that this chapter is largely a statement of judgement, where God’s people have gone against the covenant and that their actions will have dire consequences for Jerusalem as a whole.  [6:  Joseph Blenkinsopp, Opening the Sealed Book: Interpretations of the Book of Isaiah in Late Antiquity (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2006) p.28.]  [7:  Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1-39 (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) p.9.] 


Section 2- Isaiah chapter 6- 
In similar fashion to what has previously been explored in Isaiah chapter 1, similar sentiments can be felt within chapter 6 however there is a slight change in tone that is more positive in this next chapter. J Roberts highlights that “chapter 6 reports Isaiahs inaugural vision which God called him to his prophetic office and commissioned him with his particular message.”[footnoteRef:8] This initial aspect of chapter 6 is crucial to the entire chapter, where the making of a prophet firstly and then the further a message being bestowed upon him highlights the importance of this next chapter. Firstly however, Isaiah has his encounter with God where this is seen in verse 1-3. Brueggemann highlights on this aspect where “in the vision, Yahweh massively occupies and dominates the heavenly throne room to which Isaiah is wondrously given access.”[footnoteRef:9] This further highlights the significance of these opening verses of this chapter, where this also solidifies this notion of Isaiah as a messenger of God through this initial start. We can also get this sense of power coming through the first 3 verses of chapter 6, however Isaiah’s first words state: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of Hosts” (Isa.6:4). This is very important in understanding the rest of this short chapter as Ken Penner highlights that “this passage is one of the most famous in Isaiah. It recounts Isaiah’s call, providing hints as to the prophet’s identity and mission,”[footnoteRef:10] adding more to this character of Isaiah. He is now not only Isaiah with a vision in chapter 1 but is now Prophet Isaiah who has a meeting with God Himself. This further aids in the initial vision of Isaiah where it is now him seeking salvation and guidance for himself and the people of Israel.  [8:  J Roberts, A Collection of Isaiah’s Memoirs, in First Isaiah, ed. by Peter Machinist, 2015, p.91.]  [9:  Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1-39 (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) p.58.]  [10:  Ken Penner, Isaiah (Leiden; BRILL, 2020) p.389.] 

After Isaiah makes his statement, as a man of ‘unclean lips,’ this is then resolved by the seraphim who are also present in this chapter in v8. Roberts mentions that the first thing to note is the “object whose contact with Isaiah’s unclean lips removes his sin, thus purifying his lips and preparing him to be Yahweh’s messenger, comes from the altar.”[footnoteRef:11] Much can be mentioned about this aspect alone where the use of burning Isaiah’s lips to rid him of sin is symbolic largely with the connections of the burning mentioned previously in chapter 1. Much like Isaiah had his sin burned away, this may be the only outcome for the people of Jerusalem. It can further be mentioned on the way that “the seraphim flew to me, holding a live coal that had been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs,” (Isa.6:6). where this importance of the coal coming from the altar can also be seen. As previously God had stated the unnecessary offerings being burnt on the altar by His people in chapter 1, however Isaiah receives a coal burning from an altar in the presence of God which further highlights the importance of this burning on him. The ending of chapter 6 v.8-13 however signifies what is to come- that is the future of the nation being sent into exile. This does seem to revert back to the initial message that was seen in chapter 1, however what comes with the final verse reemphasises God’s promises: “even if a tenth part remains in it, it will be burned again, like a terebinth or an oak whose stump remains standing when it is felled.’ The Holy seed is its stump” (Isa.6:13). Only after all is destroyed and those who wish to repent for their sins are living out of the Holy Land, can reparations begin and a return to God and the land possible. Brueggemann adds: “there is hope, but it is deeply post-suffering hope,”[footnoteRef:12] which is a key point to add where although Isaiah brings messages of destruction and future despair, there is the addition of the element of hope where not all will be gone even after everything has burned, life can still regrow from this stump left over, much like the remaining people who are willing to repent and work towards their relationship with God once again.  [11:  J Roberts, A Collection of Isaiah’s Memoirs, in First Isaiah, ed. By Peter Machinist, 2015, p.99.]  [12:  Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1-39 (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) p.22.] 


Roberts highlights clearly that although chapter 6 is short as compared with chapter 1, he mentions that “nonetheless, the final part of v.13, unless it is hopelessly corrupt, seems to include an element of hope for the time beyond judgement.”[footnoteRef:13] With this, it is evident therefore that even with the judgment and negative tones presented through chapter 1, it is even more important for the understanding of the whole text for this to be not only the end of chapter 6 but the beginning of the rest of the book of Isaiah. Penner also comments on this where he highlights on Eusebius’ contributions to the importance of these chapters to the text, where it is mentioned that:  [13:  J Roberts, A Collection of Isaiah’s Memoirs, in First Isaiah, ed. By Peter Machinist, 2015, p.101.] 

“The reader should notice that the book as a whole appears to have been joined together into a unity, and [that the message] was delivered by the prophet in parts over the duration of several lengthy intervals of time, so that [the book appears] to offer little precise information about the [events that] are to arise.”[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Eusebius in Ken Penner, Isaiah (Leiden; BRILL, 2020) p.342.] 

Although at first this passage may seem vague on the way that we can read the whole book of Isaiah, this emphasis on the unity of the text can be explored through the connections that have been discussed. Brueggemann comments on this aspect of the whole text, where he states that “…. one may consider that the chapter concerns not its impact upon the person of the prophet who is here authorized, but its impact upon the prophetic book.”[footnoteRef:15] This further implies that when we look into both chapter 1 and 6 in this instance, it is evident that with the start being a vision of judgement and despair, there is this other sense of hope and a new life where, through the now prophet Isaiah, the message can be carried forward throughout the rest of the book.  [15:  Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1-39 (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998) p.58.] 


Conclusion- 
To conclude, when it comes to the key themes and aspects within Isaiah chapters 1 and 6, it is evident therefore that there are countless areas where the importance of these chapters for the entire book is clear. There can be different elements that are key to the understanding of the entire book of Isaiah, where this is firstly highlighted within chapter 1, how the significance of this first vision has been important to not only Isaiah becoming a prophet in chapter 6 but also for the rest of the book. Although the initial vision is largely judgement and seemingly an end to this seemingly ‘good life,’ much of what we can gather from chapter 6 further reiterates this hope and can set out the remaining chapters of the whole book. It is also important to add that with Isaiah becoming a prophet only towards the sixth chapter of the book, also implies the importance of this chapter to further signify the coming chapters. Our understanding and interpretation of the whole book, therefore, can be understood within both chapter 1 and chapter 6 where we get initially the vision that declares all that will happen in the future for Jerusalem, and the next part of Isaiah’s story; where he becomes the prophet to lead and guide God’s people in the aftermath. Much of what has been explored in this assignment further adds to the significance of each text, both separately and together. This can even show that through the reading of both chapter 1 and chapter 6, it can bring together crucial aspects within the book of Isaiah, in understanding not only the vision and Isaiah’s message, but also the way forward for Israel and what can be done for the future of the faith at this time. Much of what can be said about both chapters furthermore allows us this understanding that, especially within this book, that the work of the prophet throughout explores key themes in relation to not only judgement and doom but also a key theme of hope and renewal to come. This, therefore, leads to the different ways in which what is being prophesised is a warning and also a declaration of what could come if behaviours do not change and what can be done to restore harmony once more.   
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