PAGE  
11

107) ISAIAH: 

THE PROPHETIC BOOKS
http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?src=_intros/prophetic-intro.htm 

The prophetic books bear the names of the four major and twelve minor prophets, in addition to Lamentations and Baruch. The terms “major” and “minor” refer to the length of the respective compositions and not to their relative importance. Jonah is a story about a prophet rather than a collection of prophetic pronouncements. In the Hebrew Bible, Lamentations and Daniel are listed among the Writings (Hagiographa), not among the prophetic books. The former contains a series of laments over the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians. The latter is considered to be a prophetic book, though it consists of a collection of six edifying diaspora tales (chaps. 1–6) and four apocalytic visions about the end time (chaps. 7–12). Baruch is not included in the Hebrew canon, but is in the Septuagint or Old Greek version of the Bible, and the Church has from the beginning acknowledged its sacred and inspired character.

The prophetic books contain a deposit of prophetic preaching, and several of them in addition are filled out with narrative about prophets (e.g., Is 7; 36–39; Jer 26–29; 36–45; Am 7:10–17). In ancient Israel a prophet was understood to be an intermediary between God and the community, someone called to proclaim the word of God. Prophets received such communications through various means, including visions and dreams, often in a state of transformed consciousness, and transmitted them to the people as God’s messengers through oracular utterances, sermons, writings, and symbolic actions.

It would be misleading to think of these works as books in our sense of the term. While some prophecies originated as written material, prophetic activity more commonly took the form of public speaking. Prophetic discourse addressed to different audiences in different situations would, typically, be committed first to memory, then to writing, often by the prophet’s followers, sometimes by the prophet himself (e.g., Is 8:1–4, 16; Jer 36:1–2; Hb 2:2). Small compilations of such pronouncements and discourses would be put together, arranged according to subject matter (e.g., pronouncements against foreign nations), audience (e.g., Jeremiah to King Zedekiah, Jer 21:1–24:10), chronological sequence (e.g., in Ezekiel generally), or by verbal association (e.g., catchwords). These units would be circulated, edited, expanded and interpreted as the need arose to bring out the contemporary relevance of older prophecies, and eventually integrated into larger collections. The titles would have been added at a later date, in some instances centuries after the time of the prophet in question.

The office of the prophet came about as the result of a direct call from God. Unlike that of the priest, the prophetic function was not hereditary and did not correspond to a fixed office. In Israel as elsewhere in the ancient Near East and Levant, there were, however, prophets (nebî’îm in Hebrew) who were employed in temples and at royal courts, and some of the canonical prophets may have started out as “professionals” of this kind. Prophecy also differed from priesthood in ancient Israel in that there were both male and female prophets. Though none of the prophetic books is named for a female prophet, Miriam (Ex 15:20) and Deborah (Jgs 4:4) played important roles at the beginning of Israel’s history and Huldah (2 Kgs 22:14) toward the end. The Bible gives great importance to the call or commissioning of the prophet, which was often accompanied by visionary or other extraordinary experiences (e.g., Jer 23:21–22; Ez 1–2). In these accounts the prophetic intermediary can be represented as a messenger commissioned by the Lord as king (e.g., Micaiah in 1 Kgs 22:19–23, and Isaiah in Is 6:1–13), and therefore prophetic speech is often introduced with the form used in the delivery of a message: “thus says the Lord” or some similar formula. Sometimes the prophetic calling could be expected to involve struggle, persecution, and suffering.

While prophetic messages sometimes bore on the future, their primary concern was with contemporary events in the public sphere of social life and politics, national and international. They focus on public morality, the treatment of the poor and disadvantaged, and the abuse of power, especially of the judicial system. They pass judgment in the strongest terms on the moral conduct of rulers and the ruling class, in the belief that a society that does not practice justice and righteousness will not survive. With equal rigor, they also condemn a religious formalism that would legitimate such a society (e.g., Is 1:10–17; Jer 7:1–15; Am 5:21–24). They view international affairs, the rise and fall of the great empires, in the light of their own passionate belief in the God of Israel and the destiny of Israel. The prophets never take political and military power as absolutes. They do not preach a new morality. They are radicals only in the sense of a radical commitment to and interpretation of the religious, legal, and moral traditions inherited from Israel’s past.

Prophetic speech is not, however, confined to judgment and condemnation. The prophets also exhort, cajole, encourage; they announce salvation and a good prognosis for the future. Sometimes present realities and situations shade off into, or are taken up into, a panorama of a more distant future. In many instances, too, prophetic pronouncements are developed by a cumulative and incremental editorial process into a more inclusive and total vision of a final salvation and a final judgment, with or without the presence of a messianic figure. This process is particularly evident throughout the Book of Isaiah, and played an important part in the self-understanding of early Christian churches and their interpretation of the person and mission of Jesus. For early Christianity, therefore, prophetic texts were used to describe the new reality of Christ and the church (e.g., Mt 1:23; Acts 2:14–21; Gal 4:27).

107) ISAIAH: THE BOOK OF ISAIAH
http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?bk=Isaiah&ch=

Isaiah, one of the greatest of the prophets, appeared at a critical moment in Israel’s history. The Northern Kingdom collapsed, under the hammerlike blows of Assyria, in 722/721 B.C., and in 701 Jerusalem itself saw the army of Sennacherib drawn up before its walls. In the year that Uzziah, king of Judah, died (742), Isaiah received his call to the prophetic office in the Temple of Jerusalem. Close attention should be given to chap. 6, where this divine summons to be the ambassador of the Most High is circumstantially described.

The vision of the Lord enthroned in glory stamps an indelible character on Isaiah’s ministry and provides a key to the understanding of his message. The majesty, holiness and glory of the Lord took possession of his spirit and, at the same time, he gained a new awareness of human pettiness and sinfulness. The enormous abyss between God’s sovereign holiness and human sinfulness overwhelmed the prophet. Only the purifying coal of the seraphim could cleanse his lips and prepare him for acceptance of the call: “Here I am, send me!”

The ministry of Isaiah extended from the death of Uzziah in 742 B.C. to Sennacherib’s siege of Jerusalem in 701 B.C., and it may have continued even longer, until after the death of Hezekiah in 687 B.C. Later legend (the Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah) claims that Hezekiah’s son, Manasseh, executed Isaiah by having him sawed in two; cf. Heb 11:37. During this long ministry, the prophet returned again and again to the same themes, and there are indications that he may have sometimes re-edited his older prophecies to fit new occasions. There is no evidence that the present arrangement of the oracles in the book reflects a chronological order. Indeed, it appears that there were originally separate smaller collections of oracles (note especially chaps. 6–12), each with its own logic for ordering, that were preserved fairly intact as blocks when the material was finally put together as a single literary work.

Isaiah’s oracles cluster around several key historical events of the late eighth century: the Syro-Ephraimite War (735–732 B.C.), the accession of Hezekiah (715 B.C.), the revolt of Ashdod (714–711 B.C.), the death of Sargon (705 B.C.), and the revolt against Sennacherib (705–701 B.C.). In 738 B.C., with the Assyrian defeat of Calno/Calneh (Is 10:9; Am 6:2), the anti-Assyrian league, of which Judah may have been the ringleader, collapsed, and both Israel and the Arameans of Damascus paid tribute to Assyria. By 735 B.C., however, Rezin of Damascus had created a new anti-Assyrian league, and when Ahaz refused to join, the league attempted to remove Ahaz from the throne of Judah. The resulting Syro-Ephraimite War was the original occasion for many of Isaiah’s oracles (cf. chaps. 7–8), in which he tried to reassure Ahaz of God’s protection and dissuade him from seeking protection by an alliance with Assyria. Ahaz refused Isaiah’s message, however.

When Hezekiah came to the throne in 715 B.C., Isaiah appears to have put great hopes in this new scion of David, and he undoubtedly supported the religious reform that Hezekiah undertook. But the old intrigues began again, and the king was sorely tempted to join with neighboring states in an alliance sponsored by Egypt against Assyria. Isaiah succeeded in keeping Hezekiah out of Ashdod’s abortive revolt against Assyria, but when Sargon died in 705 B.C., with both Egypt and Babylon encouraging revolt, Hezekiah was won over to the pro-Egyptian party. Isaiah denounced this “covenant with death” (28:15, 18), and again summoned Judah to faith in the Lord as the only hope. But it was too late; the revolt had already begun. Assyria acted quickly and its army, after ravaging Judah, laid siege to Jerusalem (701). “I shut up Hezekiah like a bird in his cage,” boasts the famous inscription of Sennacherib. The city was spared but at the cost of paying a huge indemnity to Assyria. Isaiah may have lived and prophesied for another dozen years after 701. There is material in the book that may plausibly be associated with Sennacherib’s campaign against Babylon and its Arabian allies in 694–689 B.C.

For Isaiah, the vision of God’s majesty was so overwhelming that military and political power faded into insignificance. He constantly called his people back to a reliance on God’s promises and away from vain attempts to find security in human plans and intrigues. This vision also led him to insist on the ethical behavior that was required of human beings who wished to live in the presence of such a holy God. Isaiah couched this message in oracles of singular poetic beauty and power, oracles in which surprising shifts in syntax, audacious puns, and double- or triple-entendre are a constant feature.

The complete Book of Isaiah is an anthology of poems composed chiefly by the great prophet, but also by disciples, some of whom came many years after Isaiah. In 1–39 most of the oracles come from Isaiah and reflect the situation in eighth-century Judah. Sections such as the Apocalypse of Isaiah (24–27), the oracles against Babylon (13–14), and probably the poems of 34–35 were written by followers deeply influenced by the prophet, in some cases reusing earlier Isaianic material; cf., e.g., 27:2–8 with 5:1–7.

Chapters 40–55 (Second Isaiah, or Deutero-Isaiah) are generally attributed to an anonymous poet who prophesied toward the end of the Babylonian exile. From this section come the great oracles known as the Servant Songs, which are reflected in the New Testament understanding of the passion and glorification of Christ. Chapters 56–66 (Third Isaiah, or Trito-Isaiah) contain oracles from the postexilic period and were composed by writers imbued with the spirit of Isaiah who continued his work.

The principal divisions of the Book of Isaiah are the following:

I. Isaiah 1–39
A. Indictment of Israel and Judah (1:1–5:30)

B. The Book of Emmanuel (6:1–12:6)

C. Oracles against the Foreign Nations (13:1–23:18)

D. Apocalypse of Isaiah (24:1–27:13)

E. The Lord Alone, Israel’s and Judah’s Salvation (28:1–33:24)

F. The Lord, Zion’s Avenger (34:1–35:10)

G. Historical Appendix (36:1–39:8)

II. Isaiah 40–55
A. The Lord’s Glory in Israel’s Liberation (40:1–48:22)

B. Expiation of Sin, Spiritual Liberation of Israel (49:1–55:13)

III. Isaiah 56–66
Isaiah
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Isaiah (Yesa yahu = Yahweh is salvation) is one of the most outstanding and most important of the prophets. He was born around the year 700 B.C. and lived in Jerusalem. There is a good basis for thinking that he belonged to a distinguished priestly and perhaps noble family, judging from his education and culture and from his contacts with the court and nobility of the kingdom of Judah. He was married, with two children.

In the year 740, on the death of King Uzziah, he received his calling as a prophet in a vision in the Temple of Jerusalem as he himself describes:

"I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up, and his train filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim. . . . And one called to another and said: 'Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.' . . . And I said: 'Woe to me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!' Then flew one of the seraphim to me, having in his hand a burning coal which he had taken with tongs from the altar. And he touched my mouth, and said: 'Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin forgiven.' And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, 'Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?' Then I said, 'Here am I! Send me'" (Is. 6:1-8). 

[Isaiah] was charged with proclaiming the downfall of Israel and of Judah in punishment for the unfaithfulness of the people and their failure to repent. In the second part of his book he goes on to announce the consecration of Israel which he describes in a prophetic vision of enormous importance.

The prophecies contained in the first part of the book refer to the period in which Isaiah himself lived. In the year 738 the political horizon of the Near East was overshadowed by the growing threat of the military strength of Assyria, which was ruled at the time by Tiglath- Pileser III (724727). The northern kingdom (Israel) had fallen to the Assyrians in 721, and Judah, in the south, had become a vassal of Assyria and was about to succumb politically and spiritually in the reign of Ahaz.

At this point the prophecy of the Emmanuel is recorded (Is. 7ff), the first announcement in this book of the coming of the Messiah, which will guarantee the continuity of the Davidic dynasty in line with the promise announced by Nathan (cf. 2 Sam. 7ff).

On the death of Ahaz, King Hezekiah fostered a religious revival in Judah, albeit a rather external and superficial one which did not deeply affect the lifestyle of his subjects. Influenced by the aristocratic party, Hezekiah sought an alliance with Egypt against Syria and soon had to pay the price of his overlord's revenge; but just when everything seemed lost and exactly in the way that Isaiah had foretold, Yahweh's miraculous intervention in favor of his people destroyed the army of the arrogant Sennacherib.

In the second part of the book (chap.40-55) the scene changes. In his prophetic vision Isaiah now sees Babylon, almost two centuries in the future, at a point when the exiled Jews are in need of consolation. The king, Cyrus the Great (555-528 B.C.), governor of Anzan, proclaimed himself king of Persia and Media around the year 549. His campaigns led him into Lydia, whose capital Sardis he took in 546, hence the panic referred to in Isaiah 41:5; he continued northward and eastward, conquering as he went, and reaching Babylon in 539.

The following year Cyrus issued a proclamation authorizing Jews in exile to return to Palestine; he restored to them the sacred vessels which Nebuchadnezzar had taken and permitted them to rebuild the Temple.

The third part (chap. 56-66) looks at the return of the Jews just at the point when they are taking steps to reform their lifestyle in keeping with the Covenant even though they are very exposed to foreign and idolatrous influences. By this stage the Jews apparently have an altar, although they have not yet begun to rebuild the Temple or the city walls.

A book like this is not the kind of thing written all at one go: Different parts were written at different times over the fifty odd years of Isaiah's prophetic ministry.

When were those different parts brought together to make the book as we now know it? Is it possible to say that Isaiah was the human author of the entire book?

As far as the first question is concerned, three documents testify to the book having its present form between the third and second centuries B.C. These are the complete (Hebrew) text of Isaiah discovered in Qumran in 1947 (which scholars say goes back as early as the second century B.C.), which is endorsed by the Greek translations of the Septuagint and the praise of Isaiah made in the book of Sirach (48:24-25), referring to Isaiah 40:1; 51:3,12-19; 66:10-13.

As far as authorship is concerned, Jewish-Christian tradition has always recognized Isaiah as the human author of this entire book. However, some modern critics attribute chapters 40-66 to a prophet whose name is unknown and who lived in Babylon after the time of the exile, about a century and a half after Isaiah; but this theory is based on historical and sociological arguments - on the fact that the book refers to events occurring after Isaiah's lifetime, which in effect means questioning his prophetic abilities; and besides how could a prophet of this stature pass unnoticed in his own time?

The Pontifical Biblical Commission, in a reply of 28 June 1908 to a query on this subject, said that the arguments of the critics referred to were not strong enough to sustain the theory of there being a number of authors. However, some difficulties remain unresolved: for example, the fact that Cyrus is mentioned by name two centuries before he lived (this may be a matter of a later addition).

After the Psalms, Isaiah is the Old Testament book most quoted in the New Testament: 22 quotations and 13 references (six to the first part part of the book and seven to the second) and all referring to Isaiah by name. There are 66 chapters in all, and these are usually divided up in three sections.

1. The Book of the Judgments of God (chap. 1-37). This consists of oracular statements about Judah and Jerusalem (1-12), not in any apparent chronological order; within this part falls the "Book of Emmanuel" (chap. 7-12). Then come oracles against the nations (chap. 13-23), a series of apocalyptic prophecies; followed by the eschatological oracles (chap. 24-27), called the The Book of the Revelation of Israel, and the inauguration of the Kingdom of God, with the Six Woes (chap. 28- 33), and a series of warnings to those who oppose God's plans.

Finally there is the destruction of God's enemies (chap. 34-35) and a description of Sennacherib's invasion, his defeat, and the edict expelling the Jews.

2. The second part, called The Book of the Consolation of Israel (chap. 40-55), consists of oracles on liberation from Babylon (chap. 40-48) and others on messianic liberation (49-55). Of particular importance are the four poems of the Servant of Yahweh (42:1-7, 49:1-9, 50:4-11,52:13-53:12).

3. The third part (56-66) contains a series of prophecies which extend the Book of Consolation, although they also include a series of instructions to the returned exiles: This is the point at which they have to rebuild the Temple and restore its liturgy, all of this prefiguring the New Jerusalem, God's final calling of all the nations. The book closes with a hymn of thanksgiving for God's mercy, accepted readily by believers and rejected by unbelievers.

Chosen by God to be the spiritual guide of his people, Isaiah, like other prophets, receives as his main mission that of trying to get people to keep the Covenant made at Sinai, where they had committed themselves to adore Yahweh as the only true God and to keep his law.

Given Israel's proneness to unfaithfulness, Isaiah's assignment was by no means an easy one. But God continues to watch over his people, as he tells Isaiah when he gives him his vocation as a prophet. The vision Isaiah receives in the Temple will exercise a profound influence on his ministry.

Isaiah has an acute perception of the transcendence of God and a parallel sense of his own insignificance and unworthiness. Compared with the Holy One of Israel, as Isaiah likes to call God, man is stained by sin and unworthy to look upon God's infinite majesty.

The image of the Seraphim (described in chapter six when he gives the account of his vocation) who purifies his lips with a burning coal is meant to indicate on the one hand the infinite mercy of God, who comes to man's aid out of pure love offering him the hand of friendship, but it also expresses fallen man's absolute need for hope of salvation: Only through God's grace can man regain lost happiness. As the image of the burning coal shows, man's salvation is conditional on his recognizing his sins and shortcomings in all humility; only if he does this does the grace of forgiveness become effective.

It is interesting to note Isaiah's insistence that repentance is not merely an external, purely cultic or ritual exercise. He asks for more than that - purity of soul, sincerity of heart, strict fidelity to God's law;

without this even the greatest sacrifices count for nothing.

Isaiah is a man of faith. All his forcefulness comes from his complete and unconditional faith in Yahweh. He asks the people to have the same kind of faith: They need it, because their relationship with God is tired and superficial. Isaiah tries to convert people by example, and he warns them to listen to what he says because he is speaking God's word, which never lies - and not to listen to human arguments, even if they come from powerful people, because salvation can come from God alone.

Isaiah knows that this time the testing which Israel will undergo because of its infidelity will be long and difficult. Soon they will be uprooted and sent to Babylon, with all the pain and anguish it involves, but they must not lose faith, they must keep hoping for deliverance. He prophesies that a "remnant" will survive and from it the Messiah will emerge to be universal King and Lord: the announcement of Emmanuel (Is 7:14).

This prophecy of Emmanuel is one of the most important prophecies in Isaiah and in the entire Old Testament. The sign which the prophet announces is first the imminent birth of a son to Ahaz, the future King Hezekiah; this guarantees the continuity of the Davidic dynasty which has held the key to Israel's hope ever since the prophecy of Nathan.

But because of the solemnity of the prophecy and the symbolism of the name (Emmanuel = God-withus) obviously here is something which goes beyond being a purely historical reference: It is a prediction of the birth of the future messianic king, Jesus Christ, the pinnacle of the Davidic dynasty and of Israel's hope.

The text expressly says that the Emmanuel will be born of a virgin; in this unique kind of birth the Church sees a prophetic reference to Mary's perpetual virginity, which was later to be the subject of a solemn definition. The Anointed (= the Christ) who will be born of the virgin is the "Wonderful counselor, mighty God, everlasting Father, Prince of Peace" (Is. 9:6).

These names applied to the child mean that the Anointed will possess to an eminent degree the outstanding virtues of those who went before him - the wisdom of Solomon ("Wonderful counselor"), the fortitude and valor of David ("mighty God"), the humility of Moses and all the virtues of the patriarchs, because he is "everlasting Father, Prince of Peace." But additionally the Messiah is the "Servant of Yahweh" (Is. 49) who gives his life to atone for the sins of men.

The final teaching in the second part of Isaiah is a dramatic account of how the very people whom the Servant of Yahweh comes to save are those who will rise up against him and heap opprobrium upon him:

"He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief, and as one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows, yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our' iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed" (Is. 53:3-5).

It is impossible to argue against this prophecy referring to our Lord Jesus Christ. Even the most skeptical of exegetes is deeply moved by this passage, which forms the climax of Isaiah's prophecies about the Servant of Yahweh and which is very reminiscent of Psalm 22.

Paul says that this is "a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glorification. None of the rulers of this age understood this, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory" (1 Cor. 2:7-8).
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