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Abstract 

The theme of (im)perception, which embraces the physical (not-)seeing/hearing with the intellectual 

and spiritual (mis-)understanding, occurs significantly as the message of the mission of the prophet 

Isaiah of the 8th century BCE (6:9-10), yet is taken up beyond 6:9-10, and develops in relation to 

different groups of people and to different other themes throughout the three main divisions of the 

book of Isaiah.  

The theme of (im)perception has been recognized by some scholars as a way of viewing the book of 

Isaiah as a unity, though there is no monograph in the scholarship tracing systematically how this 

theme develops throughout the book of Isaiah, whereas the most related monograph, Uhlig’s The 

Theme of Hardening in the Book of Isaiah, only concentrates on Isaiah 6 and Isaiah 40-66.  

Taking the thematic approach with a close investigation of the Isaianic texts in which the theme of 

(im)perception occurs in semantic or conceptual terms in Isaiah 1-12, 28-35, 40-55 and 56-66, this 

study will demonstrate that the theme of (im)perception is a topic that the whole composition reflects 

on, and that it develops along with the other themes of the book, such as the theme of the 

righteousness, the relationship between Jerusalem and nations and the light and darkness. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Identifying the Task of this Study 

What YHWH commissions Isaiah to do in Isa 6:9-10 is intriguing,1 and how this commission comes 

about and develops as presented in the final form of the Book of Isaiah (abbreviated as ‘Isa’ below) 

is worth exploring. This commission highlights the tension between the physical seeing/hearing and 

the intellectual/spiritual understanding: the former does not guarantee the latter. As we read 

backward to chs.1-5, we soon note that the very beginning, 1:2-3 have already marked Israelites’ 

imperception ( עדי אל  and ןיב אל* ), 1:4-9 their stubbornness, that is, their irresponsiveness to YHWH’s 

discipline, 1:10-14 their misperception of true worship; and later 5:12 ‘they do not regard ( *טבנ אל ) 

the deeds of the Lord, or see ( *האר אל ) the work of his hands’. Among these occurrences, 1:4-9 and 

1:10-14 fall into the category of conceptual imperception, while others the category of lexical 

imperception. Besides, as we read further from ch.6 onwards, we come to note that imperception 

theme is taken up by other passages of Isa. 42:18-20 and 43:8 state the servant’s blindness and 

deafness, 56:10 the watchmen and shepherds’ blindness and lack of knowledge or understanding. 

These verses highlight the addressees’ state of, and responsibility for, their imperception or 

misconception, whereas 6:9-10; 8:16+29:102, 113, 14b4; 44:6-28 (esp.v.18) and 63:17 (a communal 

lament of the hardness of their hearts) seem to denote that it is YHWH [and/or the prophet] who 

initiates their failure to perceive. On the contrary, 29:18 and 32:3-4 speak of the future overcoming 

of this condition, 35:5 their healing, 11:9 and 29:23-24 the gaining of knowledge and understanding, 

42:7 the opening of the eyes of the blind, and 42:16 the blind being led and guided upon the road 

they have not known.  

Since there are passages about blindness, deafness and hardening, while others about the overcoming 

of them, the theme is usually investigated as the theme of hardening, with hardening as a means of 

YHWH’s judgment, and de-hardening as salvation.5 However, not least because hardening has the 

connotation of YHWH’s initiative in hardening his people, which, as will be demonstrated in this 

 
1 Uhlig, Hardening, 1, states, “Reading the commission of the prophet Isaiah is and always will be confusing, perplexing 
and even shocking, whether one reads it for the first or the hundred-and-first time, either as a professional exegete or as a 
layperson.” Italics added.  
2 The lethargic spirit upon the people’s eyes and head, that is, upon their prophets and seers, echoes 1Kgs 22:21-23 where 
the spirit entices Ahaz by being a lying spirit in the mouth of the prophets. 
3 The sealed and thus incomprehensible scroll/vision. 
4 YHWH poured out a spirit of deep sleep upon Israel. 
5 See the details in section 1.2. 
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study, is not the case, and because the same tension does not exist only among Judahites, but also 

among foreigners, such as Assyrians and their kings (10:5-34), Ephraimites (28:1-1-6), this study 

will undertake ‘perception’ and ‘imperception’, together abbreviated as (im)perception, instead of 

‘hardening’ and ‘de-hardening’ as the investigating theme. More significantly, a closer investigation 

of these occurrences of the theme throughout Isa will demonstrate that the development of the theme 

is more dynamic than its development from hardening to de-hardening. Rather, the theme plays a key 

role in the composition of Isa, as witnessed firstly in its relation to other themes in Isa – such as 

kingship, (un)righteousness, judgment and salvation, remnant, idols vs YHWH, Israel-and-nations 

(or Zion’s destiny) – and secondly in the distinct settings of each of the three main divisions of Isa.  

It is submitted that a study of the theme of (im)perception in Isa can contribute to a wider 

understanding of the theology of the OT. Therefore, the aim of this study is to investigate the 

development of the (im)perception theme throughout Isa, undertaking a literary-thematic approach. 

The theme’s relation to other key themes will be noticed incidentally during this dissertation. Since 

(im)perception is expressed in the tension between the physical (im)perception and the 

intellectual/spiritual (im)perception, the theme of (im)perception in this study will embrace the 

vocabulary category of physical (im)perception such as האר טבנ , עמשׁ , ןזא , ןיע ,  and בל , in relation to 

that of intellectual (im)perception, עדי  and ןיב , with their verbal and nominal forms, and their positive 

or negative uses. Besides, as noted above, some texts fall into the category of conceptual 

(im)perception. Therefore, the key texts for analyses are identified as follows: 1:2-3; 5; 6:9-10; 11:2, 

9; 29:9-10, 17-24; 32:1-4; 35:5; 42:18-25; 43:8; 44:18-20; 48:6-8; 49:7, 26; 50:10-11; 51:1-8; 52:8; 

52:13-53:12; 56:9-57:2; 57:18; 58:3; 59:15, 16; 63:17 and their contexts. 

1.2 Situating the Current Study in the Scholarship 

As mentioned above, this theme has been usually investigated as the theme of ‘hardening,’ or of 

‘blindness and deafness.’ Either way, even though this theme has been increasingly recognized as a 

key theme in understanding the composition of Isa, the scholarly works on this theme are still quite 

limited in terms of both their scope and depth, which will be evidenced by the following brief 

survey.  

Many scholarly works on the redactional development of Isa have observed the significance of this 

theme in understanding the composition of Isa. For example, R. Clements’ ground-breaking essay 

“The Unity of the Book of Isaiah” (1982) points out the significance of the theme of ‘blindness and 

deafness’ in understanding the unity of Isa, the major question about which is the relationship of Chs. 
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40-55 with 1-35.6 H.G. M. Williamson notes in his The Book Called Isaiah (1994) the various 

passages in Isa 40-55, in particular, 40:21; 41:20; 42:16, 18-19; 43:8, 10; 44:18; 52:15, that relate to 

6:9-10, and takes this as part of his evidence that DI has been composed as a continuation of the 

message of Isaiah (chs.1-35) by Deutero-Isaiah.7 A much longer list of this kind of works can be 

added here, however, they all rarely did more than cite the passages related to the theme, or at most 

associate it with judgment/catastrophe or salvation/restoration, but not with other themes in Isa.  

In Craig Evans’ To See and Not Perceive (1989), a study on the early Jewish and Christian 

interpretation of Isa 6:9-10, he comments briefly on other texts apart from 6:9-10 in Isa that deal with 

the “obduracy motif” and “in what ways the Isaianic obduracy motif functions in the canonical form 

of the book of Isaiah.”8 In the obduracy texts relating to 6:9-10 that he discusses, that is 29:9-10; 

42:18-20; 43:8; 44:18, and 63:17, he notes that while 6:9-10 and 29:9-10 proclaim that “God has 

actually promoted obduracy,” and 63:17 laments so, Second Isaiah says only that “the people are in 

an obdurate condition.” He obviously views Second Isaiah as a development of First Isaiah in terms 

of obduracy, when he writes  

in First Isaiah the prophet declares God will harden Israel; in Second Isaiah the prophet declares 
that Israel is indeed in a hardened condition. But, in keeping with the overall arrangement of the 
book, Second Isaiah also looks to a time of restoration, when the people of God will be perceptive 
again (Isa 40:5-28).9  

However, his mentioning of 59:9-10 and treatment of 63:17 do not keep up the above flow, that is, 

show how these parts are integrated into the wider literary context or in the story of ‘obduracy’.  

After briefly citing the restoration texts in which the people’s eyes and ears will once again function, 

he concludes that  

It would appear, then, that obduracy in the book of Isaiah is meant to be understood as a condition, 
brought on variously by arrogance, immorality, idolatry, injustice, and false prophecy, that 
renders God’s people incapable of discerning God’s will. This inability leads to judgment and 
calamity. However, it is also understood to be a condition that God brings about himself, as part 
of his judgment upon his wayward people. But Isaiah, if not the eighth-century prophet, certainly 
the canonical book, announces that after the judgment, there is restoration, in which perception 
returns (attended by righteousness, justice, and trust in God).10  

 
6 Clements, ‘Unity,” 125, writes: 42:18-20 and 43:8 echoes strikingly 6:9-10, which indicates “the exilic prophet of 
Isaiah 40-55 did know and allude to the prophecies of Isaiah”. He also notes the theme is picked up in 32:3 and 35:5, 
though he just touches upon it. His further essays substantiate his observations, see his “Beyond”, 101-104. 
7 Williamson, Book, 46-51. Outside of Isa 40-55, he also mentions 56:10-11 and 57:1. 
8 Evans, To See, 42-46. 
9 Evans, To See, 45. Italics added. 
10 Evans, To See, 46. 
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Overall, Evans has included several important passages among the “obduracy texts” and has rightly 

emphasized that they play a crucial part in the whole book, and that “the obduracy and restoration 

texts are an important part of the dialectic of ruin and future blessedness to which the book of Isaiah 

as a whole gives expression.”11 However, his brief treatment of these texts makes it rather a mere 

description of ‘statements’, and his conclusion not analytically grounded despite being correct. 

Besides, there are also further passages needing to be considered. Most importantly, he does not 

establish how the theme relates with other themes in Isa. 

In Williamson’s The Book Called Isaiah (1994), the theme of blindness and deafness demonstrates 

Isaiah’s influence on Deutero-Isaiah. For him, the Deutero-Isaiah whose ears are open daily (Isa 

50:4-9, esp. 50:4b-5a) is qualified to open the sealed document of First Isaiah (8:1-4; 8:16; 30:8). 

In his monograph dated 1998, “About Zion I will not be Silent”: The Book of Isaiah as an 

Ideological Unity, Antti Laato states that “In spiritual terms, hardening justifies the remnant 

theology”,12 and “Through the remnant theology the motif of hardening is also closely associated 

with the Assyrian invasion in Isaiah 36-37.”13 Though he sets forth with the statement that “we shall 

now demonstrate that the texts within Isaiah 1-35 which contain the idea of hardening are related to 

Isaiah 36-37,”14 he actually blankets all these texts except 1:2-3 underneath his discussion of the 

hardening in 29:9-14, 15-24 to relate hardening to Isa 36-37.15 For Laato, the Assyrian invasion, the 

threat that penetrates PI, is a purifying judgment, whereas Judah’s exemption and salvation from it 

during Hezekiah’s reign temporarily fulfilled the promises of salvation in PI.  Besides, he regards 

Isa.1 as the orientation to read 1-39 and 40-66, that is, the miraculous salvation of 36-37 as briefly 

presented in 1:4-9. Thus, this lack of a clear and detailed treatment of the significant hardening 

passages does not do justice to these texts, nor to the theme, hence resulting in merely superficially 

mentioning it.  

The most detailed monograph on this theme is Uhlig’s The Theme of Hardening in the Book of 

Isaiah (2009). His outline of the main chapters shows the development of the theme: Isaiah 6 

announces hardening as the effect of Isaiah’s proclamation; then, in a hardened situation, the 

hardened were appointed as witnesses in 42:14-44:23, and characterized before their return in 44:24-

49:13, and the hardened would overcome the hardening through the individual servant (49:14-

 
11 Evans, To See, 42. 
12 Laato, About Zion, 96. 
13 Laato, About Zion, 97. 
14 Laato, About Zion, 97. 
15 Laato, About Zion, 97-102. 
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55:13); Later 56-66 zooms in on those in the homeland, whose imperception is presented in 56:9-

59:21 while the still hardened are disclosed in 63:7-64:11. Besides, Uhlig sees hardening as related 

to ‘connective righteousness’ in Isaiah. He understands the proclamation of PI as YHWH’s judgment 

upon Israelites for their unrighteousness through the means of hardening them, hence the 

illocutionary acts of Isaiah’s proclamation have the perlocutionary effect of hardening them, that is, 

the more Isaiah proclaims, the more hardened the people are. For Uhlig, Isa 40-66 is a 

communicative act through the voice of 40:1-8 for the exiled people in Babylon (DI) and for those in 

the homeland (TI) to de-harden the people because of YHWH’s הקדצ  /salvation through the servant 

of Isa 53 (DI), while it is still necessary for them to show קדצ/הקדצ  to each other (TI). Meanwhile, 

63:7-64:11 demonstrates there are still people who remained hardened after the proclamation of 

40:1-62:8, hence did not belong to YHWH’s people or servants. However, he does not give reasons 

for why some people remained hardened after the proclamation of 40:1-62:8 while others are all de-

hardened. Overall, Uhlig has made a significance contribution to the topic. However, Uhlig focuses 

very much on Isa 6 and 40-66, while in his conclusion chapter, he also acknowledges that “further 

research will need to study in more detail those texts that, for limitations of space, were not included 

in this study”, which includes “various passages in Isa 1-39 (e.g. Isa 1:2-3; 11:2, 9; 29:9-10, 17-24; 

32:1-4; 35:5).”16 This leaves for analysis how his un-addressed passages fit into his portrayal of the 

development of the theme in Isa. Besides, while he understands 1-39 and 40-66 as from two voices, 

it is noteworthy that various voices are blended in 1-39 and 40-66. This means the authoritative voice 

belongs to the book as a final composition, thus every passage must be read ultimately in the light of 

every other passage. Moreover, while Uhlig has correctly recognized the hardening theme is closely 

related to ‘righteousness’, it is also noteworthy that ‘righteousness’ is not the only theme to which 

the hardening theme is closely related. I also think he underestimated the significance of Isa 53. 

Therefore, there exists a need in the scholarship of Isa for a study, this dissertation, to investigate 

how the (im)perception theme is woven with other themes in Isaiah with continuity and discontinuity 

under different rhetorical situations in the composition of Isa. 

1.3 Methodology: A Literary-Thematic Study 

This study will undertake a literary-thematic approach to trace the development of the (im)perception 

theme throughout Isa. In this section, I will firstly give a working definition of Literary-Thematic 

method locating it in the history of literary methods in biblical scholarship and naming the literary 

 
16 Uhlig, Hardening, 319, fn1. 
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features that the study accounts for in its work with the theme. Secondly, I will distinguish literary-

thematic approach from rhetorical criticism and locate my attention to rhetorical situation within its 

literary-thematic method. Thirdly, I will state its mode of integrating insights from the phases of 

historical development of the book within its study of the final form. 

1.3.1 The Definition of a Literary-Thematic Method 

I will define this method firstly by locating it in the history of literary methods in biblical scholarship 

and by naming the literary features that this study accounts for in its work with the (im)perception 

theme.  

1.3.1.1 The History of Literary Methods in Biblical Scholarship 

This history is recounted mainly based on John Barton’s Reading the Old Testament: Methods in Old 

Testament Studies, while also on David J.A. Clines’ The Theme of Pentateuch, and also the article 

“The New Literary Criticism” by Clines and J. Cheryl Exum. There are broadly three groups of 

literary methods in biblical scholarship. Firstly, the traditional historical methods focus more on the 

history behind the text. Among them, source criticism concerns its possible authors/sources, form 

criticism its Genre/Sitz im Leben while redaction criticism looks for the redactors’ theological 

intentions. Secondly, some other literary methods focus more on the text as we have it, rather than 

what is behind the text. The canonical approach, (biblical) structuralism, new criticism, rhetorical 

criticism and narrative criticism all fall into this category. Thirdly, some other literary methods 

emphasize the readers’ role in a text’s meaning, such as feminist criticism, reader-response criticism 

and reception theory. 

Traditional Historical Methods: Behind the Text 

With regards to the first category of literary methods, as John Barton points out, both source 

criticism and form criticism arose originally from the observable literary discrepancies in the Old 

Testament Text, such as the creation narratives in Gen1-2, the flood story in Gen 6-9, and different 

outlooks of Proto-Isaiah, Deutero-Isaiah (and Trito-Isaiah) and so on. With a desire to understand 

and explain, they both turned out to cut the text into pieces – while source critics ascribe different 

pieces of the text to different authors, form critics regard texts in relation to social conventions, and 
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look for their Sitz im Leben.17 Unfortunately, they only helped in understanding different pieces in a 

text, but do not contribute to the understanding of the whole text as we have it. For example, source 

criticism produced the basic division of Isaiah into two or three separate books, plus the 

identification of many additions in each part, with the prevalent trend of publishing commentaries on 

one section of Isa rather than the whole book. Form criticism was concerned with separate ‘forms’ 

within books. 

Built on the ‘success’ of source and form criticism, redaction criticism asks what theological 

intentions have brought these different sources or forms into one text.18 For example, redaction 

critics state that the ‘Table of Nations’ in Gen 10, one of the genealogical lists, functions to link “the 

history of Abraham and his descendants…with … ‘primeval history’ of the preceding chapters, and 

so to present the history of Israel as the climax and chief purpose of the history of the whole 

world.”19 Similarly, while Gen 2:4a seems to float loosely between two creative narratives, redaction 

critics note that its same formula (“These are the generations of…”) occurs also in  5:1; 10:1; 11:10; 

Num 3:1 – all of which orient readers to see what the immediately following texts imply about 

relations between different groups of Israel or different nations of the world. This suggests that Gen 

2:4a introduces the second creation narrative, not as what happened next after the first creation 

account, but as a more explicit statement of 1:26-27.20 Barton observes, 

In principle, then, redaction criticism is a perfectly reasonable approach; and in practice there 
are texts even in the Old Testament where it can be remarkably illuminating (I have instanced 
Chronicles). But more often than not it is either unnecessary, because the text is a unity anyway, 
and we are competent to read it, or unsuccessful, because the inconsistencies that remain, the 
very inconsistencies that enable us to know the text is a redacted one, are such that we remain in 
doubt as to how it should be read in its finished form.21 

All the above three methods “can take us way towards a better understanding of what lies behind the 

biblical text, but they all seem to fail us if we look to them for help in reading the text as it actually 

meets us when we open a Bible.”22 

 
17 Cf. Barton, Reading the Old Testament, 43 writes: “Both ask ‘How could one author possibly have written this text?’ 
Source criticism then proceeds by breaking the text up into sections that one author could have written; form criticism 
detects elements embedded within the text, or aspects of the finished text which suggest that it was not written so much 
as used in particular settings whose conventions account for features inexplicable in literary terms. Both methods tend, 
and are often criticized for tending, to fragment the text, to cut it up into pieces that can be more readily understood. But 
we have seen that, so far from stemming from a sort of disrespect for the text, this is essentially the product of an 
overwhelming desire to understand, to perceive the text as intelligible - a desire which is frustrated unless the text is cut 
into pieces.” 
18 See Ibid, 45-60. 
19 Ibid, 48. 
20 Ibid, 49-51. 
21 Ibid, 59. 
22 Ibid, 77-8. 
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Post Traditional Historical Methods: The Text Itself 

The dissatisfactions and frustrations with these traditional historical methods led Childs to propose 

the canonical approach which aims not to discover the author or history behind authors or redactors 

but reads the Bible as Scripture, and views parts in relation to the whole, claiming that the whole 

provides the context for the parts. It assumes ‘theological competence’, and literarily it adds a genre 

of ‘religious literature’ into the genre discussion of literature.23 Childs showed considerable interest 

in the historical development of the text, especially in his early work, such as his Commentary on 

Exodus,24 whereas his later works inclined more to the wholistic reading, such as his Biblical 

Theology of the Old and New Testaments.25 

Structuralism concerns primarily “how a text comes to have the meaning that it evidently has, with 

explaining why the reader is likely to perceive it as bearing that sort of meaning” and sees the answer 

lying in the cultural system that operates “according to certain conventions.”26 Thus, in theory, a 

structuralist analysis of OT is to exploit conventions of OT. For example, Roland Barthes’ 

structuralist analysis of Gen 32:22-32 exploits the convention of the fairy tale, resulting in a 

disorientation.27 Barton also adds, “However, not all structuralist work on the Old Testament has 

been so concerned with large questions of the nature of literature or the distinctiveness of Israel; very 

often, like other kinds of criticism, it has been interested in the exegesis of particular passages for 

their own sake.”28 

New criticism, which “flourished chiefly in America but with considerable influence in Britain in 

1940s and 1950s,” is uninterested in the authors’ or redactors’ intention or the history of the text at 

all.29  

 
23 Ibid, 86-7. 
24 Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological Commentary.  
25 Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments: Theological Reflection on the Christian Bible. 
26 Barton, Reading the Old Testament, 104, 113-4. 
27 See the full illustrates in Barton, Reading the Old Testament, 116-8. On the fairy-tale convention of Quest, there is an 
Originator, Hero and opponent, and Helpers or Originator’s aids. “One standard pattern is for the Originator of the Quest 
to step in and help the Hero, either in person (as in stories where the Hero is given a magic horn or other device with 
which to summon the Originator’s aid) or through intermediaries called Helpers (often friendly animals or people 
otherwise extraneous to the plot, such as the woodcutter in Red Riding Hood). Another is for the Originator to be present 
again at the end of the Quest - as when the Hero is sent by a lady to perform some deed, with her own hand in marriage 
as the prize for successfully accomplishing it.” In Gen 32:22-32, the Opponent and Originator turn out to be the same 
one, just like in a modern detective story where the detective and the murderer turn out to be the same. 
28 Ibid, 119. 
29 Ibid, 142. 
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Concerning rhetorical criticism, though it is concerned with the potential effect of the text on an 

audience (or reader), Clines’ and Exum’s following definition of it relates it more to new criticism 

with a focus on the text itself: 

Rhetorical criticism…concerns itself with the way the language of texts is deployed to convey 
meaning. Its interests are in the devices of writing, in metaphor and parallelism, in narrative and 
poetic structures, in stylistic features …it has regard to the rhetorical situation of the composition 
and promulgation of ancient texts and to their intended effect upon their audience. But, like new 
criticism, its primary focus is upon the texts and their own internal articulation rather than upon 
their historical setting.30 

By comparison, structuralism, the canonical approach, and new criticism, all take the text in its 

finished form as the proper object of criticism. However, while structuralism and mew criticism both 

state the text has a determined and publicly accessible meaning, canonical approach regards it is 

possible for a text to have different meanings in different contexts and canons. 

Readers: Before the Text  

Another trend of biblical criticism emphasizes the readers’ role in the meaning of a text.  

Reader-response criticism states a text does not have inherent meaning, but only has meaning when it 

encounters with a reader.31 Similarly, as Clines and Exum point out, the focus of feminist criticism 

“is not upon texts in themselves but upon texts in relation to another intellectual or political issue.”32  

A Thematic Approach 

In the history of literary methods in biblical scholarship overviewed above, the important turn came 

with Clines and others (around 1980) who began to read texts as works of literature. This had two 

aspects. Firstly, texts were read for their literary qualities, that is, as poetry, or as narrative, or other 

genres. Secondly, there was a trend to reading biblical books as wholes in their final forms. As 

Clines states in the ‘Afterword’ of the second edition of his book The Theme of Pentateuch, two 

decades after the publication of his first edition, in biblical scholarship: 

These days, it is no longer necessary to justify reading the final form of the text or to relegate 
historical questions to a later chapter (which I did) or to omit them altogether (which I did not). 
These days there are plenty of literary studies that do not apologize for what they are doing, but 
simply get on with it.33 

Robert Polzin’s Moses and the Deuteronomist: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges; Robert Alter’s The 

Art of Biblical Narrative and The Art of Biblical Poetry; Meir Sternberg’s The Poetics of Biblical 

 
30 Clines and Exum, “The New Literary Criticism,” 16. 
31 Ibid, 18-19. 
32 Ibid, 17. 
33 Clines, Theme, 129. 
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Narrative; S. Bar-Efrat’s Narrative Art in the Bible and Tremper Longman’s A Complete Literary 

Guide to the Bible are just a few among the examples of authors who illustrate the newer literary 

methods based on the final form of biblical texts. 

In Isaiah studies also, there was a new tendency to read Isaiah as a whole book, partly because this 

was the form in which it was handed down, but also because scholars became more aware of literary 

and theological commonalities between the various parts of the book.  

Because of these trends, one could begin to trace themes running all the way through the book of 

Isaiah, e.g. Abernethy’s The Book of Isaiah and God’s Kingdom34 and Clements’ article “A Light to 

the Nations: A Central Theme of the Book of Isaiah”.35  

A thematic study is important because scholars of OT Theology used to look for a theological 

‘centre’ of the OT, around which all the OT’s ideas could be organised – a classic example was 

Walter Eichrodt’s suggestion of ‘covenant’. This quest has long ago been given up, because the 

content of the OT is simply too diverse to be described in this way.36 However, thematic studies 

could still be applied to individual texts. A very good example of this shift can be seen in the 

comparison of the two editions of Clines’ The Theme of the Pentateuch. In his first edition, Chapter 2 

‘Definitions’, Clines offered several possible definitions of a theme:  1) “a conceptualization of a 

narrative plot”, 2) “the central or dominating idea in a literary work … the abstract concept which is 

made concrete through its representation in person, action, and image in the work”, 3) “a rationale of 

the content, structure and development of the work”, 4) functioning as “an orientation to the work … 

a warning or protest against large-scale misunderstanding of a work …  evidence that the work is 

coherent or systematic … a control on interpretations of the text that treat it as a relatively 

autonomous work of art, with polyvalent significance”, and 5) distinguishing from “‘intention’, 

‘motif’, ‘subject’, and so on.”37 However, Clines’ definition of a ‘theme’ changes slightly from his 

first edition to the second edition. Even though he didn’t change the content of the chapter on ‘The 

Definition’, he did note in his ‘Afterword’ in the second edition that whereas he had thought there is 

only one central theme of Pentateuch, he later came to acknowledge that there are many themes in 

the Pentateuch, possibly resulting from the impact of the shift from the modern to the postmodern.38 

 
34 Abernethy, The Book of Isaiah and God’s Kingdom. 
35 Clements, “A Light to the Nations: A Central Theme of the Book of Isaiah.”  
36 Goldingay, Theological Diversity and the Authority in the OT. 
37 Clines, Theme, 19-22. 
38 Ibid, 130-132. 
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One of the approaches for OT scholars to do theology is to identify various important themes, and to 

address them by studying them in particular parts of the OT. An example is R. W. L. Moberly’s Old 

Testament Theology, in which he simply considers a variety of topics, and examines them by 

studying key OT passages in detail. On p. 1 of his book, he names several topics that occur in OT 

Theology, but as he says, his list is not exhaustive. 

This current study understands a theme not as an exclusive theme of a book, but as a topic that is 

marked out as important by its regular occurrence and key structural positions in the book, a topic 

that undergoes development in the book, and that helps integrate the meaning of the whole book. 

There are many themes under such a definition in Isa, among which there is the (im)perception 

theme, which is related to other themes, as will be further illustrated in the current study. 

Summary: The Location of Literary-Thematic Approach in the History of Literary Methods of 

Biblical Scholarship 

As mentioned above, the shift to reading the bible as a literature enables tracing a theme throughout a 

book. However, how could a theme be traced through a large book that has so much variety and so 

much poetic expression in it? My answer was to apply literary analysis to sections of the book 

selected for their relevance to the theme. Ideally, one would do this for every chapter of the book, but 

this was not practically possible within a doctoral dissertation limit.  

A literary-thematic study of Isa will demonstrate that individual passages had their own original 

settings, which may have varied greatly, and that the (im)perception theme is expressed in nuanced 

ways in its literary contexts with continuities and discontinuities while a picture of the theme is built 

up by accumulating the separate analyses. 

As Barton shows, modern literary methods do not obscure the fact that biblical books consisted of 

diverse materials that had varied origins. Nevertheless, in modern literary theory when the different 

parts of a book are put together, they create a new thing.39 This new thing has integrity apart from the 

separate sources of its parts, which a mathematic formula suffices to illustrate, that is, x+y = (x+y). 

This is true generally for Isa, which as a whole is a powerful demonstration of the historical rise and 

fall of empires. 

Therefore, the literary-thematic approach undertaken in this study is based on modern literary 

methods which are interested in (the final form of) the text itself, making it possible to trace a theme 

 
39 This idea was expressed, for example, by Kristeva in Revolution in Poetic Language, 59-60. 
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through a large book like Isaiah, and which acknowledges the possibility of the mutual-illumination 

of parts and whole.  

1.3.1.2 Literary Features in Relation to the (Im)Perception Theme 

A literary-thematic approach in this study entails two dimensions. Firstly, it is the texts in which the 

(im)perception theme appears that are selected for study. This includes the texts with the vocabulary 

category of physical (im)perception such as האר טבנ , עמשׁ , ןזא , ןיע ,  and בל , in relation to that of 

intellectual (im)perception, עדי  and ןיב , with their verbal and nominal forms, and their positive or 

negative uses, and texts that fall into the category of conceptual (im)perception. 

Secondly, it orients its concern to the structure and coherence of Isa, the literary genres and 

techniques that it employs; and how such features (structure, genre, techniques) help express the 

meaning of the text. In another word, these chosen texts are studied in their literary contexts as 

literary texts, that is, as narratives (e.g., Isa 6, 7, 8) or as poetry (e.g., other Isaianic texts). In his brief 

introduction to biblical narrative, Tremper Longman III notes that the four common elements in 

biblical narratives are “plot, characters, setting, and narrator/point of view.”40 They all shape the 

dynamics of a narrative. Biblical narrative is distinguished by its spare and unembellished style, so 

that any details in a narrative are for some kind of purpose. Besides, the way in which dialogues are 

progressed is also illuminating in a narrative. My analysis of Isa 6-8 takes these texts as narratives, 

elaborating on how characters and settings are depicted, and how the plot and dialogues evolve, 

which altogether are how the (im)perception theme is expressed and to which the theme is related. 

Biblical poetry is consistently characterized by terseness, parallelism, imagery and figurative 

techniques like simile and metaphor. These literary features are also present in narrative, but occur in 

much higher frequency, in poetry. Other literary features include repetition, apostrophe, alliteration, 

assonance, word play, irony, allusion, comparison, contrast, allusion, juxtaposition, paradox, 

hyperbole, symbolism, personification, emphasis, pun, and onomatopoeia and so on. As will be 

shown in the analysis chapters, my literary-thematic studies of relevant Isaianic poetic texts all trace 

the (im)perception theme with an appreciation of the aesthetic and rhetorical interests of the texts. 

 
40 Ryken and Longman, A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible.  
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1.3.2 The Relationship of a Literary-Thematic Method with Rhetorical Criticism and 

Rhetorical Situation 

1.3.2.1 Comparison of Literary-Thematic Method with Rhetorical Criticism 

Some literary techniques investigated in this study are similar to rhetorical techniques. They are 

simply the techniques in the literary texts themselves, but have different names under different 

methods, hence they are called rhetorical techniques by rhetorical criticism while literary techniques 

by modern literary criticism. Rhetorical criticism, however, is best suited to analysing shorter 

sections of text than a whole large book like Isaiah, while a literary-thematic method goes beyond 

the scope of rhetorical criticism, to give an account of the full development of a theme in this large 

and varied book. 

Meanwhile, many scholars have found the concept of rhetorical situation appropriate to the prophetic 

books, because the prophets’ discourses are by nature rhetorical: that is, they aim to persuade. For 

this reason, I propose to also use some of the language and concepts of rhetorical criticism as a 

means of analysing the texts in Isaiah that illustrate the theme of (im)perception. The study as a 

whole is not an exercise in rhetorical criticism as such. That method has been successful in the study 

of shorter books or of portions of books,41 but it is problematical for a very long book, because the 

notions of audience and situation are more complicated. Instead, I will use rhetorical analysis as an 

aid to the exegesis of texts that are by nature rhetorical. At times, it will help an understanding of 

how texts that have a redactional history can hold together as a persuasive unit. 

1.3.2.2 The Applicability of Rhetorical Situations in a Literary-Thematic Study of Isaiah 

Every biblical passage may have different layers of settings: the setting behind the text, the setting 

in/of the text, and the setting in front of the text. Similarly, different concepts of setting are used in 

the studies of Isa, for example, historical setting, ideological-historical setting, and rhetorical or 

communicative setting. The historical setting, Sitz im Leben, refers to the political, social, and 

cultural conditions in which a particular biblical text was written. It is associated with historical 

criticism and proposed that understanding the historical context can help scholars interpret the text 

and understand its meaning in its original setting. Thus, one of historical critics’ tasks is to 

reconstruct the original historical setting of a text, the setting behind the text. However, since Isa 

includes both the prophecy of the 8th century BCE prophet Isaiah son of Amoz and also the many 

 
41 Gitay, “Amos 3:1-5.” Idem., His audience. Möller, A Prophet in Debate. 
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layers of redaction and composition upon that prophecy, and the referred time in the book spans 

across several centuries from pre-exilic, to the exilic and to post-exilic period, it is very difficult to 

identify the exact historical setting of a particular text of Isa. This leads Laato to propose the 

ideological-historical setting in his understanding of the ideological unity of Isa. According to Laato, 

the ideological-historical is presented by the text itself, and is multidimensional.42 In the case of Isa, 

Laato suggests that the ideological-historical settings of PI, DI and TI are respectively the pre-exilic, 

the exilic, and the post-exilic, despite his acknowledgement of the later material in PI.43  

Scholars who see the genre of prophetic book as rhetorical discourses aiming to persuade or 

convince the people, and who therefore employ rhetorical criticism in their biblical studies, use the 

term ‘rhetorical situation’. The concept of the rhetorical situation was first promulgated by Lloyd F. 

Bitzer in his article “The Rhetorical Situation.” While Bitzer regards rhetorical situation as “a natural 

context of persons, events, objects relations and an exigence which strongly invites utterance,”44 J.N. 

Vorster claims that the rhetorical situation “only comes into existence when the exigence of the 

situation comes into relationship with the ‘interest’ of the rhetor”.45 Besides, it is also worth noting 

that when the reader reconstructs the text’s rhetorical situation, its interests and contextualization, 

she does so out of a rhetorical situation of her own, her own interests and contextualization. The new 

rhetorical criticism emphasizes that rhetorical power is present in a text not just once, when it is first 

uttered or written, but also for future readers in their own rhetorical situation.46 

Concerning the identification of rhetorical situation, Wullner47 mentions three aspects of traditional 

rhetorical study: a text’s status (or basic issue),48 underlying topoi (or loci, the “places” or 

 
42 Laato, About Zion, 60. 
43 Ibid, 170-1. 
44 Lloyd F. Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation”, Philosophy & Rhetoric, Vol. 25, Selections from Volume 1 (1992), [pp. 1-
14], 3-4. 
45 J.N. Vorster, “The Rhetorical Situation of the Letter to the Romans: An Integral Approach” (DD Thesis, University of 
Pretoria, 1991), 30. 
46 George Aichele et al., The Postmodern Bible: The Bible and Culture Collective (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1995), 163-164. 
47 Wullner, 456, and see the literature for each ways respectively in fns 47, 48 and 49. 
48 Referring to whether the central question of the text is a question of fact, of definition, of quality, or of jurisdiction. Cf. 
Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism, 18-19; Lausberg, Handbuch der literarischen 
Rhetorik, §§79-138. For application to exegesis, see J. D. Hester, “The Rhetorical Structure of Galatians 1:1 1-2:14,” JBL 
103 (1984) 223-33; on stasis status, see esp. 226-28. 
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“material”),49 and rhetorical genre,50 while Kennedy and Gitay further emphasize the significance of 

audience in defining the rhetorical situation.51 With regards to Isa, to identify the rhetorical situation 

of the book does not mean that the book contains the actual discourses or speeches delivered by the 

prophet, for which  Möller criticised Shaw’s Speeches of Micah.52 Rather, while acknowledging the 

redactional history of the book, I am focusing on the final form, which means I will identify the 

rhetorical situation and audience mainly based on the text in question, even though sometimes I may 

get some insights from historical situation.53 ‘Rhetorical situation’ is not the same as ‘historical 

situation’, and indeed that actual rhetorical situations can rarely be located historically, but rather 

only be inferred from the text, that is, in their literary context which is ultimately the whole book of 

Isaiah. As will be seen in later chapters in the current study, the topics and the audience in Isa will be 

the most decisive in identifying the rhetorical situations in Isa. Besides, different parts of Isa do 

witness some nuanced rhetorical situations that are reflected in the literary texts themselves in their 

association with different thematics in the book. Thus, the concept of ‘rhetorical situation’ can 

support the literary-thematic study of (im)perception theme by drawing out the means by which Isa 

develops that theme. ‘Rhetoric’ and ‘theme’ are closely interwoven in Isa. Thus, it is applicable to 

investigate the rhetorical situations of Isa even though this study undertakes a literary-thematic 

approach. 

1.3.3 Literary-Thematic Method in relation to the Phases of Historical Development of Isa 

As well noted among Isaianic scholarship, there is literary and historical-critical evidence that 

supports the demarcation of Isa into three main sections, Isa 1-39 (PI), 40-55 (DI) and 56-66 (TI). An 

example for the literary evidence is the variety of structures inherent in the three major divisions: the 

 
49 referring to the topics of arguments, that is, “the ‘places’ where he looks for something to say about his subject.” There 
are three kinds of topics, namely, common topics (includes four groups: “the possible and impossible, past fact, future 
fact, and degree”), material topics (eg. “Messiah,” “Son of God,” “faith,” “hope,” and “love” in John’s Gospel) and 
strategic topics (similar to the topic of degree). Cf. Kennedy, 20-21, and respectively in Aristotle’s Rhetorics, II.19; I.4-
8; and II. 23. 
50 Referring to the species of rhetoric, including forensic/judicial, symbouleutic/deliberative, epideictic. “The species is 
judicial when the author is seeking to persuade the audience to make a judgment about events occurring in the past; it is 
deliberative when he seeks to persuade them to take some action in the future; it is epideictic when he seeks to persuade 
them to hold or reaffirm some point of view in the present, as when he celebrates or denounces some person or some 
quality.” Kennedy, 19. Cf. Aristotle, Rhetorics, III.1. Italics added. 
51 Kennedy, 35 claims “The critic needs to ask of what this audience consists, what the audience expects in the situation, 
and how the speaker or writer manipulates these expectations.” In his “Rhetorical Analysis of Amos 3:1-5,” 296, Gitay 
traces the rhetorical situation of 3:1-15 from vv.3-8 where Amos is “making a special effort to influence his audience.” 
52 Möller, A Prophet in Debate, 105. 
53 A similar example can be found in Brian Κ Blount, a Socio-Rhetorical Analysis of Simon of Cyrene: Mark 15:21 and 
Its Parallels”, Semeia, 171-198. 
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spiral linear structure of Isa 40-55, the chiastic/ring structure of Isa 56-66, the combination of 

chiastic and linear structure of Isa 1-12.54 Similarly, the historical setting for DI is more exilic, for TI 

more post-exilic while for PI more multidimensional.55 Stromberg observes that while PI “looks 

forward to the role of Cyrus in rebuilding the Jewish temple (chs. 44-45)”, TI “seems to assume that 

the temple is already built, or that its building already under way (56:1-8; 66:1, 20).”56 

Meanwhile, also well noted, there is also literary-thematic development throughout these three 

sections that attest to the unity of Isa. Isa demonstrates not only redactional layers, editing and re-

editing, but also a unity even if not in the sense of authorial unity. For the former and the latter, 

Clements (1982) writes respectively, 

There are also many indications… to show that the contents of the book have passed through a 
number of stages of ordering and redaction and that what we now have is the result of a process 
of editing and addition.57 
When we look at the Book of Isaiah as it now exists, we can discover a considerable number of 
indications that it has been assembled over a long period, but with a very clear concern to group 
prophecies in a thematic fashion.58 

He illustrates his statements with the examples of “the ‘Babylon’ prophecies of Isaiah 13:1-14:23”; 

ch.35 as a summarized ‘digest’ of chs. 40-55; and the transitional chs. 36-39 that “assist the reader in 

making the transition from the ‘Assyrian’ part of the book (1-35) to the ‘Babylonian’ part (40-66);” 

the passages assuring the return of Yahweh’s people to Zion (11:12-15; 19:23; 27:12-13); and the 

theme of blindness and deafness.59 As Clements states, the editorial unity belongs to a late stage in 

the book’s compilation while “the overall unity belongs more prominently to the understanding of 

the book as a whole rather than it being a superficial stage of development.”60  

Similarly, Sweeney in his book Isaiah 1-4 and the Exilic Understanding of the Isaianic Tradition 

(1988) states also that the redactional unity of Isa can be evidenced particularly by the role of 

Babylon in chs. 1-39, the transitional function of chs. 36-39, the function and position of Isa 35, the 

relationship between ch.1 and the rest of the book, and the structure and presentation of the materials 

in chs. 1-39.61 Besides, Laato’s book title, “About Zion I will not be Silent” The Book of Isaiah as an 

Ideological Unity (1998), is telling enough on the unity of Isa. 

 
54 Goldingay, The Theology of the Book of Isaiah, 14, 30-32. 
55 Laato, Composition of the Book of Isaiah, 
56 Stromberg, Introduction, 42. 
57 Clements, ‘Unity,’ 121, Italics added. 
58 Ibid, 120. Italics added. 
59 Ibid, 120-126. 
60 Ibid, 121. 
61 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 11-25. 
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In line with the above scholars and many others, this current study offers a way of understanding the 

unity of Isa through the (im)perception theme in the sense that its final form demonstrates a sustained 

reflection on this theme and its development.  

1.3.4 Summary  

Biblical texts have three dimensions: literary, historical and theological, hence inviting approaches 

which can address any one, or any two, or all three of these dimensions. In my literary-thematic 

study, I address mainly to the literary and theological dimensions while bearing in mind, yet not been 

bound by, the historical dimensions.  

Regarding the mechanics of how the theme was pursued in Isa. 40-66, there have been a number of 

approaches, which relate in different ways to the modern tendency to read Isaiah wholistically. One 

example is the thesis of B. D. Sommer, who found the widespread use of allusion in those chapters, 

not only to Isa 1-39, but also to other prophets.62 Philip Stern observed the motif of “blindness” 

running through Isa 40-55, and also linked to earlier chapters in the book.63 And Rolf Rendtorff 

claimed that the first readers of Isa 56-66 were also readers of those chapters.64 We will notice 

examples of these, and other approaches, when we deal with chs. 40-66. 

The literary-thematic approach undertaken in this study investigates how the literary structure, genre 

and literary devices of the selected Isaianic texts serve the development of (im)perception theme. I 

will conduct the investigation of the development of the (im)perception theme throughout Isa under 

four main sections, that is, Isa 1-12, 28-35, 40-55 and 56-66. 

  

 
62 Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture. 
63 Stern, “Blind Servant”. 
64 Rendtorff, “Isaiah 56:1 as a Key to the Formation of the Book of Isaiash,” 181-189. 
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2 The Theme of (Im)perception in Isa 1-12 

In Isa 1-12, Isa 1 is the introduction to Isa, while Isa 5 and 7:1-9:6 are the close literary contexts of 

Isa 6 concerning the (im)perception theme. These passages are selected to demonstrate what role the 

(im)perception theme plays and to what other themes or motifs it is related in these Isaianic texts. 

2.1 The Imperception Theme in Isa 1:2-31        

The use of ׁעמש  and ןזא  in Isa 1:2, 10, עדי  and ןיב  in vv.2-3,  האר  in v.12, ןיע  and ׁעמש  in v.15, and ׁעמש  

in v.19 attests a high frequence of semantic terms of “perception” in Isa 1. Besides, the reminiscence 

between 1:2-3 and 6:9-10, in particular, using the pair, ןיב ... עדי , indicates that “the main topic in the 

very first verses of the Book of Isaiah is the hardening and stubbornness of the people.”65 In the 

analysis below, the structure and a literary-thematic analysis of 1:2-31, and how each subsection of 

1:2-31 is interconnected, all pave ways to the investigation of the imperception theme in 1:2-31. 

2.1.1 The Structure of Isa 1:2-31 

Isa 1:2-31 can be demarcated into vv.2-9, 10-17, 18-20, 21-26 and 27-31 based on the following 

markers. 

Firstly, the first two subsections are demarcated by the poetic parallelism between v.2a and v.10a, 

both of which start with two imperative verbal forms, יניזאהו... ועמש , a calling to ‘hear’ and ‘give ear’ 

to YHWH’s word/speaking, hence seemingly resulting in two parallel panels, vv. 2-9 and 10-20. 

Secondly, הוהי רמאי  in v.18 and רבד הוהי יפ יכ  v.20 form an inclusio, enclosing four lines opened by 

םא , hence resulting in a further subsection, vv.18-20, in which the announcement of the cleansing of 

their sins (v.18) is followed by two contrasting opposite fates of the two choices.  

Thirdly, הכיא  at the beginning of v.21 introduces a new subsection, where הנמאנ הירק  of v.21 and v.26 

also form an inclusio of the subsection of vv.21-26, united by the theme of the restoration of the 

faithful and righteous city, by the repetition of some of the themes of vv.21-23 in vv.24-26,66 and by 

the chiastic structure as follows.67 

A—v. 21a: faithful city has become a whore  
   B—v. 21b: once טפשׁמ קדצ ,  but now murderers  
      C—v. 22: silver turned to dross; wine diluted  

 
65 Laato, Message, 206. 
66 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 126. 
67 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 67. 
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         D—v. 23: crimes of leaders and people  
            E—v. 24a: therefore declares the Lord of hosts  
         D1—v. 24b: I will punish enemies for their crimes  
       C1—v. 25: I will smelt away your dross  
   B1—v. 26a: and restore judges and counsellors as before  
A1—v. 26b: afterward you will be called faithful city 

Finally, v.29 is linked closely to v.28 by the initial יכ , while no conjunction or connection exists 

between v.26 and v.27 while Isa 2:1 marks a new literary unit, thus, 1:27-31 is left as another 

subsection, marked by the fronting of ‘Zion’ (v.27) which is not named in 1:21-26, and the variation 

on the theme of 21-26. 

2.1.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 1:2-31 

2.1.2.1 Isa 1:2-9 

1:2-9 can be further demarcated as follows: 

vv.2-3: a call to all the creation concerning YHWH’s direct accusation of Israel’s rebellion and 
imperception. 
v.4:  a description of errant Israel: sinful yet abandoning and despising the holy God. 
vv. 5-6: a rhetorical question followed by a metaphor of Israel’s suffering as a battered body. 
vv. 7-9: a description of destroyed Israel as an abandoned field and the survivors’ exclaiming over their 
near extinction. 

Firstly, vv.2-3 start with a calling to םימש  and ץרא , which forms a merism, hence indicating all 

creation as the addressee, to listen and give heed to YHWH’s direct speech (v.2a) about his people 

Israel (vv.2b-3) in which he accused them, though they are his children, of their rebellion and 

imperception.  

The syntax68 of v.2b lays emphasis on the contrast between how Israelites are treated by YHWH with 

how they treat YHWH: YHWH raised and brought them up, but they repaid YHWH with rebellion. 

Besides, as Beuken observes, לדג  and םור  bring a maternal nuance to the image of God, while עשפ  is 

an extremely harsh word for “sin”, hence giving Isa a sombre background at the beginning.69 

Then, in v.3 the imperception of Israel is compared with the perception of two domesticated animals, 

the ox and the ass: while an ox knows its owner and a donkey its master’s crib, Israel, YHWH’s 

people, do not know or understand. One verb from the category of understanding, עדי , is applied to 

two kinds of animals, ׁרוש  and רומח  (v.3a), while two verbs from this category used in negative sense, 

עדי אל  and ןנובתה אל , are used for the one people: Israel. That is to say, whereas the ox and ass are 

 
68 Note the fronting of the noun םינב  and the pronoun םה , respectively the object v.2bα and the subject of v.2bβ, both 
referring to Israel. 
69 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 70. 
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characterized as ‘knowing’, Israel is portrayed as ‘not knowing’ and ‘not understanding’ - two 

synonyms from the ‘perception’ category in negative sense. seeming to indicate Israel has no 

perception at all. This contrast is even more striking if we know that:  

Among animals to be studied for wisdom lessons, however, oxen and donkeys are not the ones 
customarily praised. On the contrary, people are exhorted against behaving like such animals (Ps 
32:9; Prov 7:22; 26:3). But here these beasts of burden are declared smarter than Israel.70 

Williamson’s detailed observations on the sarcasm on Israelites’ imperception is worth quoting here. 

In the first line [of 1:3], there is a conscious decline from the ox to the ass which is matched by 
the movement from the owner as the object of the ox's knowledge/recognition to the master's 
crib or feeding trough of the ass's; hence the '(even)' added in translation—even the dullest of 
creatures is aware of the source of its sustenance. This, then, sets the context for the introduction 
of the people, who are contrasted with this unflattering comparison, indicated by the addition of 
'(but)' in the translation. The contrast is made explicit by the use of the same verb as governed 
the first line, עדי , now negated. The second half of the second line, however, also takes the issue 
further: 'Israel' is now called 'my people', to indicate a closer relationship, making their behavior 
the more unnatural, startling and so reprehensible. It is thus fully justified to see the last word 
of the verse as marking some kind of nadir in the downward cycle—my people do not even have 
as much understanding as the ass, who at least knows which side his bread is buttered; in fact, 
they have no understanding 'at all'.71 

All these demonstrate that the contrast with ox and ass emphasizes the perversity of Israel’s 

imperception.72 Simultaneously, there are no objects to the verbs עדי  or ןיב  in v. 3b. The ambiguity 

remains as what YHWH here accuses Israelites of their not knowing or understanding, the answer to 

which may be revealed in the remaining of Isa 1. 

Secondly, the subject of v.4 is described with four expressions, three of which are all constituted by a 

noun followed by a verb in participle form (v.4a), while all four terms ( אטח ןוע , םיערמ ,  and םיתיחשמ ) 

are in striking contrast with the object ( לארשי שודק ). As Beuken states, the term לארשי שודק  has  

both an ethical side and a side aimed at God’s direction of history. It is precisely because YHWH 
is holy that he has chosen to bring judgment upon Israel, since the latter has rejected him (1:4; 
5:18f.24; 30:8-14; 31:1; 37:23-25). But his holiness also shines forth in his desire to move his 
people to acts of righteousness. "The Holy One of Israel" represents his desire and ability to 
purify the people and to bind them to himself anew (5:16; 6:3; 10:17, 20; 12:6; 17:7f.; 30:15). In 
this title lies hidden the whole secret of his dealings with his people.73 

 
70 Tull, Isaiah 1–39, 53. 
71 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 24, Italics added. 
72 Cf. Aitken, “Hearing and Seeing”, 14, in which he writes “the perversity of Israel’s conditions is emphasized through 
the contrast with ox and ass.” 
73 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 67. 
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The irony is telling that the sinful Israel despises the holy YHWH. What Israel does to YHWH in 

v.4b, expressed through the verbs בזע ץאנ ,  and רוז , is about, as Wildberger maintains, “the overall 

breaking away from the daily relationship with YHWH … the refusal to trust and be obedient.”74 

Reading v.4 after vv.2-3 even enhances the irony that YHWH, the holy one of Israel, should have the 

absolute right to forsake or despise the sinful Israel, yet instead, he raised and brought them up, but 

they forsook and despised him in return. Besides, it also enhances YHWH’s accusation of their 

rebellion and imperception: it is indeed a failure of ‘understanding’ for Israel to forsake or despise 

YHWH, the one who brought them up and who is the holy one of Israel. 

Thirdly, in vv.5-6, the rhetorical questions, הרס ופיסות דוע וכת המ לע  (v.5a) are followed by the 

description of a lack of soundness in their mind, heart and body (vv.5b-6). The inclusiveness is 

emphasized by the twofold שאר דעו לגר ףכמ the ,(v.5b)  לכ  (v.6a), the three types of wounds (v.6c) and 

three types of negations of healing (v.6c). On the one hand, as Tull states, “the assumption behind 

the rhetorical question … is that the power to stop this treatment is in the people’s hands if they will 

only change what they are doing.”75 On the other hand, it also suggests that even having experienced 

so complete brokenness in their mind, heart and body, Israel have still not yet changed what they are 

doing, that is, they are still imperceptive and obdurate to know the need to repent. Once again, their 

root problem is seen as imperception. 

Fourthly, in vv.7-9, v.7 describes with a fivefold destruction of Judah, while רתי  of v.8 and דירש  of 

v.9 both depict Judah as only a remnant, or survivors.  the survivors, or remnant, of Judah. They 

together demonstrate that, though those who have seen Judah were almost wholly destroyed which 

happened םכדגנ  (‘in front of you’), their remaining existence is because YHWH of hosts has 

preserved them as a remnant. The image of vv.7-9 resonates with the Assyrian invasion of 701 BCE 

(Isa 36-37), attested in the Sennacherib inscription. However, it may also be applied to events of 

597BCE, 587BCE and even other historical events. As Beuken maintains, while 

a reference to Sennacherib’s 701 campaign against Judah and Jerusalem is often assumed (cf. v 
8: "a besieged city"). Certainty cannot be reached here, but a clear reference may not be intended 
at all. The book's opening would then be so open and at the same time so stringent as to allude 
equally to the various national catastrophes that occur in the course of the book.76 

 
74 Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 23.  
75 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 56. 
76 Translated from Beuken, Jesaja 1–12, 69. “Vor allem aber wird oft eine Bezugnahme auf Sanheribs Feldzug gegen 
Juda und Jerusalem aus dem Jahre 701 angenommen (vgl. V 8: »eine belagerte Stadt«). Sicherheit ist hier nicht zu 
erreichen, aber eine eindeutige Bezugnahme ist vielleicht gar nicht intendiert. Die Bucheröffnung wäre dann so offen und 
zugleich so stringent gestaltet, dass sie auf die verschiedenen, im Laufe des Buches auftretenden nationalen Katastrophen 
gleicherweise anspielt.” 
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It is noteworthy that the prophet who has identified himself with YHWH in the previous verses 

(vv.2-8) is now identifying himself with the remnant of Israel in v.9 through first person plural verbs. 

“If not…we would have been like…” (v.9) indicates the prophet’s perception. The comparing of 

them with םדס  and הרמע  once again emphasizes their sinful state and that they are liable to 

destruction on the one hand, and on the other hand their current existence is purely due to YHWH’s 

mercy and salvation. The perception indicated by v.9a stands strikingly in contrast with the 

imperception that has been accused in and shown by the previous verses. 

To conclude, 1:2-9 do not specify what Israel does not know or understand, what their specific sins 

are, in what specific ways they abandon or despise YHWH or by what specific means they should 

repent, but just generally describe their stubborn and desolate situations. Meanwhile it is encouraging 

at the very end of this subsection that at least the prophet, if not also the perceptive group he 

represents, understands what YHWH is doing among Israel. 

2.1.2.2 Isa 1:10-17 

This section starts in v.10 with a similar opening calling to v.2, yet this time not to the heavens and 

the earth but to םדס יניצק  (‘rulers of Sodom’) and הרמע םע  (‘people of Gomorrah’). As Sodom and 

Gomorrah refer to Israel in v.9, the address in v.10 therefore includes both the rulers and people of 

Israel, the latter of which who has been referred about and to in vv.2b-9.  

Then, like vv.5-6, the accusations in vv.10-17 are led by two rhetorical questions starting with יל המל  

(v.11) and ימ  (v.12b), the higher frequency of which also suggests the severity of their condition, 

which is further evidenced in YHWH’s speaking of their sacrifices, offerings and assemblies with 

יתעבש  (‘I’ve had enough of,’ v.11), יתצפח אל  (‘I did not delight in,’ v.11), ירצח סמר  (‘trampling my 

court,’ v.12), יל איה הבעות  (‘an abomination to me,’ v.13), ישפנ האנש  (‘my soul hates,’ v.14a), יתיאלנ 

אשנ  (‘I am weary of bearing,’ v.14b). Then, the rhetorical-question sections (vv.11, 12-14) are 

followed by YHWH’s announcement of his response that even though they pray, YHWH will hide 

eyes from them, neither will he listen (v.15). It is worth noting, as Williamson notes, that יניע םילעא  is  

an unusual expression, not used elsewhere with God as subject … When used of people, the 
expression signifies a deliberate decision to disregard something (Lev. 20.4; Ezek. 22.26; Prov. 
28.27)—to turn a blind eye…. The point here is simply that, although God is aware that the 
people are praying, he deliberately refuses to pay attention because of their ethical guilt.”77  

Reading this unusual expression in light of imperception theme, and in the context of God’s people 

despising and disregarding him, and not understanding him or his commandments, this unusual 

 
77 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 97. 
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expression is a deliberate wordplay, denoting that what they will receive from God is actually what 

they are doing: not paying due or required attention. 

Finally, this section ends up with an exhortation of ceasing evil, doing good, seeking טפשׁמ , 

correcting oppression, bringing טפשׁמ  to the orphan, and pleading for the widow (vv.16-17). 

Overall, vv.10-17 reveal what Israel and their rulers have been doing – practicing rituals and evils 

simultaneously – and how YHWH feels about their behavior, as well as what they should be doing. 

By this, their imperception of the essence of worship is revealed, hence a call to perceive the טפשׁמ  

and care for the weak as essential part of their worship of YHWH.  

2.1.2.3 Isa 1:18-20 

A note of polite urgency the cohortative , אנ וכל הוהי רמאי and the divine speech formula , החכונו  at 

v.18a and the divine speech formula רבד הוהי יפ יכ  at v.20b all work together to attract the 

audience/readers’ attention to what is between v.18a and v.20b, that is, the four lines opened by םא . It 

is noteworthy that םא  is used “as concessive part., even though, even if,” in v.18b, while 

“conditional part., if, introducing protasis” in v.19 and v.20a.78   

Both v.18b and v.18c, by undertaking the devices of simile (through the four uses of preposition כ), 

contrast (scarlet/red/crimson vs white/snow/wool), the chiastic syntax (V-N-N-V) and the use of םא  

in concessive sense, announce the cleansing of their sins. Vv.19-20 use the same verbal root לכא  

respectively used in active and passive forms, in the apodoses of the if-conditional clauses to bring 

out two opposite fates of the two choices. The reoccurrence of the root ׁעמש  at v.19, after its use in 

v.2 and v.10, sets the whole of vv.2-20 as the object of the people’s hearing/perception. Besides, the 

offering of the two options (vv.19-20a) also depends on their perception to make the right choice, the 

choice of life, not the choice of death. Moreover, the use of חכי , which has been translated variously 

as “argue it out” (NRSV), “reach an understanding” (Tanakh), “reason together” (KJV, RSV, NIV, 

NASB), “consider your options” (NET), “talk this over” (NJB), “settle our differences,” also calls 

upon their understanding/perception, for it is “an appeal to reason”.79   

Therefore, in this short subsection, vv.18-20, the theme of perception is present. 

 
78 CDCH, s.v. “ םאִ ,” 22. 
79 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 65. 
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2.1.2.4 Isa 1:21-26 

In the first half of the chiastic structure of vv.21-26, vv.21-23 contrasts the current lamentable 

situation with the past: the opening exclamatory הכיא  again functions to attract the addressees’ 

attention and a contrast is made between הנוזל  (‘a whore’) on the one hand and faithfulness, קדצ/הקדצ , 

and טפשׁמ  on the other hand. In comparison, the second half, vv.24-26, announces the future will 

restore the past – note the verb הבישאו  and two כ-words ( הנשארבכ  and הלחתבכ ) in v.26a. In the centre 

of the structure are firstly the epithets of YHWH, who is called לארשי ריבא תואבצ הוהי ןודאה  (v.24) – 

ancient terms associated with war, emphasizing YHWH’s lordship, victory and mightiness, hence 

associating well with what YHWH is going to do in vv.24-26 – and secondly YHWH’s vengeance 

on his foes/enemies (v.24b), and restoration of Israel that has now been purged (vv.25b-26).  

The elaboration of their current degenerate situation (v.21) focuses specifically on their economic 

life (v.22) and political life (v.23). While it is ךירש  who are accused in v.23, the restored are ךיטפש  

and ךיצעיו  in v.26a. While ךירש  (‘your rulers’) is more a general term, ךיטפש  and ךיצעיו  catches the 

fundamental characteristics that rulers should have had, judging justly and wisely, who are here 

contrasted starkly with their current rulers who are characterized as ‘rebels, thieves, loving bribe and 

gifts, not bringing טפשׁמ  for the fatherless or widow’ in v.23.  

There are no semantic terms of “(im)perception” in vv.21-26, although the exclamatory הכיא  draws 

the addressees’ attention, hence their perception, to their degenerated situation in comparison with 

the past, to who YHWH is (the mighty warrior), to what the relationship is between YHWH and 

them (now enemies, cf. parents and children in v.2-3), and to what YHWH is going to do (refining 

the whole society to resume faithfulness, קדצ/הקדצ , and טפשׁמ ).  

2.1.2.5 Isa 1:27-31 

This final section of Isa 1 announces the overall salvation of Zion (v.27) and two opposite fates for 

the repentant on the one hand (v.27b) and for the unrepentant on the other hand (vv.28-31): like Zion 

who will be redeemed by טפשׁמ , so will the repentant by הקדצ , while the unrepentant will be 

destroyed and ashamed. The unrepentant (vv.28-31) include the rebellious, the sinful, those who 

forsake YHWH ( םיאטח ,םיעשפ  and הוהי יבזעו )– note that v.28 repeats the terms of v.4, while vv.29-30, 

through the יכ  at the beginning of v.29 and v.30, further identifying them with those who have 

desired and chosen oaks and garden, who are usually associated with idolaters – and the strong 

(v.31).  

In terms of the theme of (im)perception, there are no lexemes falling into this category. However, it 

is noteworthy that םיליא  and תונגה  mentioned here are associated with idolatry in the latter part of 
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Isaiah, esp. Isa 57:5; 65:3 and 66:17. Besides, the use of דמח  and רחב  is deliberately chosen to 

indicate “an active and deliberate pursuit”, and that “they are fully responsible for their own fate” on 

the one hand,80  and on the other hand to be contrasted strikingly and ironically with YHWH’s 

delight in choosing Israel as his servants in 41:8, 9; 4 43:10; 44:1, 2; 49:7. As seen in later chapters 

of this dissertation, all the above passages from Isa 40-66 are related to the theme of (im)perception. 

2.1.3 The Interconnectedness of Subsections of Isa 1:2-31  

The literary-thematic analysis of Isa 1:2-31 above has shown that “speaker, addressees, social 

setting, subject of complaint, dominant metaphors, and even dominant claims shift through the 

course of this first speech,” which is one of the main reason why very few scholars would dispute 

that Isa 1 is the result of incorporation of several different speeches.81 However, I have also briefly 

mentioned above how the different subsections of Isa 1 are interconnected, a further detailed 

elaboration of which will be shown below, which will in turn demonstrate that the different 

subsections of Isa 1 are not simply connected with “catchwords”, but rather in Isa 1, there is “a 

thematic unity and forward movement that suggests intentional rhetorical development.”82 

2.1.3.1 Interconnectedness of vv.2-9 and 10-17 

Vv.2-9 and 10-17 are two parallel panels, not only because of their similar openings (v.2a, v.10a), 

use of rhetorical questions (v.5, 11, 12) and accusation of Israel’s iniquities ( ןוע  in v.4 and v.13), but 

also because of how v.10 picks up v.9 immediately, hence linking the second panel with the first one.  

When examining these two panels more closely, we find that the second panel expands, heightens 

and renders specific meaning or effect to the first one. While vv.2-9 start with an address to all the 

creatures to hear God’s accusation about Israel (vv.2-4), its addressee is then implicitly changed to 

Israel in vv.5-9 where Israel is no longer referred to in third person as in vv.2-4, but in second 

person. Then, the call to attention of v.10a is explicitly addressed to םדס יניצק  (‘rulers of Sodom’) and 

הרמע םע  (‘people of Gomorrah’), inclusive of both the rulers and people of Israel. Thus, from v.2 to 

v.17, there is a movement of the change of addressees from all creation explicitly, to Israel implicitly 

and then to rulers and people of Israel explicitly. Besides, vv.2-9 do not specify what the Israelites do 

not know or understand, what their specific sins are, in what specific ways they abandon or despise 

 
80 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 160. 
81 Cf. Laato, Message, 205, states, “Isaiah 1 is an amalgamation of several Isaianic texts which have been recomposed 
and edited together”. Cf. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4, 101-133; Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 7-162, gives several examples how 
some parts of Isa 1 can be regarded as originating (partly) from Isaiah; Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 50. 
82 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 50. 
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YHWH or by what specific means they should repent, but just generally describe their stubborn and 

desolate situations. However, in comparison, vv.10ff zoom in to specifically describe their 

inconsistence between rituals and lack of social righteousness and gives specific direction on what 

and how to repent. Therefore, though vv.10-17 are seemingly a parallel panel of vv.2-9, it is actually 

a specifying extension of it. The same is true of the imperception theme. While the first panel 

emphasizes Israel’s imperception in terms of rebelling against YHWH and not knowing the need to 

repent, the second panel focuses on their imperception of what YHWH really delights in and 

requires.   

2.1.3.2 Interconnectedness of vv. 18-20 and 2-17 

The phrase רבד הוהי יפ יכ  at the end of v.20 forms an inclusio with הוהי רמאי  of v.18 at the smallest 

unit, and also with רבד הוהי יכ  of v.2 at the broader unit, bring vv.2-20 together. As Williamson states, 

v.18 has a role of “introducing the concluding section [vv.18-20] of the whole of vv.2-20.”83  

Three subsections, vv.2-9, 10-17 and 18-20 share the similarities of the same root עמש  in vv.2, 10 

and 19, and of the mention of Israel’s sins/iniquities/evil (vv.4, 13, 16, 18). It is noteworthy that there 

is a development among them. Though the first two subsections have accusations against Israel, the 

second one is more specific than the first one in terms of Israel’s sins, and more elaborate in 

YHWH’s feeling about Israel’s doing. Besides, the first one further demonstrates YHWH’s 

judgement and mercy (vv.5-9), while the second one YHWH’s exhortation (vv.16-17). Then, the 

third one offers cleansing of sins and the life-or-death options. Therefore, the urgency of YHWH’s 

exhortation to Israel’s response and perception is enhanced throughout the development from vv.2-9, 

to 10-17 and to 18-20. 

2.1.3.3 Interconnectedness of vv.21-26 with vv.2-20 and vv.27-31 

It is noteworthy that vv.21-26 are linked backward with vv.11-17 through the drawing of הנמלא בירו  

at the last line of v.23 on the climax of vv.16-17, and that of םיחצרמ התעו  at the last line of v.21 on the 

climax of the indictment in vv.11-15 ( ואלמ םימד םכידי  ‘your hands are full of blood’ at the last line of 

v.15).84 Similarly, vv.27-31 are linked backward to vv.2-26 in several ways. Firstly, similar to vv.21-

26, v.27a is themed at the redemption of Zion through טפשׁמ  and הקדצ .85 Secondly, the use of דמח  (to 

choose) in v.29 also enhances the choices offered in vv.19-20. Thirdly, the division between the 

repentant and the unrepentant among the people highlighted by vv.27b-31 further develop from 

 
83 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5. 115. 
84 Ibid., 129. 
85 Beuken, Jeseja 1-12, 69. Berges, Zion, 199.  
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vv.19-20 and vv.21-26. Fourthly, v.28 repeats v.4 through the use of םיאטח ,םיעשפ  and הוהי יבזעו , 

hence extending its connection beyond vv.21-26 and 19-20 to vv.2-9. In such a way, vv.21-31 are 

interconnected with vv.2-20. Besides, vv.21-26 function as a natural transition from vv.2-20 to 

vv.27-31 in the sense that the former ends with a stark choice for the people to choose (vv.19-20), 

while the latter further develops that division among the people. Therefore, vv.21-26, standing in 

between vv.2-20 and vv.27-31, explain how the division is made – through YHWH’s intervention.86 

2.1.4 The Imperception Theme in Isa 1:2-31 

Among all the extant themes in Isa 1, it is noteworthy that after the superscription (1:1), this 

significant opening chapter, Isa 1, starts with a call to heavens and the earth to hear about Israel’s 

imperception which is striking when their imperception is compared with the perception of the ox 

and donkeys. As the introduction to such an extensive work as Isa, it is advisable to consider why Isa 

1 presents the themes as it presents but not other themes. 

The significance of the (im)perception theme lies not least in its significant position (at the very first 

speech, vv.2-3) in this significant chapter, in the literary techniques of the language of vv.2-3, and 

also in its association with other themes, in the rest of Isa 1.  

1:2-20 draws the address’s attention, their physical perception, to their spiritual imperception which 

is demonstrated in their indulging in their sinful state, stubbornness and their false worship. This is 

then followed by 1:21-31, the central theme of which is the purification of Zion as the means of 

restoration of the faithfulness, טפשׁמ  and הקדצ . In such a way, the (im)perception theme relates to the 

theme of הקדצ , including the right attitude towards YHWH – choosing YHWH not idols, really 

honouring him rather than just executing vain rituals – and the right attitudes towards the 

marginalized people in the society. This is, therefore, a right relationship with YHWH and with 

human beings. 

2.2 The Imperception Theme in Isa 5 

The (im)perception theme occurs in the three out of five woe oracles of Isa 5. In the second oracle 

(vv.11-17), there are lexemes of both the physical perception ( טבנ  and  האר in v.12b) and intellectual 

perception ( תעד  in v.13). Similarly, האר  and תצע  (‘counsel’) occur in v.19 in the third oracle (vv.18-

19). The fifth oracle (v.21) also targets the imperceptive people “who are wise in their own eyes, and 

 
86 Cf. Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 127. 
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shrewd in their own sight.” ( םינבנ םהינפ דגנו םהיניעב םימכח יוה ). If we include the fourth oracle (v.20), 

then four out of five woe oracles of Isa 5 associate YHWH’s accusation or judgment towards his 

people with the (im)perception theme. I will show in the analysis below how each subsection of Isa 5 

is interconnected, and how this interconnectedness demonstrates how the theme of (im)perception is 

related to other thematics in Isa 5. 

2.2.1 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 5  

Isa 5 can be demarcated into three major subsections: vv.1-7, 8-24, 25-30. The first subsection is 

marked out by the inclusio formed by םרכ  (“vineyard”, in vv.1 and 7), while vv.8-24 form a self-

contained subsection through the series of woe calls, began by יוה . Besides, linguistically, the 

difference between ןכל  with imperfect verbal form (v 24aβ: “So their root will be like mustard, and 

their flower will stir up like dust”) and ןכ-לע  with perfect verbal form (v 25: “The anger of Yhwh is 

kindled against his people”) marked the division between v.24 and v.25. Thus, Isa 5 is made up of 

three subsections: the vineyard song (vv.1-7), the announcement of judgement oracles (vv.8-24), and 

the actualization of the judgment (vv.29-30). 

2.2.1.1 Isa 5:1-7 

Isa 5:1-7 is known as the song of the vineyard, which is beautifully crafted to bring out how YHWH 

is disappointed by his vineyard which he has looked after so well and for which he has a great hope. 

The repetition of the root הוק  in vv.2, 4 and 7 demonstrates how YHWH’s hope for his vineyard turns 

out to be nothing but disappointment. 

Vv.1-7 are made up of a chiastic structure: a-b-c-b’-a’. While v.1 functions as the prologue and v.7 

the epilogue, v.2 and vv.5-6 are respectively what YHWH did and will do to his vineyard. In the 

centre is vv.3-4, which, after addressing addressees to judge between YHWH and his vineyard, poses 

two rhetorical questions led by המ  and עודמ  respectively, both of which indicate YHWH’s despair of 

his vineyard, which in turn then marks the change from YHWH’s caring for his vineyard to 

abandoning it now and onwards. It is ironic that v.3 addresses “inhabitants of Jerusalem, men of 

Judah” to judge between YHWH and his vineyard, while v.7a finally reveals that the referent of the 

repeatedly mentioned םרכ  or ימרכ  (vv.1, 3, 4, 5) is actually לארשי תיב  and הדוהי שיאו . Similarly, the 

referents of grapes and wild grapes mentioned at the end of both v.2 and v.4 are respectively 

revealed as טפשׁמ / הקדצ  and bloodshed/outcry at v.7b. Therefore, the lack of טפשׁמ / הקדצ  among 

YHWH’s people is finally revealed as the key to YHWH’s disappointment with them. 
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It is noteworthy that while in v.1 the “I”-figure introduces YHWH as “my beloved” ( ידידי ) and the 

song as “my love song” ( ידוד תריש  literally “a song of my love”), vv.2-7 are all about YHWH and his 

vineyard the Israelites. This difference would lead us to ask what function does the love relationship 

between “I” and YHWH have in this context? Rhetorically, it does not simply contrast strikingly 

with the Israelites-and-YHWH relationship but also makes the Israelites’ disappointing response to 

YHWH’s care and hope bear all the deserved blame, and also justifies YHWH’s abandoning them. 

2.2.1.2 Isa 5:8-24 

Vv.5:8-24 are composed of six woe-oracles. The first woe oracle (vv.8-10) is linked back to vv.1-7 

through the catchwords םרכ  and השע  (both at v.10) which occur seven times in vv.1-7,87 and through 

its theme of “injustice leading to desolation and a low yield from the vineyard.”88 The swearing 

formula אל םא  (v.9a) emphasizes the irrevocability of the punishments, which in turn tells loud and 

clear the severity of the wickedness of the accused’s behaviour in v.8, that is, their acquisition of תיב , 

הדש  and םוקמ  to the extent of disregarding others’ fundamental right to dwell in the land as free 

citizens. This behaviour is so wicked because the land itself is a great gift of God and a principle also 

enshrined in the Decalogue (Ex.20:17; Deut.5:33). Here, YHWH is provoked to issue punishments in 

such a certain way that he swears to do so. The contents of the punishments include firstly the 

desolation and uninhibitedness of the many large and beautiful houses (v.9b) and secondly the 

disproportion between the arable land and its crop yields of wine and grain (v.10). These 

punishments, following the accusation of v.8 concerning the accused’s acquisition of land, field and 

space, satirically reveal the vanity and uselessness of their greedily accumulating real estate, be they 

the living house or the arable land. Their unjust and unrighteous behaviour (v.8) justifies the 

seemingly unjust desolation and produce of the land (vv.9-10).  

The second woe oracle (vv.11-17) continues the vineyard theme in the sense that both רכש  and ןיי  are 

made from grapes grown in a vineyard. The two parallel colons in v.11 depict the accused’s 

obsession with alcohol in three ways. Firstly, רקבב ימיכשמ  (‘rise up in the morning’) and ףשנב ירחאמ 

(‘tarry late in the evening’) form a merism of “the whole day”. Secondly, as Williamson comments, 

the verb ףדר  (‘to pursue’) used here with רכש  “is suggestive of something which one makes the 

whole object of life.”89 Thirdly, the development of alcohol from being an object (“running after 

strong drinks”) to being a subject (“wine inflames them”) vividly depicts that the accused are so 

 
87 Ibid., 349. 
88 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 144. 
89 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 370. 
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addicted to alcohol that they are even inflamed by it, which is tantamount to that being controlled by 

it.  

In v.12, v.12a goes beyond the alcohol abuse more broadly to feasts in which more forms of 

entertainment, in particular forms of music, are added, while v.12b emphasizes what they have not 

looked up to or seen by fronting the objects הוהי לעפ תא  and וידי השעמו , that is, their eyes paid no 

attention to YHWH’s activity and deed. As for what activity or deed is referred to here, Williamson 

holds that although  

creation of Israel (e.g., 45.11; 60.21; 64.7) or of Assyria (19.25), past blessing (5.4), present 
threat (5.19; 10.12, 23) and future promise (e.g. 29.23; 43.13; 62.11) may all be included… it is 
probable that we shall conclude that it is God’s general care for the nation in its past history that 
will have been uppermost in his mind.90  

Besides, as Korpel observes, this passage contrasts strikingly with Ps.92:2-5 ‘Whereas the psalmist 

rises early in the morning ( רקב ) to praise his God and plays the רוגכ  and לבנ  to sing about his לעפ  and 

his די ישׂעמ , the drunken leaders [rise early in the morning and tarry late in the evening only to seek 

self-pleasure but] forget the work of YHWH.’91 More than its telling of the impiety of the drunken 

and the self-pleasure seekers, as Beuken states, 

Die Begriffe »das Tun JHWHs/das Werk (seiner Hände)« ordnen den Weheruf in den größeren 
Zusammenhang des Jesajabuches ein, das der Mühe Gottes mit Israel in der Geschichte und dem 
rechten Verständnis dafür viel Aufmerksamkeit schenkt ( לעפ  mit Gott als Subjekt: 40,10; 41,4; 
5,4 :]מ[השׂע ;62,11 ;45,9.11 ;43,13 f.19; 9,6; 10,12.23; 12.5; 19,25; 22,11; 25,1; 28,21; 29,16.23; 
33,13; 37,32; 38,15; 40,23; 41,4.20; 42,16; 43,7.19; 44,23f.; 45,7.12.18; 46,4.10; 48,3.5.11.14; 
57,16; 60,21; 64,7; Porath, Sozialkritik 1994, 129f.). Vor diesem Hintergrund kommt das 
angeklagte Verhalten einer Leugnung Gottes gleich.92 

Although the originality of the sayings in vv.13-17, their order and dates are disputed,93 the final 

form still sees some links between v.11-12 and each of vv.13-17.The word ודובכ  (‘his nobility’) in 

v.13, הב זלעו הנואשו הנומהו הרדה  (‘her nobles, her multitude, her revellers and her exultant ones’) in 

v.14, and םיהבג יניע  (‘the eyes of the haughty’) in v.15 are all in line with the drunken and self-

pleasure seekers of vv.11-12. Besides, in his comments on v.13, Williamson writes, “the punishment 

 
90 Ibid., 371-72. 
91 ‘Structural Analysis’, 58. Cited in Ibid., 370. 
92 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 150, translated: “The terms “the doing of YHWH/the work (of his hands)” place the woe cry in 
the larger context of the book of Isaiah, which pays much attention to God's trouble with Israel in history and the right 
understanding of it ( לעפ  with God as subject: 40:10; 41:4; 43:13; 45:9, 11; 62:11; 5:4 :]מ[השׂע f.19; 9:6; 10:12, 23; 12:5; 
19:25; 22:11; 25:1; 28:21; 29:16, 23; 33:13; 37:32; 38:15; 40:23; 41:4, 20; 42:16; 43:7, 19; 44:23f.; 45:7, 12, 18; 46:4, 
10; 48:3, 5, 11, 14; 57:16; 60:21; 64:7; Porath, Sozialkritik 1994, 129f.). Against this background, the accused behaviour 
amounts to a denial of God.” 
93 While some regard v.17 follows more naturally to v.13 (e.g., Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 151, Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 
213), some others to v.14 (e.g., Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 374). 
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is a reversal of the feasting and drinking of [vv.11-12.]”94 In my view, not only the punishment of 

v.13, but all that of vv.13-17, is a reversal of vv.11-12, each tackling on different aspects of vv.11-

12. While v.13 tackles their imperception, feasting and drinking of vv.11-12; v.14 their nobility, 

multitude, revelling and exulting, that is, the people and the atmosphere of the feast of vv.11-12; 

vv.15-16 their self-pride of engagement in pleasure all day long by humbling them yet exalting 

YHWH whose work they have not heeded in vv.11-12; v.17 on their feasts again by portraying the 

animals not as food for them in vv.11-12, but as now possessing their lands. Moreover, the ןכל  of 

v.14 following that of v.13 associates vv.14-17 not only with vv.11-12, but also with v.13, hence 

their lack of knowledge (v.13) accounts not only for the punishments in v.13, but also for those in 

vv.14-17. Furthermore, even though 5:15-16 resembles 2:9, 11, 17 so much that it is said that there 

must have been some literary dependence between them, it is noteworthy that 5:16 emphasizes 

YHWH’s exaltation95 in טפשׁמ  and ה קדצ  contrasting with Israel’s unjust and unrighteous pride and 

self-pleasure, whereas 2:9,11 focus on YHWH’s anger rising from Israel’s pride and reliance on 

anything but YHWH. The theme of the exaltation of YHWH is thus developed from Isa 2:6-22 to Isa 

5:15-16. In the former, their pride is embodied in their reliance on anything but YHWH, while in the 

latter, it is embodied in their self-pleasure to the extent of disregarding טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  in which 

YHWH shall be exalted. Finally, sharing the same themes of 1:2-4, including heeding YHWH, 

knowledge and the holiness of YHWH, 5:11-17 becomes a further commentary and elaboration of 

1:2-4. 

The third oracle (vv.18-19) associates the iniquity and sins of the accused with their deceit, 

unreliable and lying behaviour and their self-defending against YHWH’s accusation in vv.12-13 

through doubting YHWH’s actual intervention. The use of העדנ and (’that we may see it‘)  הארנ  (‘that 

we may know it’) in v.19 links it back to vv.12, 13 in its nearest context where the same roots 

appear. Thus, the assumption behind their saying in v.19, in light of v.12-13, is that it is not that they 

did not regard YHWH’s work and deed but rather that YHWH did not work so that they could not 

see nor know, so that they shall be not accused of what they have been accused in vv.12-13. This 

saying is in fact an expression of unbelieving sarcasm, which makes them even more blameable, 

hence the fitting v.18. As Beuken writes, “Die Bildsprache »Stricke/Seile« bringt zum Ausdruck, 

dass die Zuhörerschaft das Böse fest entschlossen an sich zieht” (The imagery of “cords/ropes” 

 
94 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 373. 
95 Apart from 5:16, in Isa, הגנ  (‘to be high’) occurs elsewhere only in Isa 3:16 (haughty daughters of Zion); 7:11 (a sign 
deep as Sheol or high as heaven); 52:13 (the servant of YHWH shall be exalted); and 55:9 (‘as heavens are higher than 
the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways’). 
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expresses the audience’s firm resolve to draw evil to themselves).96 Similarly, Williamson also 

writes, “The picture conjured up by the use of drag … along implies that this is wilful and conscious 

sin; there is no possible excuse that this was in any way inadvertent. Those addressed are therefore 

fully responsible for the consequences that will follow.”97 

The fourth woe-oracle (v.20) targets towards those who mess things up, get it upside down. םירמאה  

continues that of v.19, targeting again on their speech or tongue.  

The fifth woe-oracle (v.21) draws attention to םימכח  (‘the wise) and דגנו  (‘and the shrewd’), yet the 

following prepositional phrases satirize their wisdom and shrewdness, because they are so just to 

themselves. 

The sixth oracle (vv.22-24) frames the punishment (v.24ab) with accusations led by יוה  woe-cry 

(vv.22-23) and יכ  causal clauses (v.24c), In v.22, the association of םירובג  with ןיי תותש  and that of 

ליח ישנאו  with רכש ךסמ  are again ironic, denoting what a waste and misuse is their might and strength 

to be spent only on drinking and making alcoholic drinks. Meanwhile, the accused of v.23 is more in 

line with the judge or political leaders. The seemingly different referents of the accused of v.22 and 

v.23 lead many scholars to regard v.23 as a separate woe-oracle from v.23. However, as examples 

elsewhere in Isaiah also demonstrate, the judges or other political leaders are usually associated with 

drunken or drinks to denote their insanity in undertaking their duties. Thus, it is unnecessary to attach 

another woe to v.23. Besides, v.24c further accuses them of rejecting the law of YHWH of hosts and 

despising the speech of the Holy One of Israel. 

2.2.1.3 Isa 5:25-30 

  The  at the start of 5:25 lead into the judgement oracle of 5:25-30 as YHWH’s  ומעב הוהי ףא הרח ןכ לע

response to his people for what they have done. In v.25, its first and last lines share lexical 

similarities: both having YHWH’s anger ( הוהי ףא  or ופא ) and his stretching out his hand ( ודי טיו  or ודי 

היוטנ ). The differences between the first and last lines of v.25 – at line 1, “YHWH’s anger is kindled 

against his people”, while at line 3, “his anger has not turned away”; similarly, “YHWH stretched 

out his hands” at line 1 while “his hand is stretched out still” at line 3 – suggests unfinishedness of 

YHWH’s judgment, and puts the finished judgment (line 2 of v.25) in the past and present, while the 

judgment that follows v.25, that is, vv.26-30, in the future.  

 
96 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 152.  
97 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 381. 
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Vv.26-30 depict a terrifying image. A signal ( סנ ) is raised and whistled to call nations קוחרמ  and 

ץראה הצקמ  to come (v.26), which is “metaphorical expression of God’s summoning of the nations to 

do his bidding for or against his people (11:10, 12; 18:3; 49:22; 62:10).”98 In v.27, all the two 

negative ןיא  phrases and four אל  phrases emphasize that none of them are not ready or alert. This is 

followed by the fact that they are very well equipped with weapons which are ready for immediate 

use (v.28). Finally, they are compared to a lion roaring to seize its prey so threateningly and 

overwhelmingly that none can rescue (v.29), and to the growling of the sea which is related to the 

primordial chaos and darkness (v.30), as Beuken comments, 

Das feindliche Heer heult über seine Beute Israel wie das Meer, das zusammen mit einem alles 
verfinsternden Dunkel immer wieder versucht, die ganze Erde ins Urchaos zurückzustürzen.99 

Both the Assyrian and Babylonian threats would fit into the depiction here. Its position before Isa 6-8 

makes it fitting to refer to the Assyrian threat100 while the final post-exilic redactor of the book 

would have also naturally envisioned the Babylonian threat.101 More comprehensively, Beuken 

claims “Damit vereinen sich die Heere von Assur, Babel und spätere mögliche Feinde Israels in 

einem Heereszug.”102  

2.2.2 The Interconnectedness of Subsections of Isa 5 

The song of vineyard (5:1-7) is directed to the people of Israel and Judah, while the woe-oracles 

(5:8-24) more with the elites in the society  

The woe oracles in 5:8-24 function as a commentary on 5:1-7, elaborating on the accused Israel’s 

lack of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  with more details. It is noteworthy that vv.1-7 concern the whole nation Israel-

Judah, whereas each of the woe-oracles a particular aspect of the society, revealing effectively that 

injustice and unrighteousness have prevailed over these aspects of Israel-Judah’s society. Though 

some commentators argue that the people accused in vv.8-24 only include the elite people but not the 

whole nation, it is hard to distinguish which specific elite group is respectively referred to in each 

woe-oracle. Besides, ימע  (v.13) and ומעב  (v.25) take the whole nation into account. Thus, comparing 

with the task of identifying which particular group that each woe-oracle refers to, it is more 

 
98 Ibid., 405. 
99 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 156-57. Translated: “The enemy army howls over its prey Israel like the sea, which together with 
an all-eclipsing darkness tries again and again to plunge the whole earth back into primordial chaos.” 
100 Cf. Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 129-130. 
101 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 403. 
102 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 155. Translated: “Thus, the armies of Assyria, Babylon, and later possible enemies of Israel are 
united in one host.” 
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significant to observe that so many aspects of their everyday life have been corrupted, including their 

accommodation, leisure activity, speech, thoughts, judgement interwoven with greed, pleasure, 

falsehood and bribe. Moreover, while 5:1-7 ends up with YHWH’s disappointment with Israel-

Judah’s lack of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ , YHWH alone will be exalted in טפשׁמ  and show himself holy in הקדצ  

at v.16 – right in the center of 5:8-24 (note that there are seven verses both before and after v.16 in 

vv.8-24).  

Although the term טפשׁמ  or הקדצ  is not mentioned in 5:25-30, this final subsection in Isa 5 can be 

regarded as the just result of divine טפשׁמ  upon Israel’s unrighteous and unjust deeds, speeches and 

thoughts (5:8-24) which have disappointed YHWH and provoked the song of the vineyard (5:1-7).  

Therefore, the three subsections of Isa 5 are interconnected, not only by catchwords but also by 

thematic unity. 

2.2.3 The Role of the Imperception Theme in Isa 5 

The significance of the imperception theme in Isa 5 is embedded in the role it plays in Isa 5 itself and 

how Isa 5 leads up to Isa 6. 

2.2.3.1 Imperception theme in Isa 5 

As analysed above, the major problem of Israel-Judah in Isa 5 is their lack of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ , as 

introduced in vv.1-7, elaborated in vv.8-24, and concluded with a summative judgment in vv.25-30.  

On the one hand, it is in the woe-oracles of vv.8-24 that the key vocabulary of the imperception 

theme occurs. The significance of the imperception theme in vv.8-24 stands out in that the accused 

sins in three oracles out of all these six different woe-oracles are related to the imperception theme 

(the second, third and fourth oracles). This percentage is even higher than that of woe-oracles’ 

accusation of wine-related sins (only the second and sixth oracles).103 Therefore, overall, the 

imperception theme is closely related to the elaboration of their lack of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ . In particular, 

the imperception is related to their self-pleasure seeking in their drinking and feasts in the second 

woe-oracle (vv.11-17), with their smug speech urging YHWH’s work and counsel in the third woe-

oracle (vv.18-19), and with the self-deemed wise or shrewd people in the fifth woe-oracle (v.21). It is 

noteworthy that there is a forward movement of these three woe-oracles concerning the imperception 

theme in that their not heeding YHWH’s deeds and work and their lack of knowledge (vv.12-13) 

 
103 Though ‘wine’ also occur in the first oracle, but it is not as accusation of sins, but as a result of their sins. 
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leads into their foolish urging YHWH to speed his work and counsel (v.19) and leads into the 

revelation of them as the self-deemed wise or shrewd people (v.21).   

On the other hand, vv.1-7 shows a basic difference in perception between Israel and YHWH about 

the nature of Israel itself, and about the nature of טפשׁמ . This leads to the agonised cry of 5:7. But it 

also leads to the corruption of every part of their life, as brought out in all the woe-oracles. This 

means that the theme does not only occur in places where the key vocabulary occurs, but throughout. 

The key vocabulary indicates the centrality of the theme in the whole section. vv.19-21 are very 

important verses in this regard, and joined to vv. 22-23 show how imperception has its practical 

result in oppression and injustice. V. 15 is also very important, because its echo of ch. 2 shows that 

Israel has put itself among those who are liable to judgment. This also explains the pictures of 

judgment in 5:25-30. The devastated land in 5:30 makes a contrast with the flourishing land that 

YHWH had sought in vv. 1-7. And the link between Israel’s imperception and judgment also help 

explain the positioning of vv. 25-30.  

Therefore, the imperception theme is shown its significance in its centrality in woe-oracles in vv.8-

24, which linkback to vv.1-7 by elaborating in every part of their daily life its central issue – the lack 

of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  – and forward to vv.25-30, the severity of which in turn endorses the severity of 

their injustice and unrighteousness.  

2.2.3.2 Imperception theme in Isa 5 in relation to its literary context Isa 6 

Moreover, the deliberate links between 5:8-24 and its literary context of Isa 6 prepare readers to 

understand why YHWH would have ever issued the harsh commission of 6:9-13 to Isaiah.  

Though different from each other in style, the connections between Isa 6 and Isa 5 (esp. 5:8-24) 

cannot be neglected. Overall, while Isaiah the prophet laments for his people in Isa 5:8-24, he 

laments for himself in Isa 6, both characteristic of woe sayings ( יוה  in 5:8, 11, 20, 21, 22, while יל–יוא  

in 6:5).104 Besides, in both 5:16 and 6:5, YHWH is addressed as תואבצ הוהי . Furthermore, YHWH’s 

holiness is stressed in 5:16, 24 in a comparison of Israel with God, whereas in Isa 6, “holy, holy, 

holy” vocalized by the Seraphim constitutes part of the vision Isaiah saw which leads him to confess 

of the uncleanness of his own and his people’s. In addition, in both contexts, God announces his 

judgment towards his people (5:25-30; 6:11-13).  

 
104 Sweeney (Isaiah 1-39, 136) distinguishes יל – יוא  (‘woe is me’) from יוה  (‘woe!’): “'ôy is a simple ex-clamation whereas 
hôy appears in a number of specialized contexts including funeral laments, vocative APPEALS, ADDRESSES, 
warnings, and prophetic indict- ments (cf. Janzen, Mourning Cry, 19-20).” 
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In particular, each of the six woe-oracles is connected with Isa 6 in one way or the other. In the first 

woe-oracle (5:8-10), as Williamson notes, the phrase בשוי ןיעמ  (‘without inhabitant’) and the root םמש  

(‘to be desolate’) appear both in 5:8-10 and 6:11. The second woe-oracle (5:11-17) clearly mentions 

that “my people will go to exile” in v.13, while the phrase “YHWH moves his people far away” in 

6:12 is also indicative of exile. Besides, while תעד ילבמ  is a situation of God’s people in 5:13, it is 

God’s judgment for them in 6:9. The third woe-oracle (5:18-19) relates to Isa 6 by same terms 

applied. 5:18 mentions their ןוע  and האטה , while in 6:7 Isaiah is announced of רפכת ךתאטחו ךנוע רסו . In 

5:19, these people ask God to speed his work so that they may see it and know it, and they even 

address God as the Holy One of Israel, whereas in 6:9 God’s people will keep on seeing but not 

understand. The accused םירמאה  in the fourth woe-oracle (v.20) relates to 6:5 where Israel are men of 

unclean lips. Besides, it is noteworthy that the three antitheses mentioned here are good-evil, 

darkness-light, bitter-sweet, the first of which may relate to deeds, the second to sights, while the 

third to fates. The fifth woe-oracle (v.21) has two same words with 6:9, i.e., ןיע  and ןיב , and indicates 

a wrong understanding or judging of their own, hence relating to 6:9 too. The six-oracle (5:22-24) do 

not share similar terms with Isa 6, although היהי קמכ םשרש  in 5:24 depict a very similar picture of 

complete destruction of 6:13 and with the image of trees.  

Therefore, even though it is widely agreed that the woe-oracles in Isa 5:8-24 have a separate origin 

yet were deliberately placed in their current position,105 their association with Isa 6 on the 

imperception theme works to progress with a climax from Isa 1 to Isa 5, and provides a rationale 

behind God’s commissioning Isaiah to harden the people in 6:9-10. 

2.3 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 6 

Isa 6 is the vital passage in investigating the theme of (im)perception in Isa, because the centre of 

Isaiah’s mission is to proclaim their imperceptiveness and even to make them obdurate or harden 

them (vv.9-10).106 This leads naturally to a question: why does YHWH commission Isaiah with such 

a task? The most obvious answer lies in v.10b, that is “lest they see … hear… understand and 

returned and be healed.” This indicates people’s imperceptiveness, obduracy or hardening is God’s 

judgment for them: they are due to be not healed in their obduracy so as to be judged and punished. 

Since destruction as God’s judgement to his people pervades prophetic literature, while “obduracy as 

a judgment” is not common but rare and special, this in turn highlights the importance of the theme 

 
105 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 345. 
106 Sweeney (Isaiah 1-39, 137) holds that both Northern Kingdom Israel and Southern Kingdom Judah are embraced in 
“this people”. 
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of (im)perception. As seen below, a literary-thematic analysis of Isa 6 will highlight the contrast 

between the prophet Isaiah’s perception and this people’s imperception, and the implications of this 

contrast. Then, I will investigate Isa 1-5 to trace the reasons why YHWH determines such a 

judgment for Israel, and then look into the chapters following Isa 6 to see how Isaiah executes his 

mission, or how Isaiah’s commission is fulfilled. 

2.3.1 The Structure of Isa 6    

The temporal clause והיזע ךלמה תומ תנשב  starts Isa 6 as a narration, differentiating itself from the 

previous poetic chapter Isa 5. Similarly, Isa 7:1 begins another new narrative with a temporal clause, 

which Isaiah has narrated in the third person versus Isaiah’s first-person narration in Isa 6. Thus, Isa 

6 appears here as a self-contained narrative. Structurally, Isa 6 is usually demarcated into two parts, 

vv.1-7 and vv.8-13, which concern respectively the vision and the commission of Isaiah. However, 

as far as the theme of (im)perception is concerned, Isa 6 depicts three circles of physical perception 

(Isaiah’ seeing and hearing) and cognitive (im) perception (Isaiah’s responding with רמאו ) as 

structured as follows. 
1)vv.1-5 Isaiah’s seeing, hearing and response/understanding 
  1-2 Isaiah’s seeing:107 concerning YHWH in v.1; concerning the Seraphim in v.2) 
  3 (Isaiah’s hearing)108 the Seraphim calling 
  4 (Isaiah’s seeing) the effects of the Seraphim’s calling in the temple 
  5 Isaiah’s response to what he saw and heard: exclaiming the distress of his impurity 
   5a the impurity as caused by unclean lips relates to speaking/calling, opposite of hearing 
   5b the impurity as caused by seeing YHWH relates to seeing 
2)vv.6-8   Isaiah’s seeing, hearing and response/understanding  
 6-7a (Isaiah’s seeing) the Seraphim flying with a burning coal in v.6; touching his mouth in 7a. 
  7b (Isaiah’s hearing) the Seraphim announcing the cleanness of his lips, guilt and sin 
  8a Isaiah’s hearing YHWH’s calling 
  8b Isaiah’s response to YHWH’s calling 
3)vv.9-13 Isaiah’s seeing, hearing and responding/understanding 
  9-10 (Isaiah’s hearing) the contents of YHWH’s commissioning to him 
  11-13 Isaiah’s response: attempting to understand YHWH’s commissioning 
     11a Isaiah asked a question attempting to understand YHWH’s commissioning 
     11b-13 YHWH’s response to Isaiah’s question (a vision of the future will be seen) 

In the first circle (vv.1-5), an inclusio is formed by the root האר  (‘to see’, in vv.1, 5), the title ךלמה  

(‘the king’, referring to Uzziah in v.1 while to YHWH in v.5), and the reference to God ( ינדא  in v.1 

 
107 Even though verb האר  only occurs in v.1bα, it is undoubtedly that Isaiah continues to “see” in the whole (’I saw‘) א
throne vision: he sees about YHWH and about the Seraphim. It is by seeing that he knows the Seraphim took the burning 
coal with thongs and flied to touch his lips (v.6); it is also by seeing that he can tell the voice is from YHWH rather than 
anyone else in the assembly, either the Seraphim or other unmentioned spirits (vv.7-8).  
108 I use the parenthesis here and below because the verb itself does not occur in the Hebrew text or translations. 
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while הוהי  in v.5) at the beginning of v.1 and the end of v.5.109 Besides, the thread of the narrative of 

this circle is carried by three waw-consecutive verbs, respectively האראו  in v.1, ועניו  v.4 and רמאו  v.5, 

while participials, imperfect verbs, and non-verbal nominal clauses implement the depiction of the 

vision. As the structure above shows, in this circle, Isaiah sees YHWH and the Seraphim, hears the 

Seraphim’s calling, and sees the effects of their calling, and at last Isaiah responds through רמאו  with 

a lament for himself. 

In the second circle (vv.6-8), the thread of the narrative is again led by the verbs in waw-consecutive 

form, including ףעיו  (v.6), עגיו  and רמאיו  (v.7) and עמשאו  (v.8), all at the beginning of each verse. As 

the outline shows above, having seen and heard what one of the Seraphim has done and proclaimed 

to him, he responds to YHWH’s calling. 

The third circle (vv.9-13) is led by the verbal root רמא  in its waw-consecutive form in first and third 

persons, the former being Isaiah and the latter YHWH. Here, having heard YHWH’s commission, 

Isaiah responds with a further question to aid his understanding of YHWH’s commission. 

Therefore, there is רמאו  in each of the above three circles of Isa 6, signifying Isaiah’s understanding 

of what he sees and hears. 

2.3.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 6 

2.3.2.1 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 6:1-5 

The temporal phrase at the beginning of v.1 locates this vision at the time of the death of king 

Uzziah. Some recent reconstructions of the chronologies of the kings show that Uzziah may have 

outlived his son Jotham (who co-re-reigned with Uzziah for the latter suffered with a skin disease in 

the last years of his life, 2Kgs 15:5) and died during his grandson Ahaz’s reign, shortly before the 

Syria-Ephraimite crisis, which fits well the sequence of Isa 6-7 where the mentioning of Uzziah’s 

death directly precedes events in Ahaz’s reign.110 More significantly, the inclusio of v.1 and v.5 

contrasts the king Uzziah’s death with the fearful seeing the king YHWH of hosts. Besides, the rest 

of vv.1-5 presents the Seraphim, their calling concerning YHWH, and Isaiah’s lament for himself. 

The vision in vv.1-4 leads to the lament in v.5. 

 
109 MT has ינדא  though in textual criticism I have argued for הוהי  as the original reading in v.1. 
110 Cf. Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 138. For a comparison of chronologies see Seitz, “Isaiah, Book of (First Isaiah),” in ABD 3:479. 
For discussion of the issues see Miller and Hayes, A History of Ancient Israel and Judah, 370–71. 
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Isaiah’s Vision of Yhwh (6:1-4) 

In v.1aβ, Isaiah sees YHWH sitting on a high and lifted-up throne ( אשנו םר אסכ לע בשי ינדא ). The 

modifiers of his throne include םר  and אשנ , a pair occurs earlier in 2:12, 13, 14 where these two 

adjectives modify what the Day of YHWH will be against, that is, any form of human hubris, in the 

context that YHWH alone will be exalted on that day ( אוהה םויב ודבל הוהי בגשנו  in vv.11,17).111 With 

Isa 2:6-22 as the literary context, this seeing serves to usher in the exaltation of YHWH into history, 

and to prepare the audience for the judgmental day as proclaimed in Isa 2:6-22. The second thing Isaiah 

sees is לכיהה תא םיאלמ וילושו  (‘and the skirts of his robe filling the temple,’ v.1b). Though it is 

ambiguous whether the temple refers to the whole building or only the main indoor sanctuary, it still 

suggests the enormous size of his garment.112 Besides, אלמ  here in v.1 ( לכיהה תא  םיאלמ  וילושו  ) occurs 

later in v.3 ( ודובכ ץראה לכ אלמ ) and v.4 ( ןשע אלמי תיבהו ), all of which are YHWH related, because לכיהה  

(v.1) and תיבה  (v.4) have similar reference in this context, and v.4 is usually regarded as relating to 

theophany. This triple use of אלמ  would naturally invite readers to read these three phrases together in 

line with each other. Then readers would find that their attentions are directed from ‘YHWH’s 

exaltation and greatness in the temple’ (v.1) to ‘his glory throughout the earth’ (v.3) and then back to 

the house/temple full of smoke at the Seraphim’s calling of his holiness and glory (v.4). What Isaiah 

sees in this vision is what happens inside the temple/house, but what he hears about YHWH extends 

beyond the confinement of the temple/house to the whole earth. The vertical אשנו םר  and the horizontal 

ץראה לכ אלמ , both YHWH related, together depict YHWH as not only dwelling in the temple or Zion, 

but also as a lord of the whole earth.113 

In vv.2-4, Isaiah perceives the Seraphim, their position, their wings, their speech, and the effect of 

their speech, all of which contribute to Isaiah’s woe-cry in v.5. Etymologically, ףרש  refer to a ‘fiery 

serpent’ in all its occurrences in the OT (Num.21:6, 8; Deut.8:15; Isa.6:2, 6; 14:29; 30:6),114 and all 

its Isaianic occurrences have the ‘flying’ or ‘winged’ feature. Intertextually, a seraph is threatening 

 
111 See Williamson, Book, 38-41 for the importance of the pair םר  and אשנ  in Isaiah’s theology, and see idem., Isaiah 6-
12, 50, for the exaltation of YHWH versus the doom of human hubris.  
112 While many commentators discern it denotes God’s giant figure (thus O.H. Steck, “Bemerkung zu Jesaja 6,” 194), or 
refer to Ancient Near East’s custom of envisage a very large God (so Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 224-225 and Williamson, 
Isaiah 6-12, 52), Clements (Isaiah 1-39, 74) writes “However, it might simply be a more stylised convention for 
asserting the ‘hiddenness’ of God, and his incomparable splendour, by pointing to his garments, rather than the 
appearance of his Person.” 
113 Cf. Uhlig, Hardening, 86, understands the temple as referring to Zion and writes “this (cosmologically) superior 
position of YHWH’s dwelling place on the vertical axis grounds the centre position of Zion on the horizontal axis of the 
whole world.”  
114 Among them, Isa 6:2, 6 and Num 21:6 have the plural form, while the rest the singular.  
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in Num 21:6; Deut 8:15; Isa.14:29; 30:6 while a sign of salvation in Num.21:8. Besides, as Quinn-

Miscall claims,  

Seraphim is a play on ‘fiery ones’; the same root ( ףרש ) is in 1.7; to refine ( ףרצ ) in 1.25 is a 
homophone; and the burning coal ( הפצר ) of 6.6 uses the consonants of the latter. The prophet and 
the people are unclean and sinful. Cleanness and innocence are achieved by burning and refining 
both the prophet and the people; in the process, the guilt, the dross, is removed.115  

All these Isaianic occurrences of the root ףרש  (1:7; 14:29; 30:6) or its homophonic root ףרצ  (1:25) 

with the threatening connotation suggests Isaiah understand the Seraphim as threatening to some 

extent. 

Formally, as םיפרש  have wings, hands and feet, they are usually regarded as comparable to the divine 

protective spirit guiding the king, hence םיפרש  also guarding access to YHWH’s throne.116 However, 

as seen below, the major role of the Seraphim is not guarding access to, but serving and worshiping, 

YHWH. The Seraphim’s position, ול לעממ , is understood by Seitz as “probably not ‘above him’ 

(NRSV) but flanking him, guarding access to his throne,”117 while by Williamson as denoting they 

are standing above YHWH just like Joseph standing before Pharaoh (Gen. 41:46) or David before 

Saul (1 Sam. 16:21-22), serving God, though that the preposition לעממ  is used here rather than ינפל  

(‘before’) as in later cases is “the consequence of the combination of respectful service with the 

unusual nature of the attendants, who fly... [and] a tension with the previous implication that the 

Lord is of superhuman size.”118 Their position does not necessarily suggest they are guarding access 

to YHWH or result from the assumption of a large God, but rather it contributes to YHWH’s majesty 

and for the sake of serving YHWH. The same is true of the Seraphim’s proclamation on YHWH’s 

holiness and glory, directing Isaiah and readers’ attention to YHWH himself. The phrase, לא הז ארקו 

הז  (‘one call to another’), denotes they proclaim to each other rather than to Isaiah-the unclean man, 

which further suggests more their worship of YHWH rather than guarding Isaiah’s access to YHWH. 

Moreover, the functions of the three pairs of their wings may also suggest their major role. The first 

pair is to cover its face, to show their humbleness before YHWH. It is very unlikely that they try to 

frighten away Isaiah with their hidden faces. The second pair is to cover its feet, which is usually 

regarded as a “euphemism for the genitals” to show “the converse virtue of modesty regarding one’s 

own person.”119 The third pair is to fly, to enable its service before YHWH. Thus, they together 

 
115 Quinn-Miscall, Isaiah, 34. Hebrew words are written as transcript in his book. 
116 Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 74; Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 54; Uhlig, Hardening, 87. See Uhlig, Hardening, 86 fn60 for literature 
on various reasons of identifying the Seraphim against cherubim. 
117 Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 54.  
118 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 57. 
119 Ibid. 
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present a picture of humble Seraphim ready to serve YHWH. Thus, as deduced from the function of 

their wings, their role is again to serve YHWH rather than to guard Isaiah’s access. Finally, the 

sound of the Seraphim’s calling leads into the shaking of the threshold of the temple and the smoke 

filling the temple (v.4), which, as some scholars demonstrate, is threatening.120 Thus, the major role 

of the Seraphim in 6:2-4 is to worship and serve YHWH, with the effect of highlighting and 

enhancing YHWH’s majesty and holiness which has already been indicated in v.1.  

Therefore, Isaiah perceives in this vision YHWH’s exaltation, holiness and glory, and how the 

Seraphim humbly worship, praise and serve YHWH. It is his ultimate holiness and his omnipresent 

glory that is in the centre of their praise, and it is their praise of his holiness and glory that shakes the 

temple itself, which will definitely explain Isaiah’s cognitive perception in v.5 to which our attention 

should turn now. 

Isaiah’s Spiritual Perception: Self-woe cry (6:5) 

Isaiah’s woe-cry in v.5 ( יל יוא )121 is introduced by רמאו , and followed by three יכ  clauses, though the 

first יכ  clause ( יתימדנ יכ ) is a paraphrase to יל יוא , while the other two should be counted as the reasons 

for this cry. In יתימדנ יכ , the verb המד  “bespeaks a sense of being totally ruined and coming to an end; 

it induces terror at the prospect of destruction.”122  

In the second יכ  clause ( בשוי יכנא םיתפש אמט םע ךותבו יכנא םיתפש אמט שיא יכ ), the repetition of the 

subject יכנא , an omittable pronoun yet occurring twice here, together with the fronted אמט םע/שיא  

םיתפש , clearly emphasize the nature of Isaiah and the people among whom he lives: who are all men 

of unclean lips.  

The phrase םיתפש אמט  does not occur anywhere else in OT, hence it is impossible to take an 

intertextual exegesis on this phrase. I will evaluate how אמט  and םיתפש  are used in Isaiah. The word 

אמֵטָ , “unclean” or “ceremonially unclean,”123 occurs elsewhere in Isaiah in 35:8; 52:1,12; 64:5. In 

these occurrences, ָאמֵט  is paralleled with ‘uncircumcised’ (52:1), like ‘polluted’ or ‘iniquities’ (64:5), 

and not allowed on the way of holiness (35:8) or on their home-returning (65:4). Besides, both 52:1 

and 52:11 are callings to the addressee. That is to say, ָאמֵט  is used to embracing both the factual and 

ceremonial uncleanness and is an issue that has to be dealt with in YHWH’s calling to his people. 

 
120 Uhlig, Hardening, 89 fn 69, 73. 
121 BDB, 17, defines יוא  as ‘an impassioned expression of grief and despair.’ Mobberley (“Holy, Holy, Holy”, 127) 
writes: “Isaiah’s response to what he sees and hears is a cry of anguish.”  
122 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 63. See Landy, ‘Strategies’, 65, for a comment on the paradox of such a confession in a 
speech: ‘The self becomes self-aware only at the point of extinction’. 
123 HALOT, 376. 
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Moreover, as shown in the table below, in Isaiah, םיתפש  is mainly an ‘organ of speech’ (28:11; 29:13; 

33:19; 59:3), used in parallel with ‘tongue’. It means ‘language’ or ‘words’ respectively in 19:18 and 

36:5. It is a symbol of ‘judgment’ in 11:4; 30:27 and 37:29, while its use in 57:19 symbolizes 

‘salvation’. Here in 6:5, only lips are mentioned, while in its close literary context 6:7, Isaiah’s lips 

are in parallel with, or specifies, his mouth.  

  Use of ‘lips’ 
6:7 And he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your 

lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.” 
 

11:4 but with קדצ  he shall judge the poor, 
and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; 
and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, 
and with the breath of his lips, he shall kill the wicked. 

judgment 

19:18 In that day there will be five cities in the land of Egypt that speak the 
language of Canaan and swear allegiance to the Lord of hosts. One of 
these will be called the City of Destruction 

Language/words 

28:11 For by people of strange lips, and with a foreign tongue, 
the Lord will speak to this people, 

Organ of speech 

29:13 And the Lord said: 
“Because this people draw near with their mouth, 
    and honor me with their lips, 
    while their hearts are far from me, 
and their fear of me is a commandment taught by men, 

Organ of speech 

30:27 Behold, the name of the Lord comes from afar,  
    burning with his anger, and in thick rising smoke;  
his lips are full of fury, and his tongue is like a devouring fire 

judgment 

33:19 You will see no more the insolent people,  
the people of an obscure speech that you cannot comprehend,  
stammering in a tongue that you cannot understand 

Organ of speech 

36:5 Do you think that mere words are strategy and power for war?  
In whom do you now trust that you have rebelled against me? 

Words/speech 

37:29 Because you have raged against me  
    and your complacency has come to my ears, 
I will put my hook in your nose and my bit in your lips, 
and I will turn you back on the way by which you came.’ 

Judgment 

57:19 [18 I have seen his ways, but I will heal him;  
I will lead him and restore comfort to him and his mourners,]  
19 creating the fruit of the lips. ‘Peace, peace, to the far and to the 
near,’ says the Lord, ‘and I will heal him.’ 

salvation 

59:3 For your hands are defiled with blood, and your fingers with iniquity; 
your lips have spoken lies; your tongue mutters wickedness. 

Organ of speech 

Therefore, the use of אמט  and םיתפש  elsewhere in Isa would naturally lead into understanding of the 

‘unclean lips’ in relation to lips as an organ of speech that is morally and ceremonially unclean. 

Then, it is still worth asking why Isaiah would highlight that he is a man of unclean lips, rather than 

he has unclean lips or he is an unclean man.   
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The emphasis on “unclean lips” has attracted scholarly attention.124 Lind observes that Sennacherib’s 

lips are targeted as the climactic judgment (37:29) upon his lip behavior of mockery against שודק  

לארשי  (‘the holy one of Israel’; 37:23; cf. Isa 6:3) – the mockery is highlighted by words ףרח  

(‘mocked’), ףדג  (‘reviled’), םור  (‘raised your voice’) of v.23, and by repeating ףרח  before רמא  

introducing the quote of his saying in v.24.125 Lind further maintains that Sennacherib’s lips violate 

the sphere of the Holy One through his mocking of YHWH; Similarly, Isaiah and people have 

unclean lips because they also transgress the rule of the Holy One by joining in Near Eastern 

arrogance against the Holy One through distrusting in YHWH but participating in Near Eastern 

military politics (7:1-8:18) on the one hand and on the other hand by their domestic relationships 

(2:1-5:30).126 Uhlig observes the relevance of 3:8-10 (where tongue, holiness, and יוא  are mentioned 

in close proximity) and 5:18-20 as leading up to 6:5.127 While Hurowitz argues that the unclean lips 

of Isaiah and the means for their purification in v. 7 are analogous with the Mesopotamian ‘mouth 

washing’ ceremony,128 Williamson has made a persuasive argument against Hurowitz’s proposal.129 

Williamson himself believes the emphasis on ‘unclean lips’ is well glossed by 29:13 which is in line 

with 1:11-17.130 Moberly mentions two possible reasons why Isaiah highlights this aspect in 

particular, one being “the context with the hearing of the words of the Seraphim” and the other “the 

assumption that lips should express the content of heart and mind.”131 Moberly further notes v.5 is 

the key to understanding vv.9-13 which is to solve the problem of the people of unclean lips while 

vv.6-8 solves the problem of Isaiah as a man of unclean lips, so he writes,  

The seraph with the glowing coal relates to Isaiah, as Isaiah with his message relates to the people. 
Isaiah’s purification by the coal is parallel to, and is the means towards, the people’s purification 

 
124 See Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 64-66 for i) how lips are used as “the organ of speech and hence in the figurative sense 
of speech itself” in Isaiah; and ii) his argument against Hurowitz’s proposal of purification of Isaiah’s unclean lips as 
analogous to Mesopotamian ‘mouth washing’ ceremony.” See Lind, “Political Implications of Isaiah 6”, 322-8 for a 
wider discussion in the light of the use of ‘lips’ in Sennacherib’s boast in 37:21-29. See Uhlig, Hardening, 91-92 for how 
3:8-10 (where tongue, holiness, and יוא  are mentioned in close proximity) and 5:18-20 offer close literary context to 6:5.                                                                                      
125 Lind, “Political Implications,” 322-3. 
126 Ibid., 323-8. 
127 See Uhlig, Hardening, 91-2. 
128 Hurowitz, “Isaiah’s Impure Lips,” 39-89. 
129 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 65-66: “(i) There is no parallel whatever between mouth washing (occasionally with the use 
of other agents as well) and the touching of the lips with a burning coal, as in v. 7. (ii) The emphasis in our verse and 
also in the operative part of v. 7 is the lips, with the mouth being referred to only in the introductory element in v. 7; it is 
not at all the focus of attention there. Conversely, in the Mesopotamian texts, it is very clearly the mouth that is washed, 
and there are only very exceptional and secondary references to lips in these contexts. (iii) The mouth washing is only 
part of a more elaborate series of processes; it does not function on its own. In the present chapter, however, there is no 
indication of any other act of preparation than that which is found in v. 7. (iv) In most of the texts which Hurowitz 
analyses the mouth washing is self-administered (clearly, in the case of idols this is different, but they are hardly so 
relevant to the present case). Isaiah’s cry of woe arises precisely from the realization that he is beyond any form of self-
help.” Italics added. 
130 Ibid., 65. 
131 Moberly, “‘Holy, Holy, Holy’,” 129. 
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by the prophetic message -with the goal for each that there should be response to God 
commensurate with the trisagion of the Seraphim.132 

The third יכ  clause ( יניע ואר תואבצ הוהי ךלמה תא יכ ) is striking in its inverted word order (Object-Verb-

Subject), in the use of the combination of two divine titles, and in the additional subject יניע  which is 

already indicated by the verb האר . Uhlig maintains that the background of this third reason for 

Isaiah’s cry is not necessarily the OT passages that speak about the danger or impossibility of seeing 

YHWH and living, but those (Pss. 11:7; 17:15; 27:4, 13; 42:2-3; 63:3; 84:11-13) which refer to the 

wish to see YHWH and which are often related to the image of YHWH as king who is to implement 

הקדצ , hence v.5c Isaiah’s awareness that the king YHWH of hosts will also judge him who is a man 

of unclean lips.133 That תואבצ הוהי  ךלמה   occurs elsewhere in OT only in Jer 46:18; 48:15; 51:57 while 

תואבצ הוהי ךלמ  in Isa 24:23; Zech 14:16, 17, all in a context of judgement, support Uhlig’s 

understanding. The co-existence of the organ and the perceptive verb of Isaiah here ( יניע ואר ) may 

“strengthen the enormity” of Isaiah’s perilous situation in light of the Seraphim’s covering their faces 

hence not gazing directly upon YHWH,134 but more significantly, it prepares for the comparison 

between Isaiah’s seeing with eyes and this people’s seeing with eyes later in 6:9-10.  

2.3.2.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 6:6-8 

In the second circle (vv.6-8), a seraph offers and proclaims YHWH’s provision of purification and 

atonement to Isaiah (v.7). It is then when God started to take an active role,135 asking whom they 

could send for them (v.8a).  

There are three aspects that are noteworthy in Isaiah’s purification in vv.6-7 for his understanding of 

purification in his ministry. Firstly, his purification is not earned, but offered freely. Secondly, his 

purification is offered immediately, not delayed. It is right after his desperate and disastrous woe-cry 

which is intensified by the triple יכ  that a seraph reacts. Thirdly, when the seraph touches Isaiah’s 

lips, his lips might get burned by the burning coal.136 That is to say, Isaiah himself goes through the 

refining judgment before the cleansing of his guilts and sins. It is probably this personal experience 

 
132 Ibid, 132. 
133 Uhlig, Hardening, 92. 
134 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 66. 
135 It is worth notetaking that YHWH is depicted as rather passive before v.8 where the key figures seem to be the 
Seraphim. Shaking is used to be a characteristic of YHWH’s theophany in other OT texts, however, here in Isa 6, the 
shaking was not caused by YHWH’s theophany but by the Seraphim’s calling. Besides, when Isaiah responded to such a 
vision with a lament for himself, there is no response from YHWH but from the Seraphim. It is not until Isaiah’s being 
announced of purity that YHWH started to speak (v.8). 
136 Uhlig, Hardening, 94 and fn 101 for further literature on this.  
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of his which accounts for his emphasis of the necessity of Zion’s refining judgment prior to her 

purification as later reflected in Isa 1:21-26.  

YHWH’s question in v.8, ונל ךלי  ימו  חלשא  ימ  תא  , is not necessarily directed to Isaiah in particular.137 

Isaiah’s response ינחלש יננה  itself is unique in the whole OT, yet the closest parallel to יננה  in the 

whole OT is Isa 65:1.138 

2.3.2.3 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 6:9-13 

The third circle (vv.9-13) begins with a typical commissioning formula followed by an indication of 

the addressee, הזה םעל תרמאו ךל  (‘go and say to this people’), and the contents of God’s 

commandment to this people (v.9).  

Vv.9-10 are two difficult verses, because ancient versions have different renderings for them, which 

have been studied thoroughly by Evans139 who concludes that all ancient versions are interpretive 

and inferior to MT, for they, except Vulgate, have “a marked tendency to move away from the harsh, 

telic understanding of the Hebrew text.”140 To make it worse, in v.10, three hiphil imperative verbs 

emphasize a causative force of the obduracy. In other words, God commissions Isaiah to make 

people obdurate in their eyes, ears and hearts.The ןפ  clause denotes the effect of Isaiah’s mission, by 

which this people’s eyes, ears and hearts will fail functioning, so that they will not return or get 

healed. Thus, the hiphil imperative verbs and the ןפ  clause together indicate that the obduracy of ‘this 

people’ is actually a judgement that God set for his people.  

In v.11, Isaiah raises a question not about ‘why’, but about ‘how long’. It seems Isaiah knows the 

reason of this judgment for ‘this people’, just as he knows יל יוא  in v.5. What concerns him is how 

long this judgement will last. God’s answer indicates this judgment will last until their destruction 

(v.12) and deportation (v.13). 

 
137 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 144; McConville, Isaiah, 108-109.  
138 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 145 observes that even though יננה  also occurs as Abraham (Gen 22:1, 11), Jacob (Gen 46:2), Moses 
(Exod 3:4), and Samuel (1 Sam 3:4–6)’s responses to YHWH’s calling, they are all called explicitly and repeatedly by 
name whereas Isaiah is not. 
139 Evans, To See and Not Perceive; see idem., “The Text of Isaiah 6:9-10”, 415-8, and cf. Hartley, Wisdom Background, 
215-27. On the LXX, see also previously Lust, ‘Demonic Character’, cited by Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 24, see also his 
24-25 on 1QIsaa. 
140 Evans, To See and Not Perceive, 163. 
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2.3.3 The (Im)perception theme in Isa 6 

Isa 6 is regarded traditionally as the prophet Isaiah’s inaugural call into his prophetic mission, like 

Jer 1 for the prophet Jeremiah, and Ezek 1-3 for the prophet Ezekiel. However, the position of Isa 6, 

not at the beginning of Isa, but here between Isa 5 and Isa 7, and is followed by Isa 7-8 which is 

closely related to a specific historical event. Its close parallel with Micaiah’s vision in 1 Kgs 22141 

have led some scholars like Blenkinsopp to view Isa 6 as more a call narrative to a specific political 

mission, rather than an inaugurate call, and that Isaiah’s prophetic vocations have been established 

before this throne vision;142 Wildberger and many others regard Isa 6 as a “throne vision”;143 some 

others view it as the reflection of Isaiah’s failure in his mission.144 I follow Williamson in viewing it 

as a combination of  

a vision report… a call… a commission to a specific political task …[though] the subsequent 
growth of the book has led to a shift in emphasis between these elements especially from that of 
a specific commissioning to that of a call to a lifetime of ministry and indeed, within the book 
as a whole, into something even more extended.145  

It is in this form and position that Isa 6 depicts Isaiah’s vision of Yhwh in which his coginitive 

perception is rooted – he sees, hears, and responds. His seeing Yhwh as an exalted king and as one 

who is praised for his holiness and glory by the humble Seraphim at his presence (vv.1-4) contributes 

to his perception of his fatal nature and situation (v.5). This perception is responded to by the 

Seraphim (who are doing service to Yhwh) with atonement given freely and immediately (vv.6-7). 

His responding to Yhwh’s calling (v.8) indicates he now perceives (and trusts in) the Seraphim’s 

proclamation of his new status (v.7b).  

Besides, Isa 6 also depicts a contrast between Isaiah’s perception and the people’s imperception (i.e., 

their lack of understanding). This is particularly shown through the use of the same perceptive verbs 

together with the organ of the perception in vv.1-8 for Isaiah and vv.9-10 for the people. The former 

 
141 The lexical similarities between these two visions are laid out as follows.  

Isa 6   1 Kgs 22:19-23 
v.1 אסכ לע בשי ינדא תא האראו ואסכ לע בשי הוהי תא יתיאר   v.19 
v.2 ול לעממ םידמע םיפרש וילע דמע םימשה אבצ לכו   v.19 
v.8 ונל ךלי ימו חלשא ימ תא רמא ינדא לוק באחא תא התפי ימ הוהי רמאיו   v.20 

Many commentators note the similarities between Isaiah’s and Micaiah’s vision (e.g., Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 252. 
Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 135). See McLaughlin, “Their Hearts Were Hardened” for nuanced differences between Isaiah’s 
and Micaiah’s vision. 
142 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 223. 
143 Hurowitz, “Impure Lips”, 41. 
144 This view varies whether it is Isaiah’s self-reflection (Kaplan, “Isaiah 6:1-11”, 251-259) or later narrator’s reflection 
of Isaiah’s failure (Kaiser, Isaiah 1-12, 123). 
145 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 38-41, eps. 41. 
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sees, hears and responds, while the later will see and hear, but do not understand. Besides, the 

duration of the obduracy of ‘this people’ lasts from Isaiah’s ministering time to their being destroyed 

and deported, which also contrasts with the immediacy of Isaiah’s being purified in vv.5-7. It is 

rather more interesting to note that Isaiah repents immediately on seeing God and the Seraphim 

(vv.1-2), hearing the Seraphim’s praising (v.3) and seeing the effect of the Seraphim’s praising (v.4). 

If Isaiah’s immediate response with repentance accounts for his being purified immediately, then the 

long duration of the obduracy, of the inability to repent, commanded by YHWH for Judah, is, on the 

one hand, set for Judah so that they will not repent hence not being purified, hence making 6:9-10 a 

commission of judgement. On the other hand, the contrasts and relationships between Isaiah and the 

people might also indicate that Isaiah’s response and purification is symbolic of the same possibility 

for Israel. That is to say, this people will get purified after this judgment of 6:9-13. This also leads 

into the prediction role of 6:9-13, that is, YHWH knows they will not perceive with understanding 

until they are exiled. 

2.4 The (Im)Perception Theme in Isa 7-9:6 

The “mismatch between intention and effect” 146  in Isaiah’s prophetic proclamation (6:9-10) is 

immediately seen in king Ahaz’s response to prophet Isaiah’s proclamation in Isa 7, which embodies 

the application of the imperception theme, the historical realization of 6:9-10. In response to Ahaz’ 

unbelief reaction to Isaiah’s proclamation, further judgmental oracles are announced in Isa 7-8 to be 

followed by another passage on how Isaiah and the people react to the situation of the preclusion of 

perception with further consequences (8:16-22). Like Isa 6, 7:1-9:6 also ends up with a note of hope 

(8:23-9:6; cf. 6:13) despite all the imperceptive responses and judgments in 7:1-8:22.  

The (im)perception theme in 7:1-9:6 is manifest in Israel’s (dis-)trust in YHWH, knowing whether 

they shall fear their national enemies or fear YHWH. There is a striking contrast between 

Ahaz/Judahites and Isaiah/the faithful ones. Besides, the (im)perception theme is also related to the 

motif of darkness and light, which are respectively images for judgment and salvation in the 

concluding subsections of 7-9:6. 

2.4.1 The Structure of Isa 7-9:6 

7-9:6 is bound together as a unit following Isa 6 mainly by three features. Firstly, the same historical 

background, the Syro-Ephraimite crisis (735-733 BCE), runs throughout Isa 7-8, because both Isa 7 

 
146 McConville, Isaiah, 110. 
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and 8 mention Rezin and son of Ramaliah (7:1, 4, 8-9, 16; 8:6); Damascus and Samaria (7:8-9; 8:4) 

and the Assyrian threat (7:17-25; 8:6-8). Secondly, naming of a son with a special name runs 

throughout 7-9:6 (7:14; 8:3; 9:5). Thirdly, the salvation oracle (8:23-9:6) finishes off 7:1-9:6 with a 

glimpse of hope after serious judgments, in a way similar to how the end of 6:13 finishes off 6:9-13. 

Overall, in 7-9:6, there are three major subdivisions, that is, 7:1-25; 8:1-22 and 8:23-9:6. The 

demarcation of the first two subsections is easy and is based on the distinction between the third 

person narrative and the first-person narrative. By contrast, the demarcation of the final two 

subsections is debated over whether the split should be done before or after 8:23a. The contrast 

between v.23a and v.22 has led some commentators to read v.23a with the preceding unit, not with 

the following unit.147 I argue that v.23a belongs to 8:23-9:6. Since 8:21-22 is characterized by both 

of ‘distress/anguish’ and ‘gloom/darkness,’ while 8:23a and 9:1 mentions an antithesis of 

‘gloom/darkness’ and 9:2 emphasizes ‘joy’, an antithesis of ‘distress/anguish,’ it is more the case that 

8:23a belongs together with the following verses. The third subdivision distinguishes itself from the 

previous two in that it depicts a contrasting picture from them: salvation versus judgment.  

A closer look at the structure of 7:1-9:6 would lead into the observation, firstly, of the interactive 

communications between YHWH and his addressees, Ahaz/Isaiah, in 7:3-8:22 which is threaded by 

YHWH’s and his addressees’ sayings, as the table below demonstrates; and secondly, 7:1-2 can 

serve as a prologue, offering introductory notes on the historical background of the Syro-Ephraimite 

crisis (7:1) and on king Ahaz and people’s reaction to that crisis (7:2), while 8:23-9:6 as an epilogue, 

concluding a long series of judgmental oracles with a salvation oracle. 

 7:1-2 Introductory notes: national crisis  

והיעשי לא הוהי רמאיו  
וילא תרמאו  
הוהי ינדא רמא הכ  

7:3 
7:4 
7:7 

YHWH told Isaiah  
to speak to Ahaz 
Divine speech formular 

Isaiah responded to YHWH with 
obedience: he delivered YHWH’s 
speech/exhortation to Ahaz, but no 
response from Ahaz. 

רמאל זחא לא רבד הוהי ףסויו   
זחא רמאיו  
רמאיו  

7:10 
7:12 
7:13 

YHWH spoke to Ahaz 
Ahaz said 
Isaiah said148 

Ahaz did respond this time, but with 
two ‘ אל ’ – his response is a 
disobedience of YHWH’s command, 
then YHWH gave a sign and 
judgments. 

ילא הוהי רמאיו  
ילא הוהי רמאיו  
רמאל דוע ילא רבד הוהי ףסיו  
לא ונמע יכ ...וניזאהו ...וער  

8:1 
8:3b 
8:5 
8:9-10 

YHWH said to Isaiah 
YHWH said to Isaiah 
YHWH said to Isaiah 
again 
Isaiah’s speech 

A series of YHWH’s speech to Isaiah 
concerning a sign and judgments (8:1-
8) is responded with Isaiah’s 
proclamation of faith in YHWH against 
nations (8:9-10) 

 
147 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 354; McConville, Isaiah, 142. 
148 All these three are shorthand of Isaiah as intermediate spokesman between YHWH and Ahaz. 
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ילא הוהי רמא הכ יכ  
יתיכחו ...םותח ...רוצ  

8:11 
8:16,17 

YHWH said 
Isaiah’s speech 

YHWH’s speech/exhortation to Isaiah 
is responded with Isaiah’s proclamation 
of faith in YHWH against the people 
(8:16-22) 

 8:23-
9:6 

concluding notes: salvation oracles 

Therefore, 7:1-9:6 can be structured as follows. 

A 7:1-2 introductory notes 
B      7:3-9   YHWH’s exhortation to Ahaz 
C           7:10-25 YHWH giving a sign and judgment 
C’           8:1-8    YHWH giving a sign and judgment 
               8:9-10 Isaiah’s proclamation of faith in YHWH against nations 
B’    8:11-15 YHWH’s exhortation to Isaiah and faithful ones 
               8:16-22 Isaiah’s proclamation of faith in YHWH against the unfaithful 
A’ 8:23-9:6 concluding notes 

Overall, 7:3-8:22 consists of progressing responses from YHWH in relation to 

Ahaz/people/Isaiah’s reactions to this crisis, including his guidance with symbolism to Isaiah (7:3, 

8:1-4) and his teachings to Ahaz through Isaiah (7:4-25: exhortation to Ahaz in vv.4-9, giving 

Immanuel sign despite Ahaz’ refusal in vv.10-17, followed by three אוהה םויב היהו  oracles: vv.18-20, 

21-22, 23-25) and his teachings to Isaiah (8: 5-8, 11-15) – intertwined with Isaiah’s faith 

proclamation in YHWH against the nations (8:9-10) and against the unfaithful people of God (8:16-

23).  

This leads into further comparisons between Isa 7 and Isa 8. They both mention Rezin and son of 

Ramaliah (7:1, 4, 8-9, 16; 8:6); Damascus and Samaria (7:8-9; 8:4); and exhort about ‘fear not’ (root 

ארי  in 7:4 with its synonym ךכר ; in 8:12, 13 with its synonyms ץרע ), though the exhortation is 

directed towards Ahaz in 7:3-9, while towards Isaiah and the faithful in 8:11-15 (note that the object 

of YHWH’s saying and warning in 8:11 is the first person singular ‘me’ while the imperative and 

imperfect verbs in 8:12-13 is the second person plural ‘you’). However, while in Isa 7, we only see 

YHWH calls for Ahaz’ faith in him but not Ahaz’s response with faith, in Isa 8, twice we see 

Isaiah’s proclamation of faith in YHWH (vv.9-10, 16-23). Besides, while it is Ahaz and the house of 

David who play the key role in their fear of the Syro-Ephraimite coalition (7:2-3) and who are the 

main addressees of YHWH’s exhortations of having faith in YHWH and of listening (7:9, 13), it is 

‘this people’ who is targeted at in Isa 8. As shown in the table above, the parallel yet un-neat 

structure between Isa 7 and 8 has contrasted Ahaz and Isaiah in their responses to YHWH, while Isa 

8 itself has also contrasted Isaiah response (8:9-10, 17) with ‘this people’ (8:6, 19). 

Overall, Isa 7-8 both have the Syro-Israel crisis in the background and concern about Judah’s fate in 

the aftermath of this crisis, that is, the Assyrian threat, yet Isa 7 focuses more on Ahaz and the house 
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of David, while Isa 8 more on ‘this people.’ By contrast, 8:23-9:6 brings both people and king 

together, thus 7:1-9:6 can be demarcated into three main subsections, that is, 7:1-25; 8:1-22; 8:23-

9:6. 

2.4.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 7:1-9:6  

I will show below how YHWH attempts to call upon Ahaz and his people’s perception, which is 

related to their trust in him, during their national crisis in Isa 7-8, with Isa 7 specializing on Ahaz, 

while Isa 8 on the people. However, their distrust in YHWH, a manifestation of their imperception, 

brings them into further judgment and national crisis, which is finally metaphorized as ‘darkness’ 

with several synonymous terms in 8:21-22, while the salvation comes in a metaphor of light shining 

into the darkness (8:23-9:6).  

2.4.2.1 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 7:1-25 

Introductory notes (7:1-2) 

Isa 7:1, the introductory and summative note, identifies the historical background of this section with 

Judah’s Syro-Ephraimite crisis (735-733 BCE)149  which happened when Judah had refused to join in 

their anti-Assyrian alliance, and also summarizes that the Syro-Ephraimite alliance fails in their war 

against Judah. 

Then, v.2 introduces king Ahaz and his people’s reaction ( חור ינפמ רעי יצע עונכ ומע בבלו ובבל עניו ) on 

being told of the Syro-Ephraimite alliance. The repetition of בבל  emphasizes that both the king and 

his people have the same response: their hearts all shook on hearing the news. Besides, the same root 

עונ  from 6:4 is used twice here in 7:2.150 Moreover, the shaking of their hearts is compared to the 

shaking of trees in a forest in the wind which is irresistible and natural. As Quinn-Miscall notes, this 

simile “denotes human frailty”.151 This picture, together with their being addressed as דוד תיבל  (the 

house of David), is ironic, especially when comparing with David’s faith-grounded-in-YHWH 

courage against the fearful Goliath (1Sam 17), and when noting that David was promised that  ןמאנו

 And your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before“)  ךינפל םלוע דע ךתכלממו ךתיב

me” in 2 Sam 7:16a). 

 
149 See Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 108-110 for the challenges against this consensus and Williamson’s argumentations 
against these challenges. 
150 While in 6:4 עונ  is used to describe the foundation of threshold of the temple shook at the Seraphim’s calling of 
holiness and glory of God, or more generally, the majesty of YHWH, here in 7:2 it was used to describe the hearts of 
Ahaz and his people before the news and the forest before the wind. 
151 Quinn-Miscall, Isaiah, 48. 
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YHWH’s exhortations to Ahaz (7:3-9) 

Then comes vv.3f where YHWH instructs Isaiah to encounter Ahaz and to deliver him his message. 

Following v.3 that instructs who should go ( ךנב בושי ראשו התא ) and where (  הנוילעה הכרבה תלעת הצק לא

סבוכ הדש תלסמ לא ) they shall meet Ahaz,152 vv.4-9 is enclosed by two exhortations to Ahaz – not to 

fear (v.4), but to trust in YHWH (v.9b) – with reasons in between (v.4b-9a). Thus, the message that 

YHWH delivers through Isaiah to Ahaz (vv.4-9) is intended to persuade Ahaz not to fear the illusory 

perceived Syro-Ephraimite threat, but to trust in YHWH. 

In the exhortation of v.4, the four imperatives and the characterization of Israel and Syria as תובנז ינש 

הלאה םינשעה םידואה  (‘these two stumps of smouldering firebrands’) intensify dissuading him from 

fearing them. Concerning the four imperatives, it is noteworthy that they start from what they should 

do ( טקשהו רמשה ) and proceed to what they should not do ( ךרי לא ךבבלו ארית לא ). The choice of words 

has already reflected God’s perception of Ahaz and Judahites’ shaking heart and his calling out for 

their proper perception of the current crisis. The sequence of these four imperatives also reflects that 

the premise of not fearing is to watch out and be quiet, and the aftermath of not fearing is that their 

heart would not be faint. Each step in this process is God’s response to their shaking heart. As for 

characterization of Israel and Syria, as Williamson comments, םידואה  “refers to a brand that has been 

pulled out of the fire... quickly die down and then become extinguished … smouldering …” and תובנז  

“a colourful image for the mere stump of the original log or stick.”153 Therefore, the exhortation of 

v.4 itself has already included with a reason for not-to-fear (v.4b). 

Then, vv.5-9 further elaborates the reasons for God’s exhortation to Ahaz. Vv.5-6 indicate that 

YHWH knows very clearly what lies behind Ahaz’ fear is that the alliance has 

plotted/planned/purposed ( ץעי )154 to replace his kingship with someone else, לאבט ןב   (son of 

Tabeel).155 As Beuken states, “Dieser Plan steht im Widerspruch zu der Tatsache, dass es JHWH 

allein zusteht, Könige über sein Volk einzusetzen”156 Then, with the speech formula הוהי ינדא רמא הכ  

 
152 Both who and where are symbolic, though both are left unexecuted here hence usually considered as probably 
belonging to the original narrative. The ambiguity of the name of Isaiah’s son בושי ראש  is widely noted by scholars, e.g., 
Liss, Die unerhörte Prophetie, 79-82.     
153Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 126-127. 
154 The same verb ץעי , here used as their plotting against Ahaz, is used in Isa in 14:24, 26, 27; 19:12, 17; 23:8, 9 as 
YHWH’s purpose in the oracles against Assyria, Egypt and Tyre respectively. The verbal form of ץעי  is also used in 
32:7-8 and 45:21 to refer to human planning/plotting while divine planning/counselling in 40:14. 
155 See Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 128-130 for textual variants and different identification of this name. 
156 Beuken, Jesaja 1–12, 198. Translated: “this plan contradicts the fact that it is YHWH alone who appoints kings over 
his people.” Cf. McConville, Isaiah, 120-21 claims, in light of the centrality of Zion’s in YHWH’s plan in the vision of 
2:2-4 and the significance of Davidic covenant in Isa 7, Syro-Ephraimite counter-YHWH plan of replacing Davidic king 
with someone else intends not just “to obtain a strategic advantage but to obliterate all that Jerusalem signified”. 
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validating God’s message, v.7 leads into YHWH’s further speech to Ahaz (vv.7b-9). Two אל  phrases 

( היהת אלו םוקת אל ) are used to ensure Ahaz that their plan is doomed to fail. Then, יכ  at the outset of 

vv.8-9 makes vv.8-9a a reason for v.7. In other words, vv.8-9a, explains why the conspiracy of the 

Syro-Ephraimite coalition will not stand and come to pass (v.7). The parallel v.8a and v.9a that 

undertake a sequence of nation-city-man157 could be indicative of the fearlessness of these mortals 

albeit usurpers they are.158 Similarly, the use of a standard contrasting pair תובנז  (‘tail’) and שאר  

(‘head’) respectively in v.4 and vv.8-9 referring to the same referee also carries the satirical tone and 

disdainful intent of this threat: these two kingdoms whose coalition is frightening to Ahaz and Judah 

are actually not frightening at all because they are almost burnt up; and although Pekah and Rezin 

are both שאר  of their kingdoms, they are merely תובנז  in God’s view. All these mean that the response 

of the king Ahaz and the people Judahites to the Syro-Ephraimite coalition, that is, fear of them, is 

not a correct response.  

The second exhortation (v.9b), ונמאת אל יכ ונימאת אל  (‘if you do not stand firm in faith, you will surely 

not stand at all’),159 plays on the root ןמא  with a clear allusion to God’s ancient promise to David and 

his house (2 Sam 7:16: םלוע דע  ךתכלממו  ךתיב  ןמאנו  ).160 Besides, v.9b also relates back to Ahaz and 

Judahites’ fear in vv.2, 6 concerning the very existence of Ahaz as king and Judah as a kingdom and 

to v.7 in that םוק  and ןמא  often occur together (Deut 27:26; 1 Sam 2:35; Jer 11:5; 28:6; Job 24:22; 

Neh 5:13; 9:8).161 That means, YHWH’s exhortation of v.9b responds directly to their current 

situation. Moreover, it is noteworthy that, both the protasis and apodosis of the conditional clause of 

v.9b formulated negatively rather than positively, seem to predict that Ahaz will respond with un-

belief, or at least doubt, towards God’s comfort to him through Isaiah on the one hand, yet on the 

other hand, this double negation is even more powerful rhetorically: do not distrust YHWH. Thus, 

this clause not only leaves open the possibility of, but also expects Ahaz’s hearing and obeying. 

This subsection is left without explicating Ahaz’s response to God’s exhortations. We see here God’s 

perception of Ahaz and Judahites’ fear and the reasons behind their fear, and God’s attempt to call 

 
157 As Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, notes, the term ‘king’ is even held back here for Rezin and ‘son of Ramaliah’ here 
158 Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 85; McConville, Isaiah, 121. Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 132 further claims that “Ahaz, by 
contrast, is designated by God as his chosen head over the equally divinely chosen Jerusalem.” (Italics added). Roberts, 
Frist Isaiah, 119-20 argues, this royal theology is even more obvious when considering the parallelism between 7:8-9 
and Ps. 2. 
159 This translation is from McConville, Isaiah, 121 attempting to catch the wordplay in Hebrew. 
160 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 200. See Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 135, fn.129. Roberts, Frist Isaiah, 120. This royal theology is 
well supported by the reference to David’s house in v.2 (already noted above), here (v.9b) and v.13. 
161 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 200-1. 
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upon their proper perception of their current situation, the nature of their enemies, and that the 

correct response is not to fear but to stand firm in faith. 

YHWH giving a sign and judgment oracles (7:10-25) 

The invitation to Ahaz to ask for a sign ( תוא ךל לאש ) is unique in the whole OT, for in the other sign-

passages in the OT, it is either YHWH who offers signs directly to the recipients, like Moses (Ex 

4:1-9) and Saul (1 Sam 10:1-7), or it is the recipient that requires a sign for the sake of faith, like 

Gideon (Judg 6:15-18, 36-40) and Hezekiah (19:29).162 The introductory clause, זחא לא  רבד  הוהי  ףסויו   

רמאל  (‘again YHWH speaks to Ahaz, saying’), not mentioning, yet is surely a shorthand of Isaiah’s 

intermediate role between them, embodies the nearness of YHWH to Ahaz, while its ending with the 

scope of הלעמל הבגה וא הלאש קמעה  (v.11b) highlights God as the ruler over the cosmos and that Ahaz 

can ask whatever he wants. Moreover, the uses of לאש  which occurs usually in the setting of 

believers praying to God,163 of ךל  with the singular ‘you’, of ךיהלא הוהי   (‘your God’, with also 

singular ‘you’), altogether function to engage Ahaz personally in his relationship with, and praying 

to, God. However, Ahaz declines this invitation with a seemingly pious reason: תא הסנא אלו לאשא אל  

הוהי  (‘I will not ask, neither will I test YHWH’).164 

Ahaz’ response is noteworthy in several aspects. Firstly, by addressing God only as YHWH, but not 

‘my God’, he does not respond to the relational and intimate God. Secondly, his לאשא אל  is a direct 

refusal of God’s offer of ךל לאש . Thirdly, his understanding of asking God for a God-offered-and-

permitted sign as testing God, for whatever reasons,165 is surely a misunderstanding. The shift from 

2mp ונימאת  and ונמאת  referring the whole Judah (v.9b) to 2ms ךל לאש  targeting Ahaz personally (v.11) 

indicates that this offer of God’s to Ahaz is to re-assure him personally of his exhortation and 

promise that he made earlier in vv.4-9. This is because Davidic Covenant, the kingdom’s fate is 

closely linked with its king’s choice. Fourthly, the co-occurrence of roots ןמא  and תוא  and הסנ , in 

vv.9-12 brings us back to Num 14166 where the unbelief in YHWH after all his signs in Egypt and 

 
162 See Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 202 and S. Bakon, “Sign – תוא ”, 241-50 for various functions of a sign in its various 
occurrences; see F. J. Helfmeyer, ThWAT 1: 182–205 = TDOT 1: 167–88 for other bibliography on the subject. 
Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 147. 
163 See Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 202 for the scripture references. 
164 Testing God is prohibited in Deut 6:16 (cf. Ps.78:18). 
165 It is usually believed that Ahaz’s response is a brush-off disguise of his alternative plan in mind, that is, to seek for 
Assyria’s help. However, Williamson (Isaiah 6-12, 148) maintains that the text itself shows no indication of it at all, thus 
he claims Ahaz of doubt rather than disguise. Roberts (Frist Isaiah, 118) states that Ahaz refuses the invitation so as not 
to be forced into a limited freedom.  
166 Num 14:11 has both roots ןמא  and תוא  (“And how long will they not believe in me, in spite of all the signs that I have 
done among them?”) while v.22 roots תוא  and	 הסנ  (“none of the men who have seen my glory and my signs that I did in 
Egypt and in the wilderness, and yet have put me to the test these ten times and have not obeyed my voice.”) 
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wilderness is accounted as testing YHWH. In this light, we can confidently deduce that Ahaz has 

already known that he cannot test YHWH, and that if he disbelieves in YHWH after the sign, he 

would be counted as testing YHWH. Therefore, his interpretation of his asking God for a sign as 

testing God has already indicated that he will respond with unbelief. This reading can also be 

supported by the location of this meeting, סבוכ הדש תלסמ לא הנוילעה הכרבה תלעת הצק לא , a factor 

introduced in v.3 but left untreated explicitly in Isa 7, and by Isaiah’ accusation of the house of 

David’s wearying men (v.13a),167 because this location tells of their preparation for warfare and the 

labouring construction work would weary men. Therefore, Ahaz’ response shows nothing but his 

stubbornness in unbelief under the veil of misperceiving the offer granted by a God who wants to 

have a personal relationship with him and to strengthen his faith in the challenging situation of 

political threat at his very existence and kingship. 

In response to Ahaz’ refusal, Isaiah calls the whole Davidic house to hear (v.13a): a rhetorical 

question (v.13b) followed by consequential speech led by ןכל  (v.14-25). The former denotes they 

have not only wearied man but also God (v.13b) – the shifting from ךיהלא  (‘your God,’ v.11) to יהלא  

(‘my God,’ v.13) has distanced from Ahaz God’s personal relationship, which God offered, but has 

been refused by, Ahaz. The later announces YHWH granting םכל  (no longer ךל  as in v.11) a sign 

which concerns not only the birth of a son called Immanuel (v.14) but also relating Judah’s fate to 

the child’s understanding and choosing of good from evil (vv.15-25). 

In vv.15-25, vv.15-16 lay an emphasis on the child’s knowing to reject evil and to choose good 

through the almost verbatim phrase, vv.16-17 concern the desolation of Syria and Israel and the 

rising of Assyria, while the further triple elaborations (vv.18-20, 21-22, 23-25) of the unprecedented 

days that God will bring (v.17) concern a disaster. This disaster’s inclusiveness of everyone in Judah 

is expressed through the triple prepositional phrases ( ךיבא תיב לעו ךמע לעו ךילע , v.17), not just upon 

Ahaz personally or the people collectively, but also ךיבא תיב , that is, ‘house of David’, the bearer of 

Davidic covenant, while its unprecedented seriousness is highlighted by רוס םוימל ואב אל רשא םימ  

הדוהי לעמ םירפא  (‘days that have not come since the day the Ephraim departed Judah,’ v.17). That is 

to say, the days brought about by רושא ךלמ  (‘king Assyria’) will be comparable to the split of 

Ephraim from Judah, causing turmoil and divisions. The first oracle (vv.18-20) outlines how God 

 
167 Noteworthily, the house of David also occurs in v.2, just right before the location v.3.  
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musters enemy armies through the metaphor of a swarm of insects (v.18);168 the enemies’ prevalent 

invasion among Judah (v.19); and Judahites’ head, feet and beards being shaved bald which 

symbolizes conventionally their subjugation of Judah to Assyria (v.20).169 The second oracle (vv.21-

22) seems to depict a prosperous picture,170 but actually not – it is at most a glimpse of hope. The 

abundance of milk in v.22 is later in the third oracle (vv.23-25) ascribed to the fact that the 

agricultural lands have become “briers and thorns” (a phrase that occurs in each of vv.23-25, hence 

triple) so that they can only be used as pastoral/shepherding lands for cattle and sheep (v.25) which 

would produce abundant milk naturally. This in turn suggests that v.22 means milk and honey are the 

only available food for the remnant. This negative understanding of milk fits with the fact that honey 

is grown wildly or naturally.171 This means the milk and honey in v.15 also carry the negative 

connotation. As Williamson notes, “ שבדו האמח  in Isa 7:15, 22 is not the same as שבדו בלח  that features 

the promised land (Ex. 3:8, 17; 13:5; 33:3; Lev.20:24; Num 13:27; 14:8; 16:13; 16:14; Deut. 6:3; 

11:9; 26:9, 15; 27:3; 31:20; Josh 5:6; Jer. 11:5; 32:22; Ezek. 20:6, 15).”172 Besides, noteworthily, 

both v.15 and v.16 have the definite article in both ָּערָב  and ַּבוֹטּב , thus differentiating from other 

occurrences of ‘good and evil’ and also its most parallel phrases in Gen 2-3 where ‘to 

know’/’knowledge’ co-occurs with ‘good and evil’.173 This means the Immanuel’s knowing to reject 

the evil and to choose the good is neither about general ethical choice, nor about food choice, but 

about a particular choice in relation to the rise of Assyria – choosing to reject a political alliance and 

to choose believing in YHWH. Since the child Immanuel in its historical context refers most likely to 

Hezekiah,174 this Immanuel sign (vv.14-25) concerns the significance of Hezekiah’s perception in the 

rising threat of Assyria.  

 
168 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 184 claims that the unique use of the infrequent words בובז  (‘fly’) and הרובד  (‘bee’) in 
singular form in v.18 rhetorically and metaphorically refer to the two kings, Egyptian and Assyrian kings. Watts, Isaiah 
1-33, 144 states that “the mention of Egypt as well as Assyria takes the meaning beyond the immediate Assyrian 
invasion. V.17 speaks particularly of a new and different era. V.18 defines it as one characterized by big-power conflict 
in which Judah will continually be involved…Hezekiah becomes an active participant in the struggle (cf. chps. 29-33).” 
169 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 208. 
170 Wagner, Gottes Herrschaft, 263-265, and Weißflog, Zeichen und Sinnbilder, 143-147. 
171 McConville, Isaiah, 125 also claims that honey is what occurs naturally while milk/curds is what has been preserved 
in the wake of a destruction.  
172 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 165-166. 
173 Gen 2:9, 17; 3:5, 22. 
174 Some, e.g., Wegner, Messianic Expectation, 117-8; Clements, “Immanuel Prophecy,” 232, deny the possibility of 
‘Immanuel’ being identified as Hezekiah on chronological grounds. However, it is often acknowledged that there is 
confusion in the chronology in Kings regarding Hezekiah (see Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 234; Laato, Immanuel, 142-3; 
Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 160), and it is quite possible that Hezekiah was 15 rather than 25 at his accession and thus born 
734/33 BCE (see Hammershaimb, Old Testament Prophecy, 26; cf. Mowinckel, He that Cometh, 118). 
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Overall, the positive invitation of ‘asking for a sign’ to Ahaz so as to encourage his faith in God only 

turns out to be refused which provokes God himself to give a sign anyway. In this sign, while the 

term לא ונמע   (‘God is with us’) seems a positive term,175 it is linked with an upcoming and imminent 

greater threat from Assyria (vv.15-25) as God’s response to Ahaz’ stubbornness in unbelief, hence 

also a negative connotation. This ambiguity, together with a glimpse of salvation hinted at the 

desolation of Syria and Israel (v.16b), the survival of remnants after the Assyrian threat (v.22) seems 

to create some cognitive difficulty to its audience, which seems to be an example of the hardening 

aspect of 6:9-10 on the one hand, but on the other hand, it provokes even more urgently for a correct 

response from Ahaz: to ask for God’s mercy and to believe in him. This is exactly what Hezekiah 

does at the Assyrian threat – though overwhelmed by powerful enemy with hopelessness, he prays to 

God. As Williamson states, though it is probably an exilic reflection on the fall of Davidic house in 

597/587 BCE, the Immanuel saying is in its final form now “an interpretation of the hardening 

saying of 6.9-10 as far as the institution of the monarchy is concerned: they were offered every 

encouragement and help to act in faith according to God’s promises to David; in rejecting that, they 

sealed their own fate in the severe terms that that saying outlines.”176 

Summary 

To conclude, Isa 7 begins with a setting in which Ahaz heard and thus was frightened of the Syro-

Ephraimite crisis and in which he also heard the words and promises from God and was given an 

invitation to see the sign of this promise. As distinguished from all other sign passages in the OT, 

here an invitation of asking for a sign is offered to Ahaz. Whatever reason might have led Ahaz to 

refuse this invitation, this invitation itself, on the one hand, attempts to reassure Ahaz of God’s 

promise – which itself suggests that YHWH is indeed aware of what a difficult situation Ahaz is in 

and of how difficult it is for Ahaz to have faith in Him in such a situation. On the other hand, it opens 

up rhetorically an opportunity to issue God’s judgement towards his people, as proclaimed in 6:9-13. 

Besides, different from its best commentary, 2 Chron 20:20, which applies a positive saying of 7:9c, 

the negative saying in 7:9c here foretells Ahaz and his nation’s fate: not to be established. As the 

 
175 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 198, 205 states לא ונמע   is a contrast to לאבט  which also has לא  ending, which was ‘good is God’ 
but is ‘good-for-nothing’ when being verbalized to Tabeal. To quote: “Wenn überhaupt eine historische Notiz vorliegt, so 
darf man davon ausgehen, dass der Name des Vasallen Tabeël »gut ist Gott«, gelautet hat. Dieser wurde dann zu Tabeal, 
»Taugenichts«, verballhornt. Damit kontrastiert er noch mehr mit der Person, dessen Name erst später fällt und den 
Schutz JHWHs auf ganz besondere Weise verkörpert: Immanuel = »mit uns ist Gott« (V 14).” “Dass der Name in der 
Erzähldynamik verankert ist, wird auch aus dem Folgenden deutlich. Immanuel, wörtlich »mit uns (ist) Gott«, bildet 
einen Gegensatz zum Namen des Usurpators, den die Könige von Aram und Efraim in Jerusalem einsetzen wollen: 
Tabeal = »Taugenichts«, wahrscheinlich eine Verballhornung von Tabeël = »gut (ist) Gott« (V 6).” 
176 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 161. 
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final form of 7:10-25 shows, Ahaz, in rejecting the sign, which indicates his unbelief and refusal of 

God’s promise to him (7:10-12), was then given an ambiguous sign (7:13-14): a very brief promise 

of the falls of Aram and Ephraim, followed by a much longer description of the judgement upon 

Judah (7:15-25). This chapter, therefore, exemplifies Isa 6:9-10: Isaiah’s exhortation message with a 

sign (7:1-11) does not provoke a positive response or belief from the king Ahaz (7:12-13), 

exemplifying that the king saw yet did not understand, and heard yet did not know. As the same as 

how a king affects the whole nation’s fate in Israelites’ history, here, the application of 6:9-10 starts 

from the king Ahaz, whose heart as hardened brought the whole nation under God’s judgment.  

2.4.2.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 8:1-22 

As noted in 3.5.1, Isa 8 is arranged by the intertwining of YHWH’s saying (vv.1-8; 11-15) and 

Isaiah’s faith proclamations (vv.9-10; 16-22). The first few subunits are chained together: vv.1-2 and 

vv.3-4 by זב שח ללש רהמ ; vv.3-4 and vv.5-8 by רושא ךלמ  (vv.4, 7); vv.5-8 and vv.9-10 by לא ונמע  

(vv.8, 10). Then, vv.11-15 is linked back to vv.5-8, not to vv.9-10, with הזה םעה  (vv.6, 11, 12), while 

vv.16-22 has no similar semantic links with the preceding subunits. Since both v.5-8 and v.11-15 

start with divine speech formula, and refer to הזה םעה , while vv.9-10 which lies in-between them is 

more Isaiah’s proclamation of faith in YHWH against nations,177 vv.9-10 thus seems like an 

intrusion incorporated here.178 However, either the seemingly intrusive vv.9-10, or the seemingly 

disconnected vv.16-22, they both have their rhetorical function in Isa 8. I will demonstrate in the 

following how the sequel of the subunits in Isa 8 brings out the role of imperception theme in Isa 8 

while reading Isa 6 literary-thematically. 

Sign and judgment oracles (8:1-8) 

In vv.1-8, while vv.1-4 is about the fate of Damascus and Samaria, in relation to failure of the Syro-

Ephraimite plan as introduced in 7:1-9, 15-16, implying hope for Judah, 8:5-8 Judah’s suffering 

Assyrians’ invasion, similar to 7:17-25. Though vv.5-8 are said to be “originally independent and 

free standing and not composed specifically for the present setting,”179 the joining of contrasting 

 
177 8:9-10 is closely related to Psalms of Zion, such as Pss 2, 46, 48 and 76, similar in the confidence in God’s protection 
against attack by other nations. Zion theology is also visible in v.6, because ‘waters flow joyfully’ is related to the notion 
‘waters bring joy to the people’ which clearly expressed in Ps 46:5: ‘there is a river whose streams make glad ( וחמשי ) the 
city of God’ (cf. Ps.36:9; Isa. 12:3; 33:21). 
178 As for why vv.9-10 is incorporated here, Oswalt (Isaiah 1-39) holds that Isaiah takes a long-term hope to balance the 
short-term crisis; Ollenburger (Zion, 120–24) states that it provides the underlying basis of Isaiah’s call for faith; whereas 
Williamson (Isaiah 6-12, 267) proposes that “the author intended to project the circumscribed promises given in the 
original historical circumstances on to a universal canvass, thus drawing out the fundamental principles of divine 
commitment to Zion that he celebrated in the temple cult.” Judah’s particular privilege by contrast with nations in vv.9-
10 satirizes their response to God in the midst of God’s judgment as vv.16-20 indicates. 
179 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 234. 
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vv.1-4 and vv.5-8 makes vv.1-8 in line with 7:15-25, both having a message of hope and 

encouragement followed by a threating message for Judah. 

In vv.1-4, its sequence (vv.3-4 following vv.1-2), and the very existence of vv.1-2, are all 

noteworthy, and play a significant role in addressing God’s attempts to draw the people’s perception 

in 8:1-4. In v.1, Isaiah is commanded to take לודג ןוילג  (‘a large tablet,’ that is, visible enough) and to 

write upon it שונא טרחב  (lit. ‘with stylus of a human,’ that is, with clear writing) the words ללש רהמל  

זב שח  (‘concerning spoil speeds – booty hastes’). In v.2, the two witnesses, Uriah (known as high 

priest in 2 Kgs 16) and Zechariah (Hezekiah’s grandfather Zechariah is the only Zechariah known in 

Ahaz’ time, 2 Kgs 18:2), are highlighted as ‘reliable’, trustworthy both to God and people. Besides, 

apart from that they are respectively from priesthood and royal family, their names have piety 

indicators: Uriah, הירוא , might mean ‘YHWH is light;’ Zechariah, והירכז , ‘YHWH remembered;’ and 

even his father Jeberechiah, והיכרבי , ‘may YHWH bless’. These aspects that these names tell about 

God could function to be encouraging and inspiring for their current situation. Thus, in vv.1-2, apart 

from aiming to record and await the fulfilment of the prophecy, this visible tablet with clear writing 

of an interesting phrase, attested by the two reliable witnesses, must also have aimed to, and should 

have functioned to, attract people’s attention to wonder what this is all about. Then, v.3-4 narrates 

that after Isaiah’s wife have conceived and born a son, he is told to name him זב שח ללש רהמ , the 

same phrase that has previously been written on the large tablet with two witnesses (vv.1-2), and it is 

only now that what this phrase signifies is explained. This sequence – the phrase written on large 

tablet first, and then a name of prophet and prophetess’ son with an interpretation of this name–is 

rhetorically more effective in attracting people’s curiosity. However, just as Isa 7 ends without 

Ahaz’s respond to YHWH’s exhortation (vv.4-9) and to YHWH’s Immanuel sign (vv.10-25), so 

does 8:1-4 without people’s response. 

In vv.5-8, רמאל דוע ילא רבד הוהי ףסיו  (v.5) introduces YHWH’s speech of a typical judgment oracle 

(vv.6-8)180 with accusation and judgment led respectively by יכ ןעי   (v.6) and הנה ןכלו   (v.7a). The 

exegetical difficulty raised by the juxtaposition of הזה םעה  and והילמר ןבו ןיצר תא שושמו  is notable, 

which has led into different interpretations, emendation or divisions of v.6.181 For example, some 

commentators view v.6 as against the northern kingdom Israel’s rejection of the house of David – the 

river that flows gently – and their rejoicing over Rezin and son of Ramaliah,182 while some others 

 
180 Cf. Westermann, Basic Forms, 169–76.  
181 See Sweeney “On ûmeśôś in Isaiah 8.6,” 42-54, for a survey of ancient versions and modern opinions. See 
Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 227-230. 
182 Motyer, the Prophecy of Isaiah, 91; Robert, First Isaiah,133-4.  
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regard v.6 as against those in Judah who reject YHWH’s protection but delight in Rezin and the son 

of Ramaliah’s coalition against Assyria.183 These two interpretations are both problematic with the 

immediate literary context, where the mentioning of הזה םעה  in 8:6 and הדוהי  in 8:8, and the echoing 

of הזה םעה  in 8:6 to 6:9 would suggest הזה םעה  to be Judahites, hence neither partial Judahites, nor 

northern kingdom.184 The emendation of שושמו  to סוסמו  (‘and melt in fear’)185 would solve the 

exegetical problem and fit the context very well. However, the reading of שושמו  is attested in 

Qumran texts186 and in translations like LXX, Targum and Syriac, and is a more difficult reading, 

thus more likely the original. It is noteworthy that as the table below shows, in all the occurrences of 

שוש  in Hebrew Bible, when an object follows the verbal root שוש , the preposition will always be לע  

or ב; none of its occurrences uses the direct object marker תא . The only other co-emergence of שוש  

and תא  besides Isa 8:6 is Isa 66:10 where תא  is not direct object marker but preposition (‘with’). 

Thus, the relationship between שושמ  and its following תא -phrase is very unlikely that of a verb and 

its object. 

שוש +objects (using 
preposition לע  or ב) 

...לע...שוש  Deut 28:63; 30:9; 62:5; Jer 32:41; Zeph 3:17; Ps 119:162 
...ב...שוש  Is 61:10; Ps 35:9; 68:4[3]; Job 39:21 

שוש  followed by תא תא שוש   Isa 66:10 rejoice with 
שוש  as an intransitive verb שוש  Is 35:1; 64:5; 65:18, 19; 66:14; Ezek 21:15[10]; Ps 19:6[5]; 40:17 

[16]; 70:5[4]; 119:14; Job 3:22; Lam 1:21; 4:21 

Thus, Williamson proposes a different division of v.6 (divided after שושמו ) from MT (a division is 

marked by athnach at טאל , hence before שושמו )187 and reading שושמו  as “a noun used adverbially” 

(hence) to reserve parallel structure of v.6 and v.7 as the table below shows. 

γ β α  
והילמר ןבו ןיצר תא שושמו טאל םיכלהה חלשה ימ תא   v.6  הזה םעה סאמ יכ ןעי 
 v.7a  הלעמ ינדא הנה ןכלו  םיברהו םימוצעה רהנה ימ תא  ודובכ לכ תאו רושא ךלמ תא

The table above shows the structurally neat parallels: v.6αβγ//v.7aαβγ.188  In v.6α and v.7aα, יכ ןעי  

parallels to הנה ןכלו , and הזה םעה  to ינדא , and  סאמ to הלעמ . Then, both v.6βγ and v.7aβγ are made of 

two object-marker תא . In v.6β and v.7aβ, ‘the waters of Shiloah that goes gently and joyfully’ 

parallels to ‘the waters of the mighty and many river,’ in both of which there are two descriptive 

terms – though שושמו טאל  (v.6β) are used adverbially while םיברהו םימוצעה  (v.7aβ) adjectively. 

Besides, v.6γ and v.7aγ both mention a leading king followed by a waw-conjunction phrase. תא -

 
183 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 224; McConville, Isaiah, 133. 
184 Cf. Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 249 claims “there is no justification for arguing for Israel alone from the nearer context.” 
185 Thus in RSV; NRSV; Childs, Isaiah, 70, 72. 
186 So in 4QIsae and 4QIsaf, while interestingly יש שמו  in 1QIsa. 
187 BHS does not follow MT division either.  
188 Klein, “Freude an Rezin,” cited in Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 228. 
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phrases, rather than תאו -phrases, at v.6γ and v.7aγ, indicate that v.6γ/7aγ serves as explanations, not 

juxtaposition, to v.6β/7aβ.189 However, while v.7aβ and v.7aγ mean the same thing with the latter 

further clarifying the former, this is not the case in the relationship between v.6β and v.6γ, because 

while ‘gentle/slow’ may be an appropriate descriptive for Rezin and Pekah in comparison with 

Assyria to Judah, ‘joyful’ is by no means an appropriate descriptive for Rezin and Pekah to Judah 

even when comparing them with Assyria. Besides, the intertextual reading of Ps 46:3-5 with Isa 8:6 

would suggest שושמו טאל םיכלהה חלשה ימ  as YHWH’s protection. Williamson tries to avoid the 

problem that “v.6γ≠v.6β while v.6αβγ//v.7aαβγ and v.7aγ=v.7aβ” by claiming that v.6γ is a later 

gloss after the gloss of v.7aγ so that to link vv.6-7 with Syro-Ephraimite event, and by understanding 

תא  in v.6γ as ‘with respect to, in relation to’, hence he terms his interpretation as “a loose 

interpretation.”190 The glossary argument is rather speculative and not provable, though the contrast 

between YHWH’s gentle and joy-bringing protection in relation to the Syro-Ephraimite crisis and 

the upcoming Assyrian’s sweeping threat does catch the core of vv.6-7. Moreover, though vv.7b-8 

portrays Assyria’s invasion as so overwhelming and unstoppable, that the subject ( ינדא ) is placed 

before verbal form ( הלעמ , hiphil participle used as a finite verb while emphasizing the continuity of 

the action) in v.7α highlights YHWH initiative for Assyria’s overwhelming invasion, which 

anticipates and foreshadows Isa 10:12-19.191 While v.7b-v.8a is manifestly threatening, v.8b is 

intentionally ambiguous both in terms of the imagery of “ ויפנכ ” and of the ending “ לא ונמע ”. On the 

one hand, the similar syntax from v.7b to v.8a to v.8b – all starting with waw-qatal verbs – would 

naturally suggest the same subject (the king of Assyria) throughout v.7b-v.8ab, which then suggests 

that v.8b continues the imagery of v.7-8a, and points to the rising river over the whole breadth of the 

land of Judah, in which case לא ונמע  would have negative and judgmental connotations. On the other 

hand, since the image of ףנכ  is so often associated with YHWH’s protection (Ps 36:8[7]; 57:2[1]; 

Ruth 2:12)192 and since the phrase ךצרא בחר אלמ  (Isa 8:8b) echoes the Seraphim’s calling ץראה לכ אלמ 

ודובכ  at 6:4, readers or the prophet Isaiah himself, when coming to this point, would naturally be 

invoked to recall YHWH especially when the promise of לא ונמע  occurs in its near context 7:14, in 

which case לא ונמע  might well be a faith resorting to YHWH’s salvation. This then would make the 

shift to Isaiah’s proclamation of faith in YHWH against nations (8:9-10) very naturally.  

 
189 See the use of תא  and תאו  in Gen 1:16 תלשממל ןטקה  רואמה  תאו  םויה  תלשממל  לדגה  רואמה  תא  םילדגה  תראמה  ינש  תא  םיהלא  שעיו   

םיבכוכה תאו הלילה . The second תא -phrase functions as explanatory phrase to the first תא -phrase, while the first תא -phrase 
190 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 247. 
191 Cf. Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 224. 
192 Noteworthily, in these three occurrences, God is metaphorized as ‘wing’ to which people take refuge ( הסח ). Beuken, 
Jesaja 1–12, 225 includes further Ex 19:4; Deut 32:11; Isa 31:5; Ezi 16:8; Ps 17:8; 61:5; 63:8; 91:4. 
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Faith proclamation against nations (8:9-10)  

The choice of words in 8:9-10 is noteworthy. On the one hand, Aram and the Northern Kingdom 

Israel are two of the accused םימע  and ץרא יקחרמ לכ , as manifested by the fact that םירפא  is referred to 

as in relation to םע  in 7:8 while its plural form םימע  is addressed to in 8:9. More similar words used in 

7:5-9 and 8:9-10 as highlighted in the table below would suggest there is a deliberate link between 

these two chapters, and that 8:9-10 is not out of its context of Isa 8 and merely incorporated here. 

The noun הער  (7:5) and the root עער  (8:9) are cognate words; the root ץעי  (7:5) reoccurs in 8:10 with 

its cognate noun הצע . Besides, רמאל  at the end of 7:5 introduces Rezin-Pekah’s speech of plotting 

against Judah (7:6), which is then announced by God as היהת אלו םוקת אל  (7:7). This is clearly alluded 

to in “ לא ונמע יכ םוקי אלו רבד ורבד ” in 8:10. Furthermore, the root תתח  that occurs three times in 8:9-10 

occurs earlier in 7:8 in relation to Ephraim’s being shattered as a people. Lastly, though the repetitive 

root רזא  (8:9b) does not occur in 7:4-9, the concept of the readiness and determination to war as 

denoted by רזא  is already present in 7:6. Therefore, in light of all these similarities between these two 

small units, 8:9-10 functions as Isaiah’s faith proclamation against nations which include Aram and 

Israel. 

Isa 7:5-9 Isa 8:9-10 
רמאל והילמר ןבו םירפא הער םרא ךילע ץעי יכ ןעי  
......  
היהת אלו םוקת אל הוהי ינדא רמא הכ  
.....  
םעמ םירפא תחי  

ותחו םימע וער   
ץרא יקחרמ לכ וניזאהו   

ותחו ורזאתה  ותחו  ורזאתה   

רפתו הצע וצע   
ס לא ונמע יכ םוקי אלו רבד ורבד  

On the other hand, as vv.9-10 immediately follows vv.5-8, in which Assyria is the daunting and 

threatening nation to Judah, and the repetition of “ לא ונמע ” at v.8,10, naturally brings Assyria into the 

accused, and switched the ambiguous “ לא ונמע ” (v.8) into a more salvation-affirmative proclamation 

in v.10.   

Therefore, vv.9-10 functions as Isaiah’ faith proclamation against nations in the midst of the 

contemporary Syro-Ephraimite crisis and the forthcoming Assyrian threat. The application of similar 

terms in 7:5-9a to 8:9-10 strikingly contrast Isaiah’s faith with Ahaz’s lack of faith. 

YHWH’s exhortation to Isaiah and the faithful (8:11-15)  

Following a divine speech formula, it is ‘me’ that is spoken to and warned in v.11, while the 

addressee of YHWH’s speech in v.12-13 is second person plural, including Isaiah and those who he 

represents – later referred to by the prophet as ידמל  in v.16 – in contrast with the twofold הזה םעה . The 

twofold ֶרשֶׁק  in v.12, the very first thing spoken in YHWH’s speech here, inevitably lays an emphasis 

on ֶרשֶׁק . Wildberger maintains that ֶרשֶׁק  “describes a political conspiracy which has the goal of 
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overthrowing a ruler, inciting to rebellion.”193 A word study shows that, in its 16 occurrences in OT, 

the majority are indeed related to deposing or slaying the reigning king (2 Sam 15:12; 1 Kgs 16:20; 2 

Kgs11:14 [*2]; 12:21; 14:19; 15:15, 30; 17:4; 2 Chr. 23:13 [*2]; 25:27) – among which, 2 Kgs 17:4 

mentions Hoshea’s conspiracy against Assyrian king by not paying tribute to him and allying with 

Egypt –  while םלשורי יבשיבו הדוהי שיאב רשק  in Jer 11:9 refers to their conspiracy against YHWH 

himself by following other gods, and היאיבנ רשק  in Ezek 22:25 refers to the prophets’ conspiracy for 

their own interest by exploiting that of other people’s. It is usually considered that the first sense 

among these three is applicable in Isa 8:12a in that the Syro-Ephraimite coalition was conspiring 

against Assyria, which would also provoke Ahaz and his people either to join their conspiracy 

against Assyria or to conspire against the Syro-Ephraimite coalition. However, as Beuken maintains, 

“Nun bezeichnet »Verschwörung« meistens das Zerbrechen eines bereits bestehenden 

Verhältnisses…Das macht es unwahrscheinlich, dass der Vorwurf auf eine Kollaboration mit 

fremdländischen Mächten abzielt.”194 As the fronting of objects and the applying of the same verbal 

roots ארי  and ץרע  in v.12b and v.13a show, it is the contrast between וארומ  and הוהי תואבצ   that is 

highlighted in YHWH’s speech. the latter of which is associated with. Besides, הוהי תואבצ   naturally 

recalls YHWH’s mightiness and ultimate victory in warfare; and its use with שדק  here also recalls the 

Seraphim’s address in 6:3 ( שודק שודק  שודק  הוהי  תואבצ  ). In such a way, YHWH tells Isaiah not to call 

conspiracy whatever this people call conspiracy, or to fear whatever they fear should (v.12), but 

rather to honour God himself as holy, and to fear Him alone (v.13).  

Concerning vv.14-15, many commentators suggest emendation of MT’s reading of שדקמל  in v.14 to 

רישִׁקְמַלְ  due to the tension between the positive שדקמ  and the negative tone in the rest of v.14 while 

the emended ְרישִׁקְמַל  would carry the similar thought throughout vv.14-15 very well, and on the 

account that the scribal error here is easy to explain.195 However, not only textual witnesses but also 

the syntax would support MT’s reading.  

שדקמל היהו   
לארשי יתב ינשל לושכמ רוצלו ףגנ ןבאלו   
םלשורי בשויל שקומלו חפל  

v.14a 
v.14b 
v.14c 

When we divide v.14 in a way that the table above shows, v.14b and v.14c are in neat parallel: two 

terms on what YHWH will be (in v.14b, each term is made of two words, while in v.14c, each term 

one word), followed by for ‘whom’. If שדקמל  or highly-suggested ְרישִׁקְמַל  falls together with v.14b, 

 
193 Wildberger, Isaiah 6-12, 357. 
194 Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 229. Translated: “Now ‘conspiracy’ usually denotes the breaking of a pre-existing relationship... 
This makes it unlikely that the accusation is aimed at collaboration with foreign powers.” 
195 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 278-280; McConville, Isaiah, 137 fn22.  
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then it will result in a pattern of 1-2-2 and 1-1 concerning what YHWH will be, hence destroying the 

above 2-2 and 1-1 parallel. Besides, as an adverbial-waw, necessary and un-omittable, the waw at the 

beginning of v.14b not only does not destroy the parallel but rather strengthens it. Another reason for 

not emending to ְרישִׁקְמַל  (YHWH as a conspirator) is that it would contradict v.12 (YHWH exhorts 

people not to say conspiracy).196 It is YHWH’s being a sanctuary, the nature of which is holiness, 

that makes him “a stone of offence, a rock of stumbling rock…a snare and a trap…” for Israel and 

Judah. The choice of these images for YHWH in relation to Israel and Judah in v.14 is striking 

because it overturns their memory of the associations of YHWH with ןבא  and with רוצ ,197 and the use 

of ַחפ  and שׁקֵוֹמ  in the OT.198 In v.15, the subject םיבר  is described with five verbs, from stumbling on 

it to falling to being broken to being snared and to being taken, which depict the doomed destiny of 

the many. Thus, vv.14-15 seem a harsh judgment on both Israel and Judah, and carries the 

judgmental note of 6:9-13ab. However, it is noteworthy that the subject is םיבר  but not לכ , which still 

implicitly hints at the possibility of the alternative. 

Faith proclamation against ‘this people’ (8:16-22)  

The original unity of 8:16-22 or 8:19-22 is debated among commentators and scholars,199 though 

there is a thematic unity in the final form of vv.16-22. Overall, these verses portray an era that the 

house of Jacob is prevented from perceiving, because the testimony is bound up, the teaching is 

sealed (v.16), and YHWH hides his face from them (v.17). When people seek mediums and 

necromancers (v.19), they only find more overwhelming darkness (vv.21-22). By contrast, Isaiah 

waits for and hopes in the same self-hidden God, knowing that he and his children are signs and 

portents from YHWH (vv. 17-18). The resumed first-person narrative in vv.17-18 let it read like 

Isaiah’s faith proclamation. Thus, 8:16-22 depicts a contrast between people and Isaiah’s response to 

their contemporary situation.200  

 
196 How could a God exhort others not to say conspiracy while he himself become a conspirator? 
197 “ רוצ ” is YHWH’s epithet in Deut 32:4, 15, 18, 30, 31, 37 where mention the Rock (YHWH) bore, save and never give 
up Israel, and is their refuge. These associations of YHWH with can also be seen in 1 Sam 2:2; 2Sam 23:3 and in man 
Psalms. See the list in Beuken, Jesaja 1–12, 229-230. 
198 It is usually their enemies (e.g., Josh 23:13) who are their ַחפ  and שׁקֵוֹמ  from which God who usually save them (e.g., 
Ps 141:9). However, now God himself will become their ַחפ  and שׁקֵוֹמ  (Isa 8:14). 
199 See Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 329-330, in particular, see 329, fn 15 for bibliography on scholars who defend its 
original compositional unity, while 330-331 for Williamson’s persuasive arguments for the discontinuity of vv.19-20 
with the preceding and the following. The former includes (i) the un-antecedent plural subject of v.19 ( ורמאי יכ ), (ii) the 
unattachment of the plural indirect object ( םכילא ); (iii) two echoing terms in v.20 and v.16 ( הרות  and הדועת ) having 
different meaning; (iv) first-person narrative clumsily not carried on in v.19 onwards. The latter includes (i) the 3ms verb 

רבעו  (v.21), (ii) the 3fs suffix in הב  (v.21) and (iii) vv.19-20 in prose form while vv.21-22 more poetic. 
200 Cf. Williamson views this juxtaposition of two contrasting response as a post-exilic effort (Ibid., 331). 
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The command of v.16 echoes back v.2 because in the latter God said םינמאנ םידע יל הדיעאו  (‘I will get 

reliable witnesses’) while in the former Isaiah commands הדועת רוצ  (‘bind up testimony’) – the verb 

root דוע  and the nouns דע  and הדועת  are cognate words. This inclusio (8:2, 16) functions to frame 8:1-

15, parallel to Isa 7, as the testimony. This means, הדועת  concerns the related crisis in Isa 7-8, while 

הרות  refers to the words YHWH says through Isaiah in the context of this crisis.201 This command of 

הרות םותח הדועת רוצ  “is a glimpse of one stage of a process by which initially oral prophetic messages 

could become written texts.”202 On the one hand, the command of v.16 and the hiding of YHWH’s 

face from his people (v.17) again appear harsh, carrying forward the judgmental note of 6:9-10. On 

the other hand, ידמלב  (‘among the taught by me’)203 indicates that there are among Judahites those 

who have been taught and persuaded by Isaiah, that is, Isaiah’s teaching is by no means a secret. 

Similarly, הנה  at the beginning, and the syntax, of v.18. direct readers’ attention to Isaiah and his sons 

whom the Lord who is has given ( הוהי יל ןתנ רשא ) to be signs and portents in Israel ( םיתפומלו תותאל  

לארשיב ), and God is called “ ןויצ רהב ןכשה תואבצ הוהי ”. It is emphasized in v.18 of God’s initiative, 

God’s dwelling in Zion and the existence of signs and portents, who are “even if silent … a 

testimony to what God had said and what the people had rejected.”204Moreover, in v.17 ( הוהיל יתיכחו   

ול יתיוקו בקעי תיבמ וינפ ריתסמה ), Isaiah’s expression of his waiting for and hoping in God with two 

synonymous phrases which embraces v.17 highlights its importance. Therefore, vv.16-18 indicate 

that while God’s teaching and testimony has been sealed up and he has hidden his face, there is still 

among Israel a group through whom the people, if attentive enough, can still gain some 

understanding of God’s teaching, and Isaiah himself has set them an example concerning what they 

should do. 

However, vv.19-20 depict people’s response in the time of YHWH’s hiddenness in that they205 turn 

to seek spirits, to be followed by vv.21-22, the consequence of their response. The people here are 

very similar to Saul, who had not heard anything from YHWH, inquired of a medium for Samuel (1 

 
201 Cf. McConville, Isaiah, 140. 
202 Ibid., 139. 
203 English translation of this word into “disciples” is misleading. McConville holds that “all that is reall required by it is 
a reference to those who had allowed themselves to be persuaded by the prophet’s teaching.” (Ibid). 
204 See Williamson, after a survey of the uses of sign and portent, concludes “that the plural form in the MT is 
secondary.” Besides, he points out that the emphasis of the text is that “the children, not the names, will be a sign and 
portent.”  
205 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 331 is right in maintaining that the subject of the 3mp predicate verb ( ורמאי ) is unattached in 
the context, and cannot refer to either ידמל  of v.16 or םידליה  in v.18 on grounds of sense, but a perfectly a general 
‘anyone’. However, his understanding (Ibid, 330) that the unspecified 2mp pronoun indirect object ( םכילא ) could not be 

ידמל  of v.16 or םידליה  in v.18 either, on the ground that they are the least to be tempted by necromancy is not persuasive, 
because the spirits-seeker’s speech in vv.19-20, but it is likely that it is in line with the addressee that Isaiah is speaking 
to with his commands of v.16. 
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Sam 28).  It is debatable where the spirits-seekers’ speech ends (is v.19b part of their speech?) and 

how should v.19 be understood. The translation in the table below takes (i) all of v.19 as spirits-

seekers’ speech; 206 (ii) ויהלא  in v.19 as their ancestors;207 (iii) רחש ול  ןיא  רשא   as the relative clause to 

הזה רבד   which refers to v.19;208 and (iv) רחש  not in its usual meaning ‘dawn’, a meaning similar to the 

רחש  in Isa 47:11, ‘to charm away’ – in the context of inquiring of spirits, hence ‘counter-spell,’209 

with the sense that their spirits-seeking does not have the magic power to charm away the 

consequences of their refusal to trust in the Lord. The beginning of v.20 ( הדועתלו הרותל ) is usually 

translated as “To the teaching and the testimony!”210 with the sense that they shall not turn to spirits 

but turn to the teaching and the testimony. However, this usual translation/sense would make v.20a 

adversarial to both v.19 and v.20b, then there lacks at least an adversarial waw before םא  to make the 

contrast between v.20a and v.21b, and to link v.20b back to v.19 more naturally, hence this usual 

translation not making perfect sense.211 Instead, in the translation below, הדועתלו הרותל   serves as an 

endorsement between v.19 and v.20, and between their speech (v.19, 20) and its consequence (vv.21-

22).  

In vv.21-22, the subject again becomes 3ms, an indefinite ‘one’. In the immediate context, it is 

similar to ‘the people’ themselves in v.19b where 3ms is used for the collective םע , different from 

v.19a and v.20b where 3mp is used for the speakers proposing seeking-spirits.212 Thus, vv.21-22 

concern broadly and generally the people themselves who do not wait for and hope in God as Isaiah 

and the faithful ones do but seek the dead ancestral spirits, who have turned from YHWH to other 

sources, and become hungry, angry (v.21) and lost in distress and darkness (v.22). Literary stylistic 

devices are intensively used to denote their desperation: (i) wordplay in the enclosure of v.21a 

( בער...רבע ) – they are oppressed and hungry whereover they roam through in the land; (ii) chiastic 

 
206 Cf. the Chinese Union Bible translation reads “Should not a people seek their God; should they inquire of the dead on 
behalf of the living?” This reading adds ‘you shall say’ before אולה  so that v.19b is not part of the spirit-seekers’ speech, 
and at the same time in v.19bβ carries the interrogative ֲה and verb ִשׁרֹדְי  from v.19bα, but not the negative אוֹל  as in ֲאוֹלה , 
which is syntactically weird.  
207 As Williamson (Isaiah 6-12, 346) maintains, this reading is supported by the most relevant parallel of the present text 
1 Sam 28 where the ghost of Sammuel is described in v.13 by the medium as an ץראה ןמ םילע… םיהלא . 
208 The 3ms רחש  coincides with הזה רבד  , not with the 3mp ורמאי . Besides, noteworthily, in 1 Sam 28, when the woman of 
medium accuses the spirits-seeker (Saul) of his causing her to disobey the king Saul’s command of cutting off 
necromancy from the land of Israel, Saul swore by YHWH: הזה רבדב ןוע ךרקי םא . Moreover, the 3mp ורמאי  in both v.19 
and v.20b also links these two verses together. 
209 See the discussion in Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 328-329.  
210 See English Bible translations and commentaries.  
211 This translation (‘To the teaching and to the testimony’) could make a good sense only when v.20b is translated as “if 
they do not speak according to this word, they will have no …” which understands םא  and רשא  as leading respectively the 
protasis and the apodosis of a conditional clause. However, this is problematic in that the verb in the protasis is 3mp but 
that in the apodosis is 3ms, while the subject in the protasis and apodosis is the same. 
212 Cf. Beuken, Jesaja 1-12, 242. The ‘people’ is broader than the speakers, so is spirits-seekers. 
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word order in טיבי ץרא לעו הלעמל הנפו  (v.21bγ-22a) – vertical comprehensiveness; (iii) the rhythm of 

ā-sound in the four words surrounding ףועמ  ( הלפאו הקוצ ףועמ הכשחו הרצ ) – onomatopoeia of desperate 

‘ah’; (iv) whatever they do, ‘roaming,’ ‘angry and cursing,’ ‘turning and looking,’ but what is for 

them to see is only the fourfold note on distressing darkness. 

Summary 

In summary, Isa 8 starts with the prophet Isaiah giving Judah a sign symbolized by the symbolic 

name of Isaiah’s son, Maher-shalal-hash-baz (‘the spoil speeds, the prey hastens’), with reliable 

testimonies from Uriah the priest and Zechariah the son of Jeberechiah (vv.1-4). However, Judah 

responded by refusing God who is metaphorically depicted as Shiloah’s waters flowing gently and 

joyfully (v.6), hence bringing themselves into the judgment by God through the mighty and many 

River Euphrates which stands for Assyria (v.7-8a). Nevertheless, God still promises them is 

protection against attacks from nations (vv.8b-10). However, their misplaced fear (vv.11-13) results 

in God himself becoming a stumbling block, a snare and trap for his people (vv.14-15), who seals up 

testimonies and hides his face from his people (v.16). This depiction of God is very consistent with 

the God who hardens his people in 6:9-10. Facing the binding up of testimony and teaching, Isaiah 

himself will wait for God because he understands God’s will as revealed through his and his 

children’s names (vv.17-18), whereas the people who do not understand this, who instead of 

repenting to seek for God’s showing his face to them again – in contrast with Isaiah’s repentance in 

6:5 – inquire of mediums and necromancers (vv.19-20), which would only result in deeper darkness 

and distress for them (vv.21-22).  

2.4.2.3 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of 8:23-9:6 

It is worth noting that 9:1 is the first time after Isa 6 that the word האר  reappears, though its synonym 

טבנ  occurs in its near context, v.22. Here in Isa 9:1 the (im)perception theme appears to have a new 

development: it starts relating to the antithetical pair: darkness and light.  

This subsection is governed by four instancs of יכ . The first יכ  governs through 8:23-9:2 which 

deliberately contrasts with 8:21-22, hence rendered ‘surely’ in the translation above. That ‘no 

gloom,’ ‘light,’ ‘rejoice/joy’ in 8:23-9:2 are the antitheses of the two categories on the land in 8:21-

22, that is, ‘distress/anguish’ and ‘gloom/darkness’ can be demonstrated by the use of same 

root/cognate words in 8:21-22 and 8:23-9:2: ףעומ אל הל קצומ רשאל   (8:23) vs ףעומ הקוצ  םעה ;(8:22)   

לודג רוא ואר ךשחב םיכלהה  ( :19 a) vs הכשח םהילע הגנ רוא תומלצ ץראב יבשי ;(8:22)   (9:1b) vs הגנמ הלפא  

(8:22); three times of the root חמש  and twice of its synonymous root ליג  (9:2) vs הרצ  (8:22); and ץרא  

(8:23; 8:22).  
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Additional translation and exegetical note on 8:23.  
Firstly, while it is usually understood that ןושארה  qualifies תעכ  (hence ‘in the former time’) and 
that there is an ellipse תעכ  before ןורחאהו  (hence ‘in the later time’), the gender discrepancy 
between תע  (usually a feminine noun)213 and ןושארה  and ןורחאהו  (masculine adjectives) has led 
some to understand the noun and the adjectives separately, not in a qualified-qualifying 
relationship – Blenkinsopp, for an example, understands the two adjectives as referring 
respectively to ‘the earlier ruler’ and ‘the later one’, not qualifying the noun.214 However, as 
Young notes, there is a firm example of the masculine תע  in the pre-exilic Lachish Letters.215 

Besides, he also concludes from a study on how ןושארה  and ןורחאהו  are used together in the 
Hebrew Bible that they never refer to two different kings,216  hence against Blenkinsopp’s 
interpretation. Thus, I follow the traditional approach to view ןושארה  and ןורחאהו  as qualifying 

תעכ .  
Secondly, while v.23bβ is usually understood as a contrast to v.23bα and v.23bβ by treating the 
hiphil דיבכה  as ‘to make glorious’ and by treating the two parallel perfect verbs, לקה  and דיבכה , 
respectively as the real past and the prophetic perfect, these two treatments are problematic. For 
the first treatment, it is noteworthy that in the whole Hebrew Bible, only here and Jer 30:19 have 
translated the hiphil form of דבכ  as ‘to make glorious’, this sense of which is more reserved for 
its piel form. For the second treatment, as Williamson maintains, ‘the close parallel’ between 
v.23bα and v.23bβ indicate ‘the two verbs must surely be construed alike.’217  Taking into 
consideration that 8:23a and 9:1-2 contrast  with 8:21-22, and that the comparison clause ‘ ...כ...אל ’ 
(‘not…like…’) indicates 8:23b and 8:23a are also in a contrasting relationship, I argue that the 
two halves of v.23b must be similar in a parallel way, not contrasting, relationship.218 Thus, דיבכה  
should be in a similar negative sense and perfect tense with לקה , hence דיבכה  ‘he dealt heavily 
with.’   
Thirdly, concerning the reference of the geographical regions, I follow Blenkinsopp’s view that 
v.23bα refers to the arena of the Syrian-Israel struggle in the nineth and eighth century BC while 
v.23bβ ‘the annexation of Israelite territory during Tiglath-pileser’s campaign of 732 BCE. 
resulting in the formation of the Assyrian provinces of Duru (Dor, “the way of the sea”), Galʿazu 
(Gilead, “the land across the Jordan”) and Magidu (Megiddo, “Galilee of the nations”)’.219  
Therefore, the sense of v.23 overall is that ‘there will be no gloom for the land where there was 
distress like what earlier the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali experienced in the 9th/8th 
century BCE, or what later the Way of the Sea, Trans-Jordan, Galilee of the Nations experienced 
after 732 BCE.’ 

The last three יכ  (9:3-6) explicates the announcement of ‘light’ and ‘joy’ in 8:23-9:2. The first two 

reasons each takes up one verse (9:3, 4), while the third reason covers two verses (9:5-6).  

 
213 See Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 357-8 for a survey of the gender of תע  in Hebrew Bible, after which he concludes 
“wherever the singular is used to note a point in time…the noun is always feminine.”  
214 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 245. 
215 Young, Hezekiah, 154 fn.11, cited in Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 358. 
216 Young, Hezekiah, 153-4, cited Ibid. 
217 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 360. 
218 This reading is actually also supported by how Matthew 4:15-16 quotes Isaiah: regarding the geographical regions in 
v.23bα and v.23bβ all in the situation of darkness and gloom. 
219 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 247. See also Thompson, Ideal King, 84; cf. Roberts, First Isaiah, 147. Cf. 2 Kgs 15:29 
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In the first reason (9:3), as Blenkinsopp observes, ולבס לע  (‘the yoke of his burden’), ומכש הטמ  (‘the 

bar of his shoulder’) and וב שגנה טבש  (‘the rod of the one oppressing him’) are all images of 

servitude, while ןידמ םויכ  recalls God’s miraculous intervention in Judg 6-7 where a reduction of 

Gideon’s army from 32,000 to 300 freed so many Israelite soldiers from war,220 hence 9:3 concerns 

the end of oppression through YHWH’s intervention.  

The second reason (9:4), burning of warfare clothing, resonates with earlier 2:4 where military 

weapons are visioned to be turned into agricultural tools, and later 11:6-9.221  

The third reason (9:5) concerns the birth and naming of a royal child. As Williamson observes, at the 

beginning of v.5aα, ֶדלַֻּי דלֶי  and ֵּןתַּנִ ןב  with alliterative effect is unique in comparison to other birth 

announcements (e.g., ןבֵּ ®לְ־דלַֻּי  in Jer 20:15; ןבֵּ־דלַֻּי  in Ruth 4:17; ְהוָהיְ ילִ־ןתַנָ רשֶׁאֲ םידִלָיְהַו  in Isa 8:18). He 

further maintains the effect is “to combine the joyful announcement of what might be called a 

successful natural event with a sense of gratitude for the recognition of divine grace in this particular 

case.”222 The repetition of ָוּנל  in v.5aα highlights this child’s significance to ‘us’, While it is debated 

whether the royal child has four or five names,223 hence different or similar to Egyptian royal 

accession,224 my translation above reads only one name to the royal child: he is a wonder that the 

mighty God, eternal Father, is planning – a ruler of peace,225 a reading of which would fit well the 

literary, historical and messianic dimensions. The connection between אלפ  and ץעוי  is attested in 

28:29 ( הצע אילפה , ‘he is wonderful in counsel’) and 25:1b ( ןמא הנומא קוחרמ תוצע אלפ תישע יכ , ‘for you 

have done wonders, plans of old, faithful and sure’).226 Besides, while אלפ  denotes something that is 

beyond human being’s understanding and imagination,227 the root ץעי  is used to refer to YHWH’s 

planning in a positive way in 14:24, 26-27; 19:12, 17; 23:8-9; 40:14 and 45:21,228 hence YHWH’s 

planning is a major theme in Isaiah. Furthermore, רובג לא  (‘mighty God’) and דעיבא  (‘eternal father’) 

 
220 Cf. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 249. 
221 All these falls into a major theme in Isaiah, that is, the eschatological horizon of the abolition of war. Ibid., 250. 
222 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 395. 
223 This difference lies in taking אלפ  and ץעוי  together as one name (‘a wonderful counsellor/planner’, thus Ibid., 398-9; 
Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 248; Childs, Isaiah, 81) or separately as two names (‘wonder’, ‘counsellor/planner.’) 
224 A. Alt, “Jesaja 8,23-9,6. Befreiungsnacht und Kr6nungstag,” 206-25. 
225 See Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 398 for two alternative interpretations of the child’s name, one proposed by Luzzatoo, 
another by Holladay, Wegner and Goldingay, which Williamson himself also follow. 
226 Here the plural תוצע  is an apposition to the singular אלפ  for אלפ  usually takes a singular form to mean plural, thus 
consistent with the plural תוצע  in number. 
227 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 399. 
228 Cf. it is used in 7:5; 32:8-9; 32:7-9 to refer to human being’s plotting in a negative way.  
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would be unfitting names for a human king,229 Even in Christianity, ‘Father’ is usually a term applied 

to God the Father, not to Jesus Christ, the promised Messiah, for he is God the son. Moreover, the 

term םולש רש  picks up from הרשמה  in v.5aβ, and is picked up in םולשלו הרשמה  in v.6. That the naming 

of the child (v.5b) ending up with םולש רש  is framed by the mentioning of הרשמה  (v.5aβ) and הרשמה  

םולשלו  (v.6a) would support that םולש רש  is the key element in the naming of this child. Taking into 

all these into consideration, my translation fits well (i) how אלפ  and ץעי  are usually separately and 

relatedly in Isaiah, (ii) the more natural use of רובג לא  and דעיבא  as referring to God himself, and (iii) 

םולש רש  as the key name in the literary context of vv.5-6. Besides, this translation would be 

applicable both to the historical Hezekiah and the messianic Jesus Christ too. Historically, Hezekiah 

could be a fitting referee of the child of vv.5-6, because (i) the release form Assyrian oppression and 

the resume of peace in Judah afterwards as narrated in Isa 36-37 is indeed a wonder that the mighty 

God and eternal father has planned; and (ii) as 7:17-25 and 8:7-8 are judgements upon Judah through 

Assyria because of their disbelief in God, so the darkness in 8:22-9:1 can well be their time under 

Assyrian oppression, while the light, joy, or the release of the oppression under God’s work upon 

Hezekiah. 

Though Childs claims that “the description of his reign [9:6] makes it absolutely clear that his role is 

messianic,”230 the language here could well be historically relevant in a rhetorical sense, as either in 

the west or the east, in ancient and nowadays, it is wished that a king’s reign or his kingdom might 

be ‘now and forever’.  

Among all these three reasons, Williamson argues that the first two were part of the original core 

9:1-4 on the ground that the two images, namely, agriculture and military, are picked up and 

elaborated respectively in v.3 and v.4, while the third reason (vv.5-6) is not introduced by v.2.231 

However, as Roberts points out, ‘darkness’ and ‘light’ are traditionally used respectively as a 

metaphor for political oppression and for political release from such oppression of Ancient Near 

East, where  ‘kings often employed to contrast their just rule to the oppression characteristic of the 

preceding era’.232 Therefore, the ‘no gloom’ but ‘light’ and ‘joy’ as promised in 8:23-9:2 is unpacked 

through the release from oppression (9:3) and wars (9:4), and also through the birth and authority of 

 
229 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 397 refers to 10:21 and Jer 32:18 where רובג לא   is understood as God himself; and in terms 
of ANE parallels of the rhetoric of court-language, he refers to Wildberger’s acknowledgement that ‘Isaiah used 
formulations which surpassed what was commonly used in the palace –  which also went beyond what was generally 
accepted in Israel.’ 
230 Childs, Isaiah, 81. 
231 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 376-7. 
232 Roberts, First Isaiah, 148. 
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the child (9:5-6). Besides, the catchword ומכש  applied both in ומכש הטמ תאו  (‘the bar upon his [the 

people’s] shoulder’ v.3) and in ומכש לע הרשמה יהתו  (‘authority will be upon his [the child’s] shoulder,’ 

v.5) seem to indicate that “the security from foreign aggression is included in the benefits of this 

child’s reign,”233 which would mean that the third reason is actually a climax of the three reasons, on 

which the former two reasons should depend. The climax of the third reason can also be supported 

by the extremely significant names of this child, the expansion of this child into v.6 – especially 

connecting him with ‘the throne of David’, judging ‘with טפשׁמ  and הקדצ ’, with a government דע–

םולע . Therefore, it makes the force that it is the reign of this child with טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  (v.6) that 

removes oppression hence bringing joy (v.3), and it is the reign of this child of ‘prince of peace’ (  רש

םולש ) that makes the cancelation of war possible (v.4). At the end of 9:6, תאז השעת תואבצ הוהי תאנק  

(‘the zeal of YHWH of hosts will do this’) denotes 8:23-9:6 is all said to be the accomplishment of 

תואבצ הוהי . In other words, the substitution of darkness with light, of gloom and anguish with joy, of 

oppression with joy, of war with peace, and the birth of a child, are all initiated by YHWH of hosts. 

Therefore, 8:23-9:6 becomes an aversion of the judgment in its nearest context. 

2.4.3 The Interconnectedness of Subsections of Isa 7:1-9:6 

The three subsections of 7:1-9:6, that is, 7:1-25; 8:1-22 and 8:23-9:6, are interconnected in mainly 

three ways.  

Firstly, historical background. I have shown in 2.4.2.1 and 2.4.2.2 that while the current threat of 

Judah that lies behind Isa 7 and Isa 8 is the Syro-Ephraimite crisis (735-733 BCE), the further greater 

threat for Judah would be from Assyria. By contrast, as shown in 2.4.2.3, the Assyrian threat is the 

historical background against which the promises of 8:23-9:6 is announced. 

Secondly, literary parallels and contrasts. As shown in 2.4.1, contrasts are made between Isa 7 and 

Isa 8 through their parallels. YHWH’s exhortations to Ahaz (7:3-9) and invitation to him to ask for a 

sign (7:10-12) are respectively not responded to or responded to with refusal. By contrast, YHWH’s 

words/guidance to Isaiah is responded with obedience (8:1-4) and with faith in YHWH (8:5-10); his 

exhortation to Isaiah together with the faithful (8:11-15) is also reacted to with faith in YHWH as he 

waits for and hopes in the self-hidden YHWH (8:17). Besides, while Isa 7 focuses more on the 

imperception or disbelief of Ahaz and the house of David, Isa 8 more on that of the people in 

general, both are contrasted with Isaiah and the faithful’s belief in YHWH. This nuanced focus is in 

 
233 Williamson, Isaiah 6-12, 395. 
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line with the tradition of the royal king and family’s decisive role in determining the fate of the 

nation and the people on the one hand, while on the other hand it also makes it clear that each 

individual of the people themselves has to be responsible for their disbelief. As shown in 2.4.2.3, the 

use of same root/cognate words in 8:21-22 and 8:23-9:2 has deliberately put 8:23-9:2 in a contrasting 

relationship with what precede them. The contrasting picture of 8:23-9:6 from 7:1-8:22 is depicted 

through ‘light’ against ‘darkness’; ‘joy’ against ‘anguish’; ‘abolition of war’ against ‘war’; ‘harvest’ 

against ‘destitution.’234 

Thirdly, the motif of the birth and naming of a child. The child לא ונמע  (7:14) occurs in a literary 

context which tells about both Judah’s temporary salvation from the contemporary Syro-Ephraimite 

threat (7:15-16) and about the further greater Assyrian threat (7:17-25), denoting ambiguous 

connotations of this name. This term is picked up later in 8:8 and 8:10 which further strengthen its 

ambiguity. The child זב שח ללש רהמ  ( 4-8:3 ) is a child of the prophet Isaiah to be a sign for the people 

concerning the imminence of the wealth of Damascus and the spoil of Samaria being carried away by 

Assyrian king. I have shown in 2.4.2.1 that the child לא ונמע  and the child זב שח ללש רהמ  cannot be the 

same one. Despite the fact that these are both in relation to the imminent decline of Damascus and 

Samaria or their kings under Assyria, the child זב שח ללש רהמ  and the event in 8:3-4 come earlier than 

the child לא ונמע  and the event in 7:14-16, because ימאו יבא ארק רענה עדי םרטב  (8:4) will be around his 

age too while בוטב רחבו ערב סאמ רענה עדי  ( 16-7:15 ) refer not to what happens in childhood like 

choosing from food or moral choice, but to the specific good and the specific evil as denoted by the 

use of definite article in ערב  and בוטב . In a historical context, this child לא ונמע  (7:14) can refer to 

Hezekiah, and what 7:15b and 7:16b refer to historically is Hezekiah’s choosing to believe in 

YHWH and rejecting political alliance with Egypt at the time of the Assyrian threat. This also fits the 

picture depicted in 8:6-10, for in Hezekiah’s time, Judah did suffer from great threat yet also 

salvation. Similarly, as shown in 2.4.2.3, the child םולש רש דעיבא רובג לא ץעוי אלפ  (9:6) can also refer 

historically to Hezekiah. 

2.4.4 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 7:1-9:6 

The (im)perception theme in Isa 7-8 is much associated with the motif of true fear and faith in 

YHWH in the time of national crisis and of YHWH’s hiddenness.  

 
234 7:21-25 where vines and arable land will become briers and thorns and thus can only be for pastoral purpose; the 
people will only be able to have curd and honey, but not proper solid food. 
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As shown in 2.4.2.1, it is YHWH who takes the initiative to send Isaiah to meet Ahaz in order to 

exhort him, for his heart and the heart of his people shook as the trees of the forest shake before the 

wind. His first speech starts and ends with exhortations of ‘not to fear the enemy’ (7:4) but ‘to trust 

YHWH’ (7:9b) which enclose elaborate reasons within (7:5-9a). He also understands it is uneasy for 

Ahaz to purely trust YHWH in this time when he himself may be replaced and his throne usurped. 

Thus he invites Ahaz to ask for a sign to help with his belief. However, unfortunately, Ahaz refused 

this invitation with “a demeanor of piety.”235 His refusal of the invitation demonstrates his 

stubbornness in unbelief, and thus he becomes the first example of the condition of the imperception 

announced in 6:9-10. The fact that YHWH still gives a sign despite of Ahaz’s incorrect response 

further satirizes Ahaz’s unbelief. Besides, following YHWH’s giving a sign is a short passage on 

Judah’s release from Syro-Ephraimite threat (7:15-16) and a much longer passage on judgment upon 

Judah through the further greater Assyrian threat (7:17-25). They together confirm that YHWH’s 

promise of Judah’s release from Syro-Ephraimite threat in 7:4-9 is meant to come true, and YHWH 

himself is the only one that Ahaz and the house of David should fear (7:9b).  

As shown in 2.4.2.2, the sequence of, and the existence of signs in 8:1-4 function to provoke 

people’s curiosity to understand. The judgmental oracle in vv.6-8 points out the foolishness of the 

people’s rejecting YHWH, and YHWH’s initiative and sovereignty behind worldly great power. 

Isaiah’s proclamation against the nations (vv.9-10), together with YHWH’s exhortation with warning 

(vv.11-15) further enhances the significance of trust in and fear of YHWH. Isaiah’s faith 

proclamation against the people (8:16-22) shows that while Isaiah lives at the same time of YHWH’s 

hiddenness as the people do, their choices in facing it are different: Isaiah still believes and waits for 

the Lord, while the people seek ancestral spirits. Overall, though God gave them signs, teaching and 

testimony, their rejection of fear and trusting in YHWH results in the sealing up of his teaching and 

testimony, and YHWH hiding himself from them. In turn, instead of waiting for YHWH, and 

seeking to understand his teaching and testimony, they justify seeking ancestral spirits, which only 

results in going further down into more comprehensive distress and darkness; their seeking ancestral 

spirits does not help at all. 

As shown in 2.4.2.3, the third reason (9:5-6) is the climactic reason on which the other two reasons 

should depend. In contrast to Ahaz and the house of David who suffer from war and not being 

established because of their unbelief in Isa 7, here in 9:5-6 this royal child ’s extent of government 

 
235 McConville, Isaiah, 122. 
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and peace will have no end, and his kingdom will be established forever, and be characterized by 

greatness, peace, הקדצ  and טפשׁמ . The (im)perception theme in Isa 7-8 is not the same as that in 8:23-

9:6, but because salvation is depicted through ‘light shining forth upon those living in the darkness’ 

in 8:23-9:6 while ‘light’ itself is also an image about the possibility to perceive, 8:23-9:6 is an 

extension of the imperception theme in Isa 7-8 in a different and contrasting way.  

2.4.5 Summary 

As seen above, Isa 6-9:6 is a unit in its final form, by the striking structure surrounding it, and by the 

theme inside it.  

On the one hand, in Isa 7-8, we have seen the applications of Isa 6:9-10. In Isa 7, Isaiah’s message 

with signs to Ahaz so that he can listen and see, does not provoke Ahaz’s correct response, which 

indicates king Ahaz bears the hardening judgment of 6:9-10. This results in the destruction on the 

whole people. Similarly, in Isa 8, the people did not respond to God’s messages with signs and portents 

correctly either, which also suggests their hardened senses, and which also brings them under judgment. 

Ahaz and the people’s imperception are depicted through their incorrect fear (fearing worldly enemies 

such as Syro-Ephraimite coalition, not YHWH himself), their distrust in YHWH and their rejection of 

YHWH in their national crisis, and their seeking of spirits when YHWH hides himself. By contrast, 

Isa 7-8 also depicts Isaiah’s perception through his fearing of, trusting in, waiting hopefully for, 

YHWH. As a contrast is made between Isaiah’s perception and this people’s imperception in Isa 6, so 

the contrast is also made between Isaiah’s perception and the king Ahaz and his people’s imperception 

in Isa 7-8. 

On the other hand, the conclusion, 8:23-9:6, in 7:1-9:6 is like 6:13c in 6:9-13, providing a note of hope 

amid severe judgments. In contrast to 6:9-13ab where ‘this people’ cannot perceive and understand, 

here in 8:23-9:6 the people in darkness will see a great light. In Isa 6, it is the prophet Isaiah that sees 

YHWH siting on his throne, here in 8:23-9:6 the people will see a royal child siting on the throne of 

David. Besides, just as Isaiah’s sin is being purified by the burned coal offered by God through the 

Seraphim, here in 8:23-9:6 the people destined to be obdurate will once again live in light through the 

child born and the son given to them, which is only made possible because of the zeal of hosts of 

YHWH. 

Overall, in Isa 6 there is a movement from Isaiah’s perception (vv.1-8 to this people’s imperception in 

6:9-13, whereas in 7:1-9:6 there is a movement from the king and people’s imperception and Isaiah 

waiting for YHWH who is hiding his face from the house of Jacob (7:1-8:22) to the people’s seeing 
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the great light (8:23-9:6). These are parallel movements within the composition. Besides, from Isa 6 

to 9:6, there is a movement from past (Isaiah’s vision in the temple) to future (the vision of future 

salvation). Between this past and future is Isaiah and those who learned from him, who wait and hope. 

It makes a connection between the prophetic vision of YHWH and the vision, by faith, of what YHWH 

plans to do in the world. In it, the role of the prophet, and those who ‘see’ as he does, plays a crucial 

role. 

2.5 Conclusion 

The final form of Isa presents Isaiah’s call narrative, vision report or mission not in Isa 1 but Isa 6, so 

that Isa 1-5 rationalizes why YHWH commissions Isaiah to harden the people, Israel (6:9-10), 

despite the fact that Isa 1 is unanimously agreed by commentators and scholars to be a late 

composition.  In Isa 1-5, the perception theme is not a major theme in the judgment oracles, nor in 

the salvation oracles of 2:2-4 and 4:2-6, though it is still an obvious theme in 1:2-20, 2:5-4:1 and 5:8-

24 where the sins and iniquities, as accused of Israel, including their rebellion and irrepentance 

despite being seriously punished (1:2-9), their unrighteousness and injustice despite observing rituals 

(1:10-31) , their arrogance and self-pleasure (5:8-24), etc., may be rooted in their seeing/hearing 

without proper understanding and response, that is, in their imperception. The significance of their 

imperception is strikingly highlighted in 1:2-3 ( ןנובתה אל ימע עדי אל לארשי ) and 5:13 (  ילבמ ימע הלג ןכל

תעד ). When Isa 6:9-10 is viewed in the literary context of Isa 1-5, it is no longer an abrupt, unusual or 

unjust, but a just, judgment from YHWH upon Israel as well as an endorsement.  

The text of Isa 6 contrasts Isaiah’s perception with this people’s imperception. Besides, the fact that 

Isaiah is cleansed straight away after his perception of YHWH’s holiness and his own sinfulness 

indicates that as long as a person perceives his sinful nature and genuinely prays for YHWH’s 

forgiveness, the atonement would be ready for them. The clause at the end of v.10, ויניעב הארי ןפ 

ול אפרו בשו ןיבי ובבלו עמשי וינזאבו , also suggests the same possibility. However, vv.11-12 state that the 

state of imperception will last until the fall of the country, which indicates that not until then would 

they reflect, perceive, or repent like Isaiah did. Therefore, the hardening mission of 6:9-10 is 

simultaneously YHWH’s just judgement upon his people and a prediction of their constant hardening 

which has already existed among them. Isa 7:1-8:22 witnesses the application of Isa 6:9-10. Isaiah’s 

message with signs to Ahaz so that he can listen and see does not provoke his correct response (7:1-

12), which indicates king Ahaz bears the hardening judgment of 6:9-10, which results in the 

destruction on the whole people (7:17-25). Similarly, the people also did not respond to God’s 

message with a sign correctly (8:1-4, 6a), which also suggests their hardened senses, and which too 
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brings them under judgment (8:7-8a). Similar patterns also go through the rest of the Isa 8. However, 

finally, in Isa 8:23-9:6, YHWH promises that light will shine on those who walk in darkness, with 

the announcement of the birth of a royal child as particularly related to the light. In other words, in 

the section of Isa 6:1-9:6, Isaiah’s sin is purified through the burned coal offered by God through the 

Seraphim in Isa 6. Here at the end of this section, 8:23-9:6, Judah who were destined to be obdurate 

will once again live in light through the child born and the son given to them. As the end of 9:6 says, 

all these become possible because of the zeal of hosts of YHWH.  

The imperception theme is applied to Assyrians in Isa 10:5-32, and in particular in 10:5-15. In the 

verbatim direct speeches of the Assyrian king, he invites people to see the fate of Calno, Carchmish, 

Hamath, Arpad, Samaria and Damascus albeit their gods and idols so as to make the point that Judah 

will not avoid being destroyed by him; he invites people to see how easily he has removed the 

boundaries of people through comparing himself to a bull, his hands as nests and nations as eggs. 

However, the comment of v.12 with a direct announcement of God’s judgment upon them, and the 

satirizing comment of v.15 undertaking metaphors and rhetorical questions all underscore of the 

Assyrian’s folly in their arrogance. Besides, the implicit and explicit articulation of Assyria as 

YHWH’s instrument (vv.5-6); the announcement that judgement will be upon Assyria after YHWH 

finishes his work at Jerusalem and judgment (v.12); the details of judgment with the imagery of 

deforestation (vv.16-19, 33-34) following the ironic comment of v.15 against Assyria’s boasting and 

following the military itineraries of Assyria (vv.28-32), and the promise of salvation for the remnant 

of Judah (vv.20-27) all condemn against Assyria’s arrogance and misunderstanding. Therefore, this 

passage is rhetorically aiming to denote that a true understanding of oneself is not shown by one’s 

success, but by one’s role in God’s plan, to warn against arrogance, and to keep obedience to God.  

After the imperception of Judah’s king Ahaz and the Judahites demonstrated in their lack of faith at 

national crisis and misplaced fear in 7:1-8:22, and the imperception of Assyrian king and Assyrians 

demonstrated in their arrogance in 10:5-34, Isa 11-12, echoing the question ‘how long’ of 6:11 (that 

is, ‘how long will the time of punishment last? How long will the people of Israel/Judah be 

condemned to not hear or see or understand?’), look forward to a time when all this will be over. The 

royal figure “from the stump of Jesse” will have wisdom, understanding and knowledge, and will 

lead the people accordingly. There will be הקדצ  and faithfulness. The paradisal picture in vv.6-9 

contrasts with the pictures of devastation in 6:11-13. The earth will be full of the knowledge of 

YHWH – the time of terrible ignorance will be over, and true knowledge will spread out from Zion 

to the world. 11:10-16 also look beyond the time of punishment to one of restoration and 

reunification. Isa 12 opens with the people themselves looking back on the time of punishment and 
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giving thanks that YHWH has now “comforted” them (i.e., saved them, cf. 40:1). This is now the 

voice of the people that is not only saved but also restored to a true vision: they can “trust and not be 

afraid” (contrast the fear and lack of trust in King Ahaz; 7:2, cf. 7:9). Their true knowledge of 

YHWH is expressed in the very form of the songs of praise in Isa 12. And importantly, they can now 

make known the deeds of YHWH to all the nations. They have come out of their ignorance and can 

now fulfil their mission to draw nations to YHWH (cf. 2:2–4). Rhetorically, it might function to 

encourage a late-exilic audience that is on the verge of restoration; and/or it might aim to persuade 

such an audience, or even one that has already been restored to Jerusalem, to fulfil its mission of 

bringing the knowledge of YHWH to the nations. 

Therefore, in Isa 1-12, the hardening mission stands in Isa 6, the centre of Isa 1-12. Isa 1-5 provides 

a rationale for YHWH’s hardening commission to Isaiah, making the hardening mission in Isa 6:9-10 

both a just judgment and a prediction of their constant hardening which is not caused by YHWH but 

rather has already existed among Judahites. Isa 7 and 8 witness the judgment of 6:9-10 come true 

respectively upon Judah king Ahaz and upon Judahites in relation to their misplaced trust and fear. 

These result in further judgments that the Assyrians who they rellied on to tackle the Syro-

Ephraimite crisis will wage war against Judahites, and that YHWH’s teaching will be sealed. 

However, just like a glimpse of hope and salvation is offered to the hardened Judahites in 6:13, 8:23-

9:6 also offer hope and salvation to Judahites.The Assyrian king and the Assyrians’ arrogance and 

boasting of their destruction of Judahites like other nations misperceives the source of their success 

and their role before YHWH, provoking YHWH’s judgment towards them too. This prepares for the 

promises of salvation and perception for Judahites in Isa 11-12. 
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3 The Theme of (Im)perception in Isa 28-35 

3.1 Introduction 

As shown in sections 2.4 and 2.5, the imperception theme occurs as a key element in Isaiah’s mission 

in Isa 6 and later in Isa 7-8 in relation to the historical event of the Syro-Ephraimite crisis (732 BCE). 

In this chapter, I will show that the imperception theme is picked up in the new situation of the 

Assyrian threat (701BCE) in Isa 28-31 and in the salvation oracles for Judah in 33-35. Moreover, the 

theme dominates in Isa 28 and 29, less so, yet still significantly in Isa 30 and 31 – while it only 

occurs sparsely in 32:3; 33:17-20 and 35:5 in the context of salvation. This nuanced difference in the 

role of this theme in these Isaianic chapters is reflected in my varied structuring of my analyses in 

these chapters.  

3.2 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 28 

Isa 28 is abounding in terminology of (im-)perception: הארב וגש  (‘reel in vision,’ v.7), העד  and ןיבי  

העומש  (v.9), עומש אובא אלו … םהילא רמא  (‘God said to them…but they were not willing to hear,’ v.12), 

העומש ןיבה  (‘understand the hearing/message,’ v.19), יתרמא ועמשו ובישקה ילוק ועמשו וניזאה  (‘listen, and 

hear my voice; pay attention, and hear my speech,’ v.23), and הישות לידגה הצע אילפה  (‘he is wonderful 

in counsel and excellent in wisdom,’ v.29). This makes Isa 28 an important chapter to investigate the 

(im)perception theme. 

3.2.1 The Structure of Isa 28 

Literarily, Isa 28 is usually subdivided into vv.1-6, 7-13, 14-22 and 23-29,236 while others like Webb 

group vv.1-6 and 7-13 together,237 and Roberts group vv.7-13 together with vv.14-22.238  

Vv.14-22 and 23-29 are two subunits widely agreed and easily demarcated. Firstly, the same root 

appearing in noun form, ןוצל , and in the verb form, וצצולתת , respectively in v.14 and v.22 forms an 

inclusio of the subunit vv.14-22. Secondly, the similar calling to hear YHWH’s words in v.14 (  ועמש

הוהי רבד ) and v.23 ( יתרמא ועמשו ובישקה ילוק ועמשו וניזאה ) also makes vv.14-22 and vv.23-29 two 

paralleling subunits. However, vv.14-22 refer to the arrogant ruler of Jerusalem, while vv.23-29 do 

 
236 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 1-26; Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 209; Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 419-432.  
237 Webb, Isaiah, 118. 
238 Roberts, First Isaiah, 348-360. 
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not specify the addressee, which may be the case that vv.23-29 continue the addressee of vv.14-22. 

Therefore, vv.14-22 and vv.23-29 are separated yet also related.  

By comparison, there is no clear indication of separation of vv.7-13 (or vv.7-8) from vv.1-6,239 but 

there are hints connecting vv.7-13 (or vv.7-8) with vv.1-6. Firstly, הלא םגו  (‘and these also’) in the 

beginning of v.7 link v.7f with the preceding, though it is form-critically regarded together with 

vv.5-6 as redactional links.240 Secondly, the drunkenness of prophets and priests in vv.7-8 parallels 

with the drunkenness of the leaders of Ephraim in vv.1-4. While they do not specify what is wrong 

with drunkenness in vv.1-4, vv.7-8 point out the problem of drunkenness is the reeling in vision and 

staggering in making decisions, that is, the lack of clear perception and judgment. Thirdly, vv.1-6 

and vv.7-13 are strikingly compared: the contrast lies in the descriptions of drunkards (who are 

described with ‘proud crown…glorious beauty…fertile valley…first-ripe fig’ in vv.1-4 while ‘to reel 

and stagger…vomit and filth’ in vv.7-8), while similarity lies in the referees’ similar end (- they are 

‘cast down to the earth … trampled underfoot…swallowed up’ in vv.2-4 and similarly ‘stumble 

backward, be broken, snared and taken’ in v.13). These comparisons suggest that either magnificent 

or repugnant terms are applied to describe them, and they will experience a similar fate, as long as 

they are drunk, not wary in perceiving. Therefore, vv.1-6 and vv.7-13 are closely linked with each 

other and shall constitute one subunit.  

The woe-oracle at Ephraim in v.1, the address to ‘the rulers in Jerusalem’ in v.14, and the wisdom 

theme and agricultural imagery seem to indicate that these three subunits are discrete and unrelated. 

However, from v.1 to v.14, the focus has moved from Ephraim to Judah with ambiguity (as in ‘the 

remnant’ in v.6 and in ‘priest and prophet’ in v.7-8)241 to Judah with certainty (v.14), and the whole 

of vv.1-13 serve as a warning against Judah. Besides, all these three subunits are threaded by the 

theme of (im)perception. 

Therefore, Isa 28 can be demarcated into three literary subunits, vv.1-13, 14-22, 23-29, and vv.14-22 

lies in the centre of this structure, surrounded by both a bad and a good example, as follows.  

A. Not seeing or hearing: proud and drunken leaders (vv.1-13) 

 
239 An indication of time occurs in v.5, not v.7. Besides, though the time indication in v.5 may separate vv.5-6 from vv.1-
4, the picking up of same terms in v.5 from vv.1-4 undoubtedly binds together vv.1-6. 
240 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 19. 
241 Deliberate ambiguity is a key literary device in vv.1-13. It is debated whether ‘priest and prophet’ in v.7-8 is from the 
Northern Kingdom (Webb, Isaiah, 118) or Southern Kingdom (Roberts, Frist Isaiah, 348-360), or deliberately 
ambiguous. Beuken (“Isaiah 28,” 20) holds, “the ambiguity of perspective serves, from here on, the steering of the 
readers.” Reading from v.1 up till v.13, the audience/readers may be impressed that these priests and prophets are of the 
northern kingdom. However, the link of v.14f with the preceding by the theme of ‘scoffing’ disarms this impression and 
makes the point: “the readers have been mistaken: the tableau just painted does not take place in Ephraim but in 
Jerusalem.” (Ibid, 20-21). 
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B. Oracles addressed to scoffing rulers of Jerusalem (vv.14-22) 
A’. Seeing and hearing: farmers heed YHWH’s instruction (vv.23-29) 

Despite the emerging consensus about the composition of Isa 28, there remains some ongoing debate 

namely that vv.1-4, 7-22 are sayings of Isaiah of Jerusalem, that vv.23-29 is a seventh-century 

Assyrian-Josianic redaction, and that vv.5-6 are an exilic/post-exilic gloss.242  However, while 

acknowledging the redaction history of Isa 28, the structure as described above shows Isa 28 as a 

thematic unity. 

3.2.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 28 

3.2.2.1 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 28:1-13 

28:1-4 is the first smallest definable literary subunit because the subjects of the woe-oracle in v.1a 

( םירפא ירכש תואג תרטע , ‘proud crown of drunkards of Ephraim,’) and v.1aβb ( רשא ותראפת יבצ לבנ ץיצו  

םינמש איג שאר לע , ‘fading flower of its glorious beauty upon the top of the fertile valley’) are later 

repeated and expanded in vv.3-4 (‘trampled underfoot will be the proud crown of drunkards of 

Ephraim; the fading flower …on the top of fertile land will be like the first-ripe fig before summer: 

whoever sees it would swallow it up as it is in his hand,’243) and v.2 introduced by an exclamatory 

הנה  explains what has resulted in this expansion from v.1 to vv.3-4: it is due to YHWH’s work 

through his agent who is described as ץמאו קזח , and compared to בטק רעש דרב םרזכ  and םימ םרזכ 

םיפטש םיריבכ . As McConville observes, “The language of storm and overwhelming flood recalls the 

‘river’ of Assyria that was set to inundate Judah in (8:7).244  

Vv.5-6 is usually regarded as a later addition to vv.1-4 on the grounds that the former concerns 

salvation for the remnant while the later judgment for Ephraim,245 and that it breaks the coherence 

between the drunkenness theme in vv.1-4 and v.7, and that it seems to shift to an eschatological 

perspective similar to 4:2-6.246 However, in the final form, vv.1-6 does form a unity, in that it 

deliberately contrasts Ephraim with YHWH, as in two phrases describing YHWH in v.5,   יבצ תרטעל

and הראפת תריפצלו , three words ( תרטע יבצ ,  and הראפת ) are from the repeated phrase concerning 

Ephraim in vv.1, 3-4. In such a way, while Ephraim’s crown will be trampled down, and its beauty is 

fading, YHWH himself is the real beautiful and glorious crown. Besides, v.6 helps identify the 

 
242 see Stansell, “Isaiah 28-33,” 68-69. 
243 This translation tries to preserve the Hebrew word order with a structure of ‘result – repeated phrase – result.’ 
244 McConville, Isaiah, 321. 
245 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 5. 
246 McConville, Isaiah, 321. 
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drunkards of Ephraim as the ruling elite of Ephraim.247 As vv.5-6 contrasts with vv.1-4, the attributes 

of YHWH as emphasized in vv.5-6 (‘the crown for the remnant of his people, the טפשׁמ  for the one 

sitting in judgment, the strength for those who come back from the battle’) would be what is lacking 

from the subject of v.1., then the subject of v.1 may be better read as the ruling elite of Ephraim. 

Nevertheless, in vv.1-6, the deliberate vagueness of the identity of ‘drunkard of Ephraim’ (v.1), ‘the 

powerful enemy’ (v.2), and ‘the remnant’ (v.6) in comparison to the clear identity of YHWH ( ינדאל  

in v.2, and הוהי  in v.5) highlight YHWH as “the one who presides over the course of the history in 

which arrogance collapses, and טפשׁמ  and security fall to the lot of a suppressed minority.”248  

Vv.7-8 introduces other people who also reel in רכש  and ןיי  (these two nouns occur respectively three 

and two times in v.7 alone, while their first occurrence in chs. 28 is in םירפא ירכש  and ןיי ימולה  in v.1). 

These people are firstly introduced as הלא  (v.7a) and later elaborated as איבנו ןהכ  (‘priest and 

prophet,’ v.7bα), whose major tasks are respectively הילילפ  (‘priestly judicial decisions’) and האר  

(‘prophetic vision’), but v.7bβ emphasizes they are malfunctioning in these roles. What drunkenness 

pictures (like staggering) and what it stands for (including lack of clear mind, vision and judgment) 

is not spelt out in vv.1-4, but in v.7. The alliterative play on וגש  and רכש  (three times in v.7) and on 

וקפ  and הילילפ  evoke the drunkard’s slurred speech, while the climactic progression from וגש  (‘to 

reel’) and ועת  (‘to stagger’) to וקפ  (‘to totter’) reflects their increasing levels of misbehaviour. 

In vv.9-13, the two interrogatives in v.9a, introduced without a speaker, together with the repetition 

of v.10 in v.13, have provoked further questions: who is the speaker and who is ‘he’-the teacher of 

v.9; would vv.12-13 parallels with and be a further explanation of vv.9-10, or would it be a 

transformed outcome of vv.9-10?  

Some (like Blenkinsopp and Seitz), regard Isaiah as the speaker, and ‘he’ as priest and prophets. 

Blenkinsopp holds that Isaiah makes the point that priest and prophets do not have anything, apart 

from baby talks, to teach.249  Similarly, Seitz writes: the priests and prophets’ “baby talk (28:10) will 

soon be turned to another sort of gibberish: the foreign speech of the invader (28:11). Having 

rejected their role as leaders in Israel, the word of God likewise becomes for them a sort of gibberish 

 
247 One key exegetical issue concerning vv.1 is who/what are metaphorized as drunkards, proud crown and fading flower 
in vv.1-4? Tull (Isaiah 1-39, 420) views these as metaphors of Ephraim’s leaders, Wildberger (Isaiah 28-39, 8) the city 
Samaria, Roberts (First Isaiah, 343) following Rolf A. Jacobson (“A Rose by Other Name”) regard the crown as 
referring to the king of Ephraim. By contrast, Beuken (Isaiah 28-39, 24-25) regards ‘crown’ as Samaria, the capital of 
Northern Kingdom, while ‘drunkards’ as the ruling class of Northern Kingdom. 
248 Beuken, Isaiah 28-39, 17.  
249 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 389. 
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(28:13).”250 While this reading ironically indicates the incapability of priests and prophets in their 

functions,251 what I find difficult with this view is why would priests and prophets be referred to in 

singular verbal form in v.9 while the verbs for them are all plural in vv.7-8?  

By contrast, some others regard the speaker as priests and prophets, and ‘he’ as Isaiah, hence 

denoting that priests and prophets object and despise Isaiah’s message because they think Isaiah is 

treating them like children,252 as the sound effect of tsaw lātsāw tsaw lātsāw qaw lāqāw qaw lāqāw, 

ze‘er sham ze‘er sham would suggest the knowledge ( העד ) and the hearing ( העומש ) is so simple that 

they are for babies. While this reading would connect their drunkenness with arrogance in vv.7-10, a 

connection that occurs earlier in v.1, the difficulty I find with this view is that there is no indication 

of the shift of speaker from ‘Isaiah’ in vv.1-7 to ‘priests and prophets’ in v.9. If v.9 were spoken by 

priest and prophets about Isaiah, why would it have not indicated the quotation more directly, as 

Isaiah does in 5:19 ( םירמאה ); 10-10:8  ( רמאי יכ ), 13-14 ( רמא יכ ), and 28:15 ( םתרמא יכ ) where he quotes 

his opponents’ speeches directly to make his point?  

Different from them, Exum offers another proposal, reading Isaiah as the speaker, and ‘he’ YHWH: 

since Ephraim’ ruling leaders (vv.1-4) and priests and prophets (vv.7-8) are not teachable, whom else 

then can YHWH teach? “Perhaps infants just weaned from milk, who have not yet had the occasion 

to succumb to wine or beer as the Ephraimites, priests, and prophets have.”253 With infants as those 

to whom YHWH will teach, he has to teach in an infants-comprehensible way, that is, according to 

infants’ level. That is why YHWH’s message would be tsaw lātsāw tsaw lātsāw qaw lāqāw qaw 

lāqāw, ze‘er sham ze‘er sham – because sound effect helps infants learn to speak.  

In vv.11-13, an example of YHWH’s past speech to this people who were not willing to hear ( רשא  

עומש אובא אלו … םהילא רמא , v.12) is enclosed by the speech formula הזה םעה לא רבדי  (‘he will speak to 

this people’ v.11) and הוהי רבד םהל היהו  (‘the word of YHWH will be to them,’ v.13). This enclosure, 

that is, YHWH’s speaking manner ( תרחא ןושלבו הפש יגעלב , ‘with a mocking lip and with a foreign 

tongue,’ v.11) and what YHWH’s speech will be to them (tsaw lātsāw tsaw lātsāw qaw lāqāw qaw 

lāqāw, ze‘er sham ze‘er sham, v.13) are in line with each other – as both foreign language and 

gibberish baby talks are making no sense, are incomprehensible, unintelligible and/hence soporific to 

 
250 Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 209. 
251 Exum (“Who Will,” 121) mentions ‘teach’ and ‘cause to understand the message’ are the functions of prophets. He 
also references to Drive, “Another Little Talk”, 55, who suggests the echoing of וצ  and וק  of v.9 with האצ  and איק  of v.8, 
for the point that ‘the befuddled speech of the priests and prophets is being compared to the nonsense talk of infant.” 
252 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 22-23. 
253 Exum, “Who Will,” 120-121. 
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others, so YHWH’s speech will be to this people, which will lead naturally to their destruction 

(v.13b). The example inside the enclosure (v.12) forms a striking contrast with the enclosure itself 

(vv.11, 13). In v.12, YHWH has clearly said to them: “This is the rest, give rest to the weary, and 

this is the repose” – a chiastic structure gives emphasis on the command of ‘giving rest to the 

weary.’254 Ironically, the leaders, both political (vv.1-4), and religious (vv.7-8), have already drunken 

themselves to a state of lethargy, how could they then give rest to the weary? Their own lethargy-rest 

is not the real rest meant by YHWH. This then brings us to the question of what the true rest is, 

which relates forward to the question of what the true security is in vv.14-22. 

Therefore, vv.1-13 shows firstly there are neither political leaders nor religious ones in sober status 

to be teachable except the infants whose level of comprehension is very low, and secondly since this 

people has rejected YHWH’s previous comprehensible instruction, there is only incomprehensible 

and soporific instruction for them which will lead them into their destruction, hence emphasizing the 

importance of being willing to hear God. In such a way, vv.1-13 functions as a warning against 

Judah.  

3.2.2.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 28:14-22  

The cognate ןוצל  (noun, ‘scoffer’) and וצצולתת  (verb, ‘do not scoff’) have enclosed vv.14-22 as a 

contained subunit. V.14b identifies the addressee ‘scoffers’ (v.14a) clearly as ‘rulers of this people in 

Jerusalem,’ which contrasts strikingly with the vagueness of the identity in vv.1, 7.  

V.15 seems like a quotation of the scoffing leaders’ saying concerning their arrangement of security. 

It is noteworthy that, as Exum maintains, the quotation of the scoffers’ speech in v.15 could not be a 

direct quote of something that these Jerusalem leaders would say with their mouths,255 but rather 

more the ironic attribution in Good’s term, who writes:  

“The prophet parodies the commniqué  from Judah’s state department about a mutual assistance 
pact with Egypt, which might have said: ‘We have made a covenant with Egypt, with Pharaoh 
we made an agreement. Assyria’s invasion therefore will not trouble us, for we have protection 
with Egypt and security with Pharaoh.’ By substituting words, the prophet ironically criticizes 
the treaty-making…”256 

Besides, as McConville observes, “the people of YHWH should be exclusively in covenant with 

YHWH, a covenant reaching all the way back to Moses and Mount Sinai,” and in Psalms, it is 

 
254 Ibid., 122.  
255 Ibid., 125, writes “the fact that they day they have made a lie their refuge and have hidden themselves in falsehood 
indicates that this is not a direct quote.” 
256 Good, Irony, 119-20. 
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YHWH who is their refuge and in whom they hide themselves.257 However, here YHWH occurs in 

none of these relationships of Judah. The relationships Judah have are with ‘Death,’ ‘Sheol,’ ‘lies’ 

and ‘falsehoods’, which cannot be what they really say, but what really represents the real 

essence/nature of their situation.258 Moreover, in vv.17b-19, YHWH announces the ineffectiveness 

of their arrangement of security through picking up תומ תא תירב  (v.15, v.18), לואש  (v.15, v.18) and 

רבע  (v.15, v.18, v.19) from v.15 but now using them all in an antithetical sense.259 The positions of 

רקבב רקבב  (‘morning by morning’) and הלילבו םויב  (‘by day and by night’) highlight the 

overwhelming scourge and terror. Simultaneously, העומש  (‘the message/hearing,’ at the end of v.19) 

is further explained into vv.20-21which is led by the relative יכ  clauses: v.20 is an indication of 

disaster time,260 and v.21 spells out its reason. In Israel’s memory of the past, YHWH fought for 

Israel in Mount Perazim (2 Sam 5:17-21) and the valley of Gibeon (2 Sam 5:12-25; Jos 10:8-14). 

Now, YHWH’s action as such will be “strange” and “alien”, which suggests not of salvation as they 

experienced before, but rather of judgment – YHWH’s judgment on Zion is ‘strange’ because he has 

committed himself to protect it. As Roberts writes, “in the light of the Zion tradition’s promise of 

YHWH’s presence and protection of Zion…. The implication is that this time YHWH will fight 

against Jerusalem, not for it.”261 V.22 concludes this subunit with a final exhortation (v.22a) with a 

warning (v.22b). 

A chiastic structure of vv.14-22 shows the central position of vv.16-17a which takes up the stone and 

construction image: ןבא  (‘stone’) occurs three times; root דסי  (v. to lay a foundation; n. foundation) 

three times; and the occurrence of measuring tools וק  and תלקשׁמ  (respectively ‘measuring line’ for 

measuring length and ‘plummet’ for measuring weight). The description of v.15 including ‘a tested 

stone,’ ‘a precious cornerstone,’ ‘a foundation firmly founded,’ and ‘those who trust in it will not 

hasten’ all point to the reliability, stability and security of this building, while as the measuring tools 

of the building, ‘ הקדצ ’ and ‘ טפשׁמ ’ are decisive in how this building is constructed. Thus, the centre of 

vv.14-22 gives emphasis to trusting in the tested precious stone, and to טפשׁמ  and הקדצ . 

In vv.14-22, people are exhorted not to rely on their arrangement of security, which is falsehood and 

lies, but to trust in the security that God has prepared for them which is righteous and just. As ‘the 

 
257 McConville, Isaiah, 325-6, and fn 35. Though I do not think it is necessary to link ‘death’ to the god Mot here. 
258 E.g., ‘Death,’ ‘Sheol’ are the real essence/nature of their covenant and agreement with Egypt and Pharoah, which are 
doomed; similarly, their refuge in Egypt or Pharoah is essentially merely ‘lies’ and ‘falsehoods’. 
259 The word רבע  first occurs in rulers’ claiming ונאובי אל  רבעי  יכ  ףטוש  טוש   (‘when the overwhelming scourge passes 
through, it will not come to us’, v.15), and second in YHWH’s refutation of their claim, סמרמל ול םתייהו רבעי יכ ףטוש טוש  
(‘when the overwhelming scourge passes through, you will be its trampling place,’ v.18) and now twice in v.19 
260 Roberts, First Isaiah, 355, regards it as a prophetic prediction of Sennacherib’s devastation of Judah in 701 BCE. 
261 Ibid. Italics added. 
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covenant with death’, and ‘agreement with Sheol” may refer to a foreign alliance ratified by cultic 

worship, the rhetorical situation that invites the discourse of vv.14-22 may be that in national crisis, 

the people and especially the royal leaders of Judah relied on other nations or idols for security, 

rather than on YHWH their God, and that they have not yet experienced the alien work of YHWH, 

which may mean that Zion was at that time still existing. 

Therefore, vv.14-22 is a rhetorically persuasive subunit to talk the scoffing rulers out of their self-

arrangement of security and into trusting in YHWH who holds the key to the fate of the whole earth. 

It does so by addressing rulers as scoffers both at the beginning and the end, quoting their speech in 

an ironic way, and after revealing the true security, it not only invalidates what they have trusted and 

sheltered in, but also expands their consequence more comprehensively.  

3.2.2.3 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 28:23-29 

Blenkinsopp mentions the views of various scholars about the dating of vv23-29, for example in 

Isaiah’s period, in the Assyrian-Josian period or in the Second Temple Period.262 However, since 

there is no indication of the historical situation in vv.23-29, none of these dates can be decided with 

any certainty from within the text itself. I will show below how this subsection relates to the 

perception theme. 

After the attention-catching call to hear in v.23, there are two stanzas (vv.24-25, vv.27-28) 

respectively concerning how to sow (vv.24-25) and how to harvest (vv.27-28), followed by a similar 

refrain (v.26, v.29a) commenting on the source of this knowledge. Therefore, vv. 23-29 is a poem 

with a very neat structure as follows. 

Prologue: calling to hear (v.23) 
Parable One: how to sow + a comment (v.24-26) 
Parable Two: how to harvest + a comment on (vv.27-29a) 
Epilogue: the wonder and magnificence of YHWH’s counsel and wisdom (v.29b) 

These two parables resort to the farmer’s experience of how to sow and harvest, which is a factual 

experience, hence the text is concerning a fact. Two comments (v.26, 29a) and the epilogue (v.29b) 

together indicate that the farmer’s knowledge of sowing and harvesting come from YHWH his God, 

and these knowledge/counsel/wisdoms are wonderful and magnified. Besides, in both parables, it is 

emphasized that different treatments should be applied for different crops, either in sowing or 

harvesting. Scholars widely agree that these parables demonstrate that YHWH is a God who 

 
262 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 398. 
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“performs tasks that are tailored to specific circumstances”,263 taking “quite different but equally 

appropriate actions at different stages in dealing with his people”.264 Therefore, it indicates “Isaiah’s 

audience wants God to always act in a consistent manner, always rescuing his chosen Davidic king 

and Zion, his royal city, from threatening enemies.” 265 That is to say, the rhetorical situation of 

vv.23-29 may be that God was not acting in a consistent manner, which, in light of vv.14-22, means 

God was not protecting Zion,266 in which situation the audience was doubting God’s wisdom. 

Moreover, both parables suggest, as Beuken writes, “there is a relationship between the farmer and 

his God, he accepts his instruction.”267 As said, this acceptance is done through being observant. In 

this way, vv.23-29 functions as a positive example of obtaining understanding because of 

seeing/hearing.  

Therefore, though vv.23-29 may have a separate historical origin, its rhetorical significance is to 

show how God appears to be acting in an alien manner towards Judah, that is not protecting its the 

royal city Zion. This therefore is an admonition, and a positive example following up vv.14-22to 

help the addressees to make a wise choice, like the observant farmers who listened to YHWH’s 

teaching. 

3.2.3 The Interconnectedness of Subsections, and the (Im)perception Theme, of Isa 28 

First, there is a vivid contrast between vv.1-13 and vv.23-29 concerning (im)perception: the former 

heeds YHWH’s teaching, while the latter refuses. Meanwhile, vv.1-6 and 7-8 also form a vivid 

contrast with vv.23-29, because neither the leaders in vv.1-6, nor prophets and priests in vv.7-8 are 

good observers, while the farmers in vv.23-29 are. As Roberts writes, “there is no indication that the 

farmer learned these farming techniques through the revelatory mediation of priests or prophets. 

Presumably he learned from other farmers and from his own observations in the process of 

farming.”268 Therefore, vv.1-13 contrasts with vv.23-29 in at least two senses: 1) the leaders in the 

former are not observant while the farmer in the latter is; and 2) people in the former do not hear 

YHWH’s instruction while the farmer in the latter does.  

 
263 Stulac, History and Hope, 82. Cf. Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 62.  
264 Roberts, First Isaiah, 358. 
265 Ibid., 359. 
266 As Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 398, reads, vv.23-29 is “a kind of exegetical reflection in parabolic form on the 
preceding words of judgment.” 
267 Beuken, Isaiah 28-39, 26. 
268 Roberts, First Isaiah, 359. 
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Besides, the progression from vv.1-13 to vv.14-22 and vv.23-29 in relation to the theme of 

(im)perception enhances the centrality of vv.14-22. In Isa 28:1-13, the arrogance, drunkenness and 

refusal of YHWH’s message which are castigated all relate closely to improper perception. Firstly, 

their arrogance is based on seeing their glorious beauty as being on the head of the rich valley (v.1c). 

However, they did not recognise they are just fading flowers (v.1a), nor did they see that YHWH 

himself is the true crown of beauty (v.5).269 That is to say, their seeing is not trustworthy; this is the 

root of their arrogance. Interestingly, the consequence of their improper or untrustworthy seeing is 

that they will be swallowed up once others see them as the metaphor of v.4d shows. In v.4d, the 

Ephraimite leaders are metaphorized as ‘the first-ripe fruit’. By using הארה הארי  (the one who sees it 

sees it), the emphasis on ‘seeing’ is indicated. Here, their fate is related to seeing, or more exactly, 

being seen. It is thus an irony that the thoughtless ‘seeing’ (of the fruit) becomes a metaphor for their 

thoughtless vision. Secondly, the drunkenness of prophets and priests makes them reel in vision, not 

being able to see properly (vv.7-8). It is somewhat ironic to read v.4d together with vv.7-8: being 

seen, they will be swallowed up, while they themselves cannot see properly. Thirdly, their contempt 

of YHWH’s teaching (vv.9-10) leads them to refuse to hear YHWH’s message (v.12) and inability to 

hear and understand (v.13). This subunit as a whole portrays a picture of leaders whose arrogance 

and drunkenness leads to improper seeing, together with their unwillingness to hear God’s teaching 

and knowledge will face the consequence of their inability to understand God’s words.  

As the theme develops into vv.14-22, esp. as העומש ןיבה העוז קר היהו  (‘it will be sole terror to 

understand the message’) in v.19 and יתעמש הצרחנו הלכ יכ  (‘For I have heard destruction being 

decreed’) in v.22 where the root ׁעמש  occurs denote the message they will hear will solely be a terror 

because it is a decree of destruction. Therefore, in the progression from vv.1-13 to vv.14-22, things 

seem to get worse for the addressee. However, the exhortation in v.22, וצצולתת לא התעו , makes 

readers wonder what if I listen to this exhortation? Would I be exempted from the destruction as 

depicted in vv.18-21 if I obey this exhortation? 

The parable in vv.23-29 then seems to answer this question. As said above, farming knowledge is 

learned through seeing and hearing. Through observation, farmers learn the knowledge for farming 

from YHWH who teaches justly. Different crops will be sown and harvested differently. Likewise, 

God is still teaching his people, and different reactions to God’s teaching bring out different results.  

 
269 It is noted that there is no verb for ‘seeing’ in vv. 1-3. I am making this observation based on ‘seeing’ as a key concept 
for ch. 28. 
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In this way, Isa 28 starts with examples of Ephraimite leaders whose arrogance and drunkenness has 

disabled them from seeing properly, and prevented them from hearing YHWH’s instruction 

willingly, resulting in their inability to understand. Then, it addresses its Judahite audience, who 

were similarly arrogant, bragging about their own arrangement of security. However, the theme of 

imperception is here developed into that ‘it will be solely a terror to understand the message they will 

hear which is a message of destruction’. The echo of v.22 with the beginning of v.14 opens up a 

choice for them: to listen to YHWH’s word or not? It is then followed by vv.23-29 where the 

observant farmers get farming knowledge which YHWH has revealed in nature, hence inviting the 

addressee of vv.14-22 to follow the farmers’ example in the choice that v.22 opens up for them.  

3.2.4 Summary 

The final form of Isa 28 is neatly structured with vv.14-22 in the centre. It is preceded by the 

arrogant and drunken Ephraimite leaders, priests and prophets who cannot see properly and are not 

willing to hear YHWH’s teaching as a warning against Judah, who is Isaiah’s addressee, and thus the 

addressee in Isa 28. Besides, it also followed by vv.23-29 in which farmers heed YHWH’s teaching 

through their observations, seeing and hearing, and in which the point is made that YHWH will treat 

different crops (people) differently. All these are aiming to help the addressee of vv.14-22 to choose 

wisely from the choices that vv.14-22 gives, that is, whether to continue scoffing and trusting in 

falsehoods/lies or to stop scoffing but to trust in the security YHWH established for Zion. Therefore, 

ch. 28, as a rhetorical unit, invites its audience to see and hear properly, being observant so as to gain 

insights.  

3.3 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 29 

The imperception theme also dominates Isa 29, which is a further development from the 

imperception theme in Isa 28. Firstly, while the imperception theme preoccupied both chs. 28 and 

29, the reversal from imperception to perception only occurs at the end of ch. 29. Whereas 28:7-8 

attribute the religious leaders’ imperception to their drunkenness with wine or strong drinks, 29:9-10 

make a sharp distinction from ch. 28 by saying it loud and clear that their imperception and 

drunkenness are not caused by wine or strong drinks as in 28:7-8 ( רכש אלו וענ ןיי אלו ורכש ), but rather 

by God’s own doing. It is because God poured a deep sleep among them and closed their eyes that 

they are drunk and stagger. Again, whereas 28:9-13 (where Isaiah talks about YHWH) indicates 

there is no one in sober status or teachable to whom YHWH may teach, 29:11-12 say no one can 

read the book of God’s vision, neither the literate nor the illiterate. Secondly, the woe oracle targeted 
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at Ephraim in 28:1 is reapplied to speak to Jerusalem, whereas 29:1 makes it explicit that the woe is 

against Jerusalem. Among them, both chapters target especially the elites in Jerusalem (prophets and 

priests in 28:7-8; prophets and seers in 29:9-10; scoffers in 28:14,22; 29:20). They both contrast 

human plans with YHWH’s plans (28:14-22; 29:15-16). The contrasts and parallels between these 

two chapters are numerous. A detailed analysis of how the imperception theme develops in Isa 29 

will be provided in this section.  

3.3.1 The Structure of Isa 29 

The woe-oracles at 29:1 and 30:1 separate ch. 29 from 28 and 30. Though there is another woe-

oracle in 29:15, it does not divide 29 into vv.1-14 and vv.15-27, because vv.15-16 (with the 

imperception theme) belongs together with vv. 9-14 and the woe-oracle here is more a rhetorical 

device to bring this theme to its climax and conclusion.270 Thus, Isa 29 can be demarcated into three 

subsections: vv.1-8, 9-16, 17-24. 

The prologue (vv.1-8) attracts the audience’s attention with a woe-oracle which is then instantly 

changed into salvation, hence introducing us to the theme of delusion at the very end (vv.7-8) – the 

woe can be a delusion because YHWH can intervene to turn woe to weal.  

The thesis (vv.9-16) illustrates how imperceptive the whole society is, which is attributed to 

YHWH’s judgment (vv.9-10) upon their wilful heedlessness (vv.11-12), their insincere piety (vv.13-

14) which can be summarized as self-deceiving reliance on, and disregard for, YHWH as their holy 

maker-God (vv.15-16).  

In response to this, the epilogue, vv.17-24, depicts a reversed future and shows them the way to get 

perception, that is, to treat YHWH as their Holy One.  

3.3.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 29 

Isa 29 is full of rhetorical techniques, especially repetition, similes, contrasts and sound rhythm.271  

3.3.2.1 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 29:1-8 

I will firstly address two debated issues before coming into the literary devices used in vv.1-8. 

 
270 Note that RSV and others translate יוה  as ‘Ho’, a neutral call to attention, and not as ‘’woe’. This may be another way 
of recognizing this point. 
271 Exum (“Of Broken Pots,” 340-41) has carefully observed the use of “Repetition of the Same or Similar Word in a 
Stichos”, “Repetition of Similar Sounding Words in a Stichos”, “Similar Word or Sound at the Beginning and End of a 
Distich”, “Repetition of the Same Word or Root in Successive Stichoi”, and “Alliteration or Assonance in a Distich”. 
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Debated issues concerning vv.1-8 

Concerning vv.1-8, scholars dispute over whether there is a transition from a woe oracle against 

Ariel, namely Jerusalem, to the deliverance of them. If so, where does the transition start, from v.5a, 

or from v.5bβ? The first dispute relates to the question of whether we read דקפ  in v.6 as favourable or 

unfavourable, while the second dispute concerns whether in v.5 we should take the MT reading (  ןומה

ךירז ) or the 1QIsaa one ( ךידז ןומה ) attested in LXX and Syria manuscripts as well. I will at first answer 

the second question and then the first one. 

Regarding the second question, Exum, from “intratextual witness”, that is, the םיוגה לכ ןומה  in vv.7-8 

which refers to attackers of Ariel, argues for the MT reading; she further views the ambiguity of ןומה  

together with that of דקפ  as deliberate to “create suspense and effect the transition to vv. 7-8 where 

their meaning is resolved.”272 Wildberger reads with 1QIsaa, LXX and Syriac and views v.5ab 

referring to the insolent rulers of Jerusalem.273 I find it hard to agree with his reasoning that “ רז  

(foreigner, stranger) itself forms a poor parallel word for ץירע  (powerful)”, because the then foreigner 

Assyrians were indeed powerful.274 The witness that I think may support the דז  reading (insolent 

Jerusalem leaders) is rather in v.20 where its parallel, namely, ץירע  occurs together with the scoffer 

( ץל ) which in 28:14 refers to Jerusalem leaders. Bearing in mind the close relationship between ch. 

28 and ch.29, the ץל  in 29:20 can mean the same as that in 28:16. If this assumption is correct, and if 

in the reversal passage, the ץירע  and ץל  refer to Jerusalem leaders, then it is very probably that the 

pre-reversal passage mentions the Jerusalem leaders as דז  and ץירע . Besides, in the next sub-section, 

prophets and seers (v.10), the wise and the discerning (vv.14) are picked out as among the judged. It 

would be fitting if here the Jerusalem leaders stand out as the judged in this section. 

As for the first question, G. C. I. Wong writes, “I am aware of no passage which speaks of a 

favourable ‘visitation’ of YHWH that is accompanied by these ominous elements.” 275 He carefully 

examines and then rules out the similarity with YHWH’s descent on Mount Sinai, which according 

to him  

does not employ the verb דקפ . In addition, the description of his appearing [on Mount Sinai] does 
not use the same elements as in Isa. xxxix 5, except for the very general words qôl (but lacking 
the adjective gādôl in Ex. xix 19) and ’ēš (but without the threatening adjective ’ôkēlâ in both 
Ex. xix and Deut. v).276  

 
272 Exum, “Of Broken Pots,” 344. 
273 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 66. 
274 Interesting, another occurrence of the parallelism of רז  and ץירע  in 25:5 is also attested as דז  and ץירע  in LXX.  
275 Wong, “On ‘Visits’ and ‘Visions’,” 371. 
276 Ibid., fn4. 
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Thus, he concludes that “its [the visitation’s] association here with thunder, earthquake and 

devouring fire demands an ominous interpretation.”277 For him, the whole vv.1-8 are a threat against 

Jerusalem. He argues in a very persuasive and tempting way. However, the major difficulty I find 

with this reading is that if vv.1-8 are all about a threat against Ariel, they do not fit into and relate to 

the whole Isa 29, especially, the reversal section (vv.17-24).278 I then re-examined the Ex 19:18ff and 

the word דקפ , and prefer to take v.6 as a theophany scene. Firstly, it is right that הלכוא שא  is 

threatening and does not appear in the narrative in Ex 19. However, Ex 24:17 writes הוהי דובכ הארמו 

לארשי ינב יניעל רהה שארב תלכא שאכ  (“now the appearance of the glory of YHWH is like a devouring 

fire in the top of the mountain in the eyes of the people of Israel”). Here, הלכוא שא  is provoking 

Israelites’ fear of God rather than destroying them. Secondly, though the elements for the theophany 

scene in Ex 19 are not the same as here in Isa 29:6, Ex 19, especially vv.21-24, does express the need 

of fear of God in the theophany. Thirdly, as Blenkinsopp observes, “After the near-death experience 

of 3-4 it would make no sense to speak of punishment suddenly being visited on the city.”279 

Therefore, I would prefer taking the elements in v.6 as of a theophany scene, the nature of which is 

neutral by itself but would be a deliverance for Ariel in the context of Isa 29:5-8.280 In v.5bβ, היהו 

םאתפ עתפל  emphasizes the ‘immediacy’. The immediacy is also very vivid in the two similes in v.8: 

what one dreams in the night gets changed when he awakes, and this change is immediate. It is 

unclear whether v.7 denotes immediacy or nightmare. However, it is noteworthy that the omittable 

verb היהו  is not omitted in v.5bβ, v.7 or v.8. If this indicates these verses are closely related, then we 

can read v.7 as denoting ‘immediacy’ in the light of v.5bβ and v.8 and read the immediacy in v.5bβ 

as ‘change’ in the light of v.8. Therefore, v.5bβ announces an immediacy which is initiated by 

YHWH’s intervention in his theophany and which is then revealed as an immediacy of change, that 

is, the nations’ attack/besiege on Ariel would just be a vision in the night – the threat/nightmare will 

soon be lifted. This fits what we were told in 37:36: the besieged city was reprieved in a single night.  

To conclude, I am inclined to take vv.1-5abα as the threat against Ariel, while v.5bβ starts a change, 

which is made instantly, and the threat as pronounced in vv.1-5abα would pass away soon by the 

intervention of YHWH in his theophany. It is such a reading that shares similarity with the reversal 

from the accused imperception (vv.9-16) to the promised perception (vv.17-24): it is because of 

YHWH alone that things will get changed. Besides, as will be shown below, though vv. 1-5abα 

 
277 Wong, “On ‘Visits’ and ‘Visions’,” 371. 
278 He does mention in 374 that “it allows a coherent redactional reading of verses 1-14, which pronounces a "woe" over 
Ariel”. However, this still does not answer how it relates with vv.17-24. 
279 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 401. 
280 Cf. Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 76-77; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 402. 
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presents a very frightening threat against Jerusalem, the ability and power of YHWH to change it 

instantly into deliverance makes the destruction of Jerusalem a delusion for both Judahites and for 

Assyrians. This in turn introduces us into the imperception theme and calls for having faith and hope 

in YHWH. 

Literary Devices Used in vv.1-8. 

Firstly, instead of addressing the woe oracle directly to Jerusalem, its epithet לאירא  (‘Ariel’) is used 

five times. Not until v.8 is this Ariel revealed as Mount Zion. This is doubtless deliberate, for in v.2 

Ariel is compared to an ariel which has several connotations: (i) it is related to the altar hearth (Ezek 

43:15-16); (ii) it literarily means “lion of El”/“mighty lion” and in Gen 49:9 the lion is emblematic of 

Judah; (iii) it also associates with the Akkadian word arallu, the abode of the dead.281 All of these 

seem to be fitting in the context. Even though the ‘woe to the lion’ may seem ironic and fitting in 

v.1, it will not fit v.2 ( לאיראכ יל התיהו הינאו הינאת התיהו לאיראל יתוקיצהו , ‘I will distress Ariel, and it 

shall be moaning and lamentation, and it shall be to me like ariel’) where the first לאירא  is the name 

of a city like that in v.1, while the second ariel is a condition after distressing, moaning and 

lamentation. Judah in the context of vv.1-5bα is by no means ‘a strong lion’, but more likely as the 

first and third connotations denote, that is, ‘a place of sacrifice or slaughter’, that is, ‘the sacrifices of 

their enemies’, and to be the abode of the dead, which “accords well with the woe cry and 

lamentation (v.2) and muted cries ץראמ  (v.4).”282 Wildberger further states that by contrast with the 

names Jerusalem or Zion which are known as both religious and political centre, the name Ariel can 

call to mind more precisely Jerusalem/Zion as a religious and cultic centre.283  

Secondly, the threefold repetition of ךילע  (against you) underscores how hostile YHWH is against 

Ariel.  

Thirdly, there is a contrast between v.1 and vv.2-4. The same key verb הנח  (vv.1, 3) links two 

contrasting thoughts – David’s encampment of Jerusalem was a victory and protection for them, 

whereas YHWH’s encampment now against them is a threat against them.284 Besides, the festival as 

mentioned in v.1 contrasts vividly with the mourning, moaning and whispering in vv.2, 4.  

 
281 Cf. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 400; Childs, Isaiah, 217; Blenkinsopp, 401; Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 71; Tull, Isaiah 
1-39, 437. 
282 Exum, “Of Broken Pots,” 343. 
283 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 72; cf. Webb, Isaiah, 124. 
284 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 74 regards the הנח  here as a double entendre, meaning both threat and protection, because 
the threat aims to protect. However, the threefold ךילע  would rather indicate of threat in this context. 
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Fourthly, the repetition of thoughts in v.4 reveals Ariel’s lowliness and weakness.285 According to 

Blenkinsopp, the simile of comparing Ariel’s voice to a ghost’s does not mean “the death or 

extinction of Jerusalem but a near-death experience.”286  

Fifthly, the comparison of Ariel’s insolent and powerful ones to dust and to chaff in v.5 reveals the 

reality of their mortal frailty. 

Sixthly, the theophany is described with visual elements in v.6, while the attack and siege of 

Sennacherib in vv.7-8 is compared to a vision or dream; the former carries weight while the latter is 

just an illusion. Exum maintains the dream in v.7 is the dream/nightmare of Ariel/Jerusalem, while 

the dream in v.8 is that of the attackers’, and they both refer to Sennacherib’s siege of Judah in 

701BCE.287    

3.3.2.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 29:9-16 

The four sayings themed ‘imperception’ are deliberated arranged in the current order to reveal what 

kinds of imperception exist in the then Israelites society.  

In vv. 9-16, several rhetorical strategies are chosen to underscore that the key problem of the 

addressee is their imperception. They start with vv. 9-10 which attributes to YHWH the cause of the 

people’s imperception which in turn is a form of YHWH’s judgment upon them. As we read on, we 

find an increasingly obvious tendency that it is this people themselves whose perception is totally 

wrong and deserves all the blame. This in turn locates them in a position deserving YHWH’s 

judgment in vv.9-10, and ironically indicates YHWH judges them exactly according to their own 

action. I will show in this section how the literary devices are integrated to effect this deliberate 

tendency288 and rhetorical force. 

Firstly, vv.9-10 present the theme of “imperception” directly. It recalls Isa 6 with its imperative verbs 

at the beginning ( ועשו ועשעתשה והמתו והמהמתה . Both verbal roots appear in the form of hitpalpel imper 

mp + qal imper mp) and the hardening theme (v.10). Besides, רכש אלו וענ ןיי אלו ורכש  in v.9 links back 

to ch.28 by refuting the reason causing the drunken stupor in 28:7-8. Moreover, as Exum notes, “The 

 
285 Exum (“Of Broken Pots,” 345) observes a shift from the high (Mount Zion) to the low (underworld) and from strength 
(Ariel as a fortified city) to weakness (Ariel from the earth and dust) in v.4. 
286 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 401. 
287 Exum, “Of Broken Pots,” 346. 
288 It is because of this tendency that I choose not to group vv.15-16 together with vv.17-24 but with vv. 9-14. Cf. Cheryl 
Exum, 350-352 makes a very tempting argument for dividing ch. 29 into vv.1-14 (further divided into vv.1-8, 9-14) and 
vv.15-24, especially the cultic conduct as the inclusio in vv.1-14, and the progress in both vv.1-14 (from deliverance to 
delusion) and 15-24 (from delusion to restoration), and the contrast between the end of vv.1-14 and that of vv.15-24, to 
name just a few. 
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image of YHWH pouring out a spirit picks up the liquid imagery suggested by yayin and šēkār”.289 

In my view, all these three elements, that is, the ironic imperative verbs, the refutation of 28:7-8, and 

YHWH pouring out a spirit, rhetorically and effectively arrest the audience’s attention. V.10 then 

underscores that the imperception is caused and done by YHWH himself. The deep sleep ( המדרת ) 

that YHWH poured out in v.10, as Wildberger writes, “is a sleep in which one’s thoughts were so 

turned off that even the strongest disturbance … will not be able to awaken the person being 

affected.”290 As Tull observes, “It is the slumber of the first man when God took his rib (Gen 2:21), 

of Abraham in the vision of God’s ratifying the covenant (Gen 15:12), of Saul’s soldiers when David 

stole into his camp (1 Sam 26:12), of Elphaz’s melodramatic but ultimately anticlimactic vision (Job 

4:13).”291 It was in this state of soporific bewilderment that “God closed292 their eyes (the prophets) 

and covered their heads293 (the seers)”. By comparing the prophets and seers to their eyes and their 

heads, the text vividly highlights what a significant role prophets and seers play in the nation with 

their special perceptive foresight and guidance when the nation is in need. However, as they are 

blocked of perception, we need not wonder what a profound imperception this nation was in. 

Secondly, in the sub-section of vv.11-12, v.11a carries on the obduracy attributed to YHWH in vv.9-

10 by the use of תוזח  (‘vision’, which is usually associated with seeing whereas v.10 has already 

talked about the inability to see) and of םותחה רפסה  (‘the book that is sealed’, which recalls 8:16 

where God commands sealing the teaching, הרות םותח ). However, vv.11b-12 seem to allow for the 

people’s own responsibility. No one, either the literate or the illiterate, shows any eagerness to seek 

to understand םותחה רפסה , neither the former try to break the seal, nor the latter try to consult 

someone; they simply excuse themselves by saying that ‘the book is sealed’ or ‘I cannot read’. Tull 

is right in referring to them as ‘the wilfully heedless’.294 Therefore, though the imperception may be 

caused to some extent by םותחה רפסה , that is, by God’s doing, their wilful heedlessness has a role to 

play in their imperception as well. Here, we see the existence of the tension between God’s 

hardening and the people’s wilful heedlessness. This deliberate tension will become more obvious in 

the next sub-section, vv.13-14. 

 
289 Exum, “Of Broken Pots,” 348. 
290 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 83-4.  
291 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 440. 
292 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 84, notes that the verb םצע  II in post-biblical Hebrew refers specifically to “describing the 
eyes of those who has died”. 
293 This once again is common for one who has died and indicates they will no longer be able to see.  
294 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 442. 



 

94 

 

Thirdly, while their wilful heedlessness is very subtly indicated in vv.11b-12, it is directly and 

clearly raised in v.13, by making a distinction between mouths/lips and hearts through contrasting 

verbs– with the former they draw near ( שׁגנ ) and honour ( יודבכ ) YHWH, while the latter is far ( קחר ) 

from YHWH. Besides, the use of terms standing for true piety like יתא םתארי  (‘fear of me’), תוצמ  

(‘commandment’) and הדמלמ  (‘teaching’)295 become so ironic when םישנא  is emphasized in v.13d as 

the word order shows. In such a way, they are accused of ‘lip service without heart’ and ‘fear of God 

following commandment taught by men’ – a piety not real or profound but superficial. Moreover, 

that the tone has now (in vv.13-14) turned to be more blaming the people can be seen firstly in the 

emphatic term הזה םעה  (this people) which usually has negative connotation, and secondly in God’s 

response (v.14) introduced by the opening phrases ןכל  (‘therefore’).  

Reading vv.13 and 14 alone, we may find there is some discretness between the accusation in v.13 

and God’s judgment in v.14. W. Dietrich resorts to the Sitz im Leben to understand vv.13-14. He 

proposes this people came to offer petitions to God when Sennacherib was already in the vicinity of 

Jerusalem but at the same time they were following ‘the wisdom of the wise men, the discernment of 

the discerning’, that is, they have made a deal with, and sought help from, Egypt. This means there is 

no real faith in, nor reliance on, the God to whom they make their petitions.296 The threefold 

repetition of the root אלפ  in v.14 is undoubtedly another rhetorical device. As interacting with the 

audience, the speaker’s threefold אלפ  may indicate that the audience, this people, does expect אלפ , 

‘wonderful deeds from YHWH’, deeds like what they saw at Exodus. However, as the preceding 

v.13 and the following vv.15-16 reveals – by mouths and lips, they expect salvation, yet 

simultaneously, they make plans hiding from YHWH – there is no real faith in their expectation. 

This would mean that they are not really expecting wonderful acts of salvation from YHWH, or at 

least not expecting with a faith-filled future hope. However, the repetition of אלפ  underscores that 

surely YHWH will do wonders. But these will not be the kind of wonders, familiar from the Exodus, 

that have recently been absent.297 This ironic sense is found in the wordplay of אלפ . Its noun form 

occurs elsewhere in Isa 9:5[6] in the context of the ideal ruler, ‘the Wonderful Counsellor’ and in 

25:1 where people praising Him for His wonderful deeds though it is not specified what the deeds 

are.298 Its hiphil verbal form occurs in 28:29, הצע אילפה  (‘he is wonderful in counsel’), the context of 

which also mentions YHWH’s work and deed as strange and alien to them (28:21). Outside Isaiah, 

 
295 Cf. Deut. 4:1; 5:1, 31. 
296 W. Dietrich, Jesaja und die Politik, 173-75 as referred to by Exum, “Of Broken Pots,” 349. Cf. Wildberger, Isaiah 28-
39, 88-89. 
297 Cf. Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 91. 
298 It occurs also in Ex 15:11 where praise is made to YHWH for his wonderful salvation. 
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we find the verbal hiphil form of אלפ  in the context of God’s wonderful deeds like Ex 3:20 and 

34:10, etc., as well as of God’s judgment like Deut. 28:59.299 Nevertheless, the wonders YHWH is 

about to make will be the marvellous things that will show that the wisdom of the wise was wrong. 

This kind of “wisdom” will perish. 

Fourthly, the sarcasm against their foolishness is now the most obvious as we enter into vv.15-16, 

which is “in the familiar form of disputation, accusing those addressed with statements from their 

own mouths and directing rhetorical questions at them”.300 The opening יוה  catches the audience’s 

attention, and echoes v.1, forming an inclusio of vv.1-16. Their attempt to hide ( רתס ) deep from 

YHWH their counsel is nothing but ironic – in the preceding v.14, it is YHWH who will make their 

discernment hidden. They thought their deeds are kept in the dark, and by the rhetorical questions 

expecting negative answers, they thought no one sees or knows them, which may ensure the success 

of their schemes. However, םככפה  (“you turn things upside down”) in v.16, as a stand-alone 

exclamation, once again effectively attracts the audience’s notice, and highlights that what they are 

thinking in v.15 is totally wrong. This wrongness is analogous to the pot’s usurping the place of the 

potter. Here again, putting the rhetorical questions into the pot’s mouth ironically and vividly reveals 

their foolishness. Besides, this imagery denotes the relationship between Judah and YHWH. It is the 

same as that between a pot and a potter - one being made/formed, the other being the maker/former. 

It tells Judah that they are simply human, while YHWH is their creator. Moreover, the image of a pot 

is also powerful to denote that this people lack perception just as a pot does. Therefore, with the 

attention-arresting woe-oracle, rhetorical questions and the fitting analogy, vv.15-16 underscores the 

folly of their self-deceiving planners, i.e., the political leaders who want to lead the country out of 

the crisis and bring the imperception theme to its climax and end.  

To conclude, it has been shown above how rhetorical strategies (the attention-catching imperative 

verbs, allusions, images, similes, rhetorical questions) are integrated in vv.9-16. These verses are 

deliberately structured to ascribe their imperception to YHWH (vv.9-10), while also gradually 

revealing that the people themselves should be responsible for their imperception. Their wilful 

heedlessness prevents them from seeking to read and further to comprehend YHWH’s vision for 

them which is to them like a sealed book (vv.11-12). Then vv.13-14 further explains their wilful 

heedlessness is ascribed to their superficial and insincere piety towards YHWH, which is further 

 
299 “Then the LORD will bring on you and your offspring extraordinary afflictions, afflictions severe and lasting, and 
sicknesses grievous and lasting.” 
300 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 408 
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shown by vv.15-16 to be a contempt or ignorance of YHWH. In such a way, the prophet 

demonstrates here that their lack of perception relates closely with how they view YHWH their God, 

and what he really means to them. 

3.3.2.3 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 29:17-24 

A description of the reversal of vv.9-16 is presented in vv.17-24, where the emphases are laid on 

perception (vv.18, 24), joy (v.19), טפשׁמ  (vv.20-21) and salvation (vv.22-23).301 It is noteworthy that 

the rhetorical question functions as an introduction to  the possibility of instant change, echoing 

v.5bβ which also introduces the idea of  an instant change. Another noteworthy point is that the 

theme of perception forms an inclusio in vv.18-24. The different fates falling upon people of 

different natures and the emphasis on YHWH’s holiness also indicates the key to gaining perception.  

Verses 17-24, by picking up a lot of terms in vv.9-16 as well as vv.1-8, forms a vivid contrast with or 

reversal of them.  

The rhetorical questions expecting a positive answer in v.17 indicate the change is instant (  טעמ דוע

רעזמ , ‘a very little while’), which is in line with the transition from vv.1-5abα to vv.1-5bβ. This 

change is marked by a change in nature.302 While Wildberger views the application of ןונבל  

(Lebanon) and למרכ  (Carmel) here “to exemplify the new fruitfulness in the time of salvation”,303 

commentators like Roberts and Blenkinsopp see an environmental reversal between Lebanon as a 

forest and Carmel as a land for growing crops –not necessarily signifying fruitfulness, but a  positive 

change of behaviour by the Judahites.304 I would prefer the view of Roberts and Blenkinsopp to that 

of Wildberger’s. That is, the speciality of the reversal between Lebanon and Carmel, both of which 

are fruitful yet chosen here as a rhetorical device, lies in their different natures – one as a fertile 

forest and the other a fertile land for growing crops or grazing. This fits within the context of vv.18-

24 where we find the people categorized into two different natures – the deaf and blind (v.18), the 

 
301 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 409, views these all as “essential part of the restorationist eschatological view”. 
302 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 110 notes this corresponds roughly to Deutero-Isaiah’s proclamation of the homecoming 
from the exile. Actually, the change of nature as a signal of the change of something important can be traced back to Gen 
3:8. 
303 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 110-11, refers to Lebanon as known for its fruitfulness (Ps 72:16; Nah 1:4; Isa 35:2) and 
cedars, while the withering of Carmel for YHWH’s punishment (Isa 33:9) hence changing from Carmel to a forest 
signifies fruitfulness.  
304 Cf. Roberts (First Isaiah, 377) writes “a transformation of the Lebanon and Mount Carmel, where the Lebanon 
becomes orchard land like Carmel, and Carmel becomes a forest land like Lebanon”, not totally clear of “exactly what 
that is intended to signify”, nor of “whether a simple renewal of fertility is what is implied”. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 
409 writes “Lebanon, noted for its cedars, will revert to the condition of fertile land for growing crops and grazing that 
existed before it was covered with trees, and fertile land (karmel, also in 10:18; 16:10; 32:15-16; 37:24) will be as 
common as scrubland or forest – in other words, agriculturally unprofitable land.” 
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humbled and the poor (v.19) as one, and the ruthless, scoffers and those watching to do evil (v.20) as 

the other. The exchange between them, therefore, signifies that something in their nature will be 

changed. 

The change in society level starts with ‘the deaf shall hear’ and ‘the eyes of the blind shall see’ 

(v.18). This is indeed a change by nature. The deaf and the blind appearing as the first group in 

vv.18-24 once again echo imperception as the key problem of society in vv.9-16. Though ‘the deaf’ 

does not occur earlier in vv.9-16, other words in v.18 refer back to vv.9-16. For an example, רפס ירבד  

links back to v.11, יניע  and םירוע  to vv.9-10, and ךשחמ  to vv.15-16.  

Then in vv.19 and 20-21 come two contrasting groups: the humble and the poor (v.19) versus the 

ruthless scoffers and those who watch to do evil (v.20-21). The elements in the two lines of v.19 are 

parallel with each other: ינויבאו/םיונע לארשי שודקב/הוהיב ;  and החמש... ופסיו/וליגי . The first pair embraces 

the vulnerable both in a religious/moral sense ( םיונע ) but also in an the economic/class sense 

( ינויבא ).305 The second pair denotes YHWH as the Holy One of Israel. The wordplay of החמש  and וליגי  

in the last pair echoes 9:2. There are also parallels in the three lines in v.20 where the verbs ספא הלכ ,  

and תרכ  are synonyms, and subjects ץירע ץל ,  and ןוא ידקש  are closely parallel. The three participles in 

v.21 illustrate evildoers of v.20. As noted by commentators, the three kinds of people in v.21 are all 

related to the “judicial arena.” 306 Roberts writes,  

these oppressors deprive the poor of their right in court… רבדב םדא יאיטחמ  refer to those who give 
an unfair verdict against the honest man in his lawsuit, ruling that he is in the wrong … חיכומלו 

ןושקי רעשב  … those who try to obstruct the work of anyone who attempts to arbitrate or intervene 
on behalf of the poor in a lawsuit at the city gate … and קידצ והתב וטיו  … blocking the party in 
the right from gaining justice through legal procedures.307  

The threefold repetition vividly calls to mind how the powerful, strong and the elite of society are 

oppressing the weak and what an unjust society that is. However, as YHWH reverses the situation, 

the people in v.19 who were vulnerable and of low-class will now find joy, while those in vv.20-21 

who were the powerful elite in the society will now be cut off, because YHWH, as their Holy One, 

comes to judge and rule with טפשׁמ .  

In v.22 a unique expression occurs. Commentators read it as an allusion to the rescue from 

Mesopotamian idolatry308 or the protection Abraham enjoyed according to Gen 12:10ff; 20.309 Many 

 
305 Roberts, First Isaiah, 378. 
306 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 114. 
307 Roberts, First Isaiah, 379. 
308 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 410. 
309 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 115.  
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commentators also read ‘his children’ in v.23 as a gloss, while Roberts views v.23 as originally 

suggesting “the return of the northern exiles to their homeland and a regrowth of the population of 

the north,” because he states ‘the house of Jacob’ refers to the northern kingdom.310 However, I am 

proposing that a better way to read vv.22-23 is to associate Abraham with the shame of Jacob and 

with ‘when he sees his children’. The Abraham tradition becomes more significant in the later parts 

of Isaiah (that is, in the exilic period and after). The association of the shame of Jacob and his 

children may also indicate the exilic period. God did indeed once redeem Abraham from his shame 

of having no children. Therefore, though the idea of the redemption of Abraham occurs nowhere else 

in Isaiah (or in the OT), it is deliberately chosen here as a rhetorical device to associate the shame of 

Jacob with ‘his children’, reflecting the exilic hope for the return of Judahites to their homeland with 

the regrowth of their population. Although being inserted in the current position in the context of 

Sennacherib’s crisis, this ancient account is an encouragement that though they were in a national 

crisis, if the people believe in YHWH, he will redeem them from the shame of having no 

children/people (that is, the destruction of the southern kingdom), just as God redeemed Abraham 

from the shame of having no children.  

Another rhetorical technique in v.23 is the twice repetition of hiphil ושידקי , with the parallel of ‘my 

name’ with ‘the Holy One of Jacob’ which emphasize ‘my name’ is ‘the Holy ( שודק ) One of Jacob’. 

Given YHWH as ‘the Holy One of Israel’ in v.19, the play on of שדק  and ושידקי  and יםש  brings out 

God’s accusation that “You call me ‘holy’, but do you act as if you really think I am holy?” 

This is followed by v.24 where people will get insight and understanding. חור  occurs previously in 

v.10 and הניב  in v. 14. Not only does v.24 contrast with vv.9-16 where people have no perception and 

where the wisdom, discernment and counsels of their own will all be perished or hidden, but also 

through its position right after the repetition of שדק  and ושידקי  emphasizes again the key to perception 

is honouring God as holy (cf. Isa 6).  

3.3.3 The Interconnectedness of Subsections of Isa 29 

Scholars debate over the authenticity of vv.5-8.311 It is widely agreed that vv.11-12 are a later 

commentary on vv.9-10,312 and that some of the language in vv.17-24 may be from the exilic period. 

 
310 Roberts, First Isaiah, 380. 
311 See the discussion and references in Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 66-69; Wong, “On ‘Visits’ and ‘Visions’,” 370-76. 
312 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 81; Fohrer, Jesaja. 2.24 - 39.3, 77-80; Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 269-74; Exum, “Of Broken 
Pots,” 347. 
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For example, ‘Abraham’ in v.22 occurs nowhere in the First Isaiah, but in the later part of the book, 

41:8; 51:2; 63:16.313 So does the word pair of deaf and blind of v.18 in 35:5; 42:7, 16-19; 43:8.314 

However, all these (whether  authentic from Isaiah or later additions) are not unfitting in Isa 29. The 

transition from YHWH’s attack against Jerusalem to the attack against His instrument, the Assyrian, 

is in line with Isaiah’s prophecy elsewhere (Isa 10 for example). As ambiguous as vv.11-12 are, this 

section functions as a transition from YHWH as responsible for their imperception to their 

imperception as their own responsibility. Similarly, though it seems odd to have here Abraham’s sole 

occurrence in the First Isaiah, it serves as an effective rhetorical device.  

Besides, though subsections of Isa 29 may have different origins, or even look discrete from each 

other, it is noteworthy that if any part of it were missing it would not form a complete rhetorical unit. 

For example, if there was not vv.1-8, it would have been more difficult to trace what rhetorical 

situation evokes the sayings in vv.9-16; if not vv.9-16, then the threat in vv.1-8 would have been 

presented to us without a reproach, which is usually not the case;315 if not vv.17-24, we would have 

been left with no hope for a promising future. Therefore, it is the combination of all these three 

subsections that forms a complete rhetorical unit. 

3.3.4 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 29 

The role of the imperception theme in Isa 29 is closely related to its rhetorical situation. Thus I will 

address the latter before the former. 

In vv.1-5abβ, we have seen the Ariel under siege, while v.10 mentions the imperceptive prophets and 

seers, vv.13-14 mention this people’s insincere piety, the wisdom of the wise men or discernment of 

the discerning, and v.15 those who hide deep from YHWH their counsel. The rhetorical situation that 

evokes these verses thus may be that the prophets, seers, wise men and the discerning have all 

offered their advice to the political leaders at the time of this siege crisis as described in vv.1-5abβ. 

This utterance demonstrates that their advice is based on their deluded perception and insincere 

piety.  

In the reversal passage, the root שדק  occurs four times (twice in adjective form in v.19, 23 and twice 

in hiphil form in v.23), emphasizing YHWH as the holy one and the need of this people to honour 

Him. This again indicates a rhetorical situation of people not sanctifying YHWH or his name. This is 

 
313 Roberts, First Isaiah, 379. Cf. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 410; Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 115. 
314 Roberts, First Isaiah, 376. 
315 Cf. Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 67. 
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actually what the people are doing in vv.13-14 and v.16 where though the word שדק  itself does not 

appear, there exists the concept of their disregard of God as their Holy One.  

From the perspective of a context wider than ch. 29 itself, we see ch. 29 falling between ch. 28 and 

ch. 30, where  the former mentions their covenant with death and agreement with Sheol and the latter 

accuses them of having covenant or agreement with Egypt. This locates ch. 29 in the historical 

setting of 701 BCE Sennacherib’s crisis, which fits what we find as the rhetorical situation from ch. 

29 itself. Their seeking help from Egypt is a deluded and imperceptive act. It neither reflects  sincere 

piety towards God, nor reliance on or fear of YHWH their God. According to Isa 36-37, this siege by 

Sennacherib was finally lifted by YHWH’s intervention when Hezekiah finally showed true 

penitence towards and reliance on YHWH, and treated him as who He is, the holy one. This picture 

fits the instant change initiated by YHWH’s intervention in vv.5bβ-8. 

Therefore, the siege and the lifting of it in vv.1-8, together with chs. 28 and 30, and the content about 

imperception and perception in vv.9-24 together identify the rhetorical situation of ch. 29 as when 

Judah is in the midst of Sennacherib’s attack. All the prophets, seers, wise and discerning men who 

should have been able to give perceptive advice (that is, to have faith on YHWH their holy God), 

offer advice based on their deluded imperception, their self-deceiving vision, wisdom and 

discernment.  

In Isa 29,vv.9-10 talk about the hardening from YHWH and vv.17-24 speak of a reversal of 

imperception. Besides, vv.9-16 are all related to the imperception theme. As for vv.1-8, even though 

the main theme is the threat against Jerusalem and that against nations, there is also some hint of 

imperception in vv.7-8.316 More importantly, vv.1-8 function to define the rhetorical situation of the 

sayings in vv.9-16. Moreover, the transition from the threat against Jerusalem to the deliverance for 

them in vv.1-8 have something in common with the reversal from imperception to perception in 

vv.9-24. In addition, vv.22-24 indicates the purpose of all those sayings in Isa 29: the woe-sayings, 

the accusations and the reversal all aim to lead this people from imperception to perception so as to 

treat God and His name as holy. In such ways, Isa 29 is a unity, a complete rhetorical unit rather than 

a collection of different sayings, calling upon their perception. 

 
316 Exum, “Of Broken Pots,” 346. 
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3.3.5 Summary 

As is shown above, Isa 29 is a rhetorical unit, provoked into existence because of a rhetorical 

situation in the time of the Sennacherib’s 701 BCE siege of Jerusalem city. The very people who 

should have been perceptive in order to offer sound advice about having faith in YHWH, were 

themselves deluded because of their lack of real faith in, reliance on and fear of YHWH their God.  

This chapter has been focused on the (im)perception theme, and the associated rhetorical strategies 

echo this. Examples of these also are very much perception involved, like the sound rhythm, 

alliteration, assonance, repetition of similar or same words or similar sounding words, etc., as well as 

the visual theophany scene and the visual similes. These strategies themselves denote the importance 

of perception, satirizing the people, including the prophets, seers, wise and discerning men, and 

political leaders who are accused of the lack of real perception in the time of national crisis.  

The reversal in vv.17-24 is instantaneous just like the instantaneous change from threat in vv. 1-5abα 

to the deliverance in vv.5bβ-8. This instantaneous change will once again demonstrate YHWH as the 

Holy One of Israel and lead them into their honouring Him and his name. 

3.4 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 30 

In Isa 30 the passages most relevant to the imperception theme and perception are respectively vv.8-

17 where Judahites are accused as ‘stubborn children’ refusing to see visions and hear teachings 

( תרות ) from YHWH their God, and vv.20-21 where they will see their teacher ( ךירומ ).  

3.4.1 A Literary- Thematic Analysis of Isa 30:8-17, 20-21 

התע  at the beginning of v.7 relates vv.8-17 to vv.1-7 where Judahites are accused of going down to 

Egypt for an alliance and help, which is not from YHWH or his Spirit. This will only turn out to be a 

shame and disgrace, in spite of all the efforts, the cost and the danger of this journey. Vv.8-17 are set 

in a rhetorical situation where Judah is in a great crisis which exceeds the danger that the lioness and 

the lion, the adder and the flying fiery serpent may have brought to them on the journey from 

Jerusalem to Egypt. Thus, Wildberger regards the danger from Assyria in 30:1-7 as greater than 

those in 19:1ff (at the time of the conflict between Sargon and Osorkon IV) and 18:1ff (at the time of 

the rebellion of Ashdod, i.e., 713-711 BCE), hence the former dating later than the latter; and the 

alliance with Egypt in ch. 30 is similar to the ‘covenant with death’ or ‘pact with Sheol’ in 28:15.317 

 
317 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 123, 134. 
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This is at the time of Hezekiah’s rebellion from 705-701 BCE. Now, what is implicitly referred to in 

chs. 28-29 has become explicit in chs. 30-31. 

The similarities between these two passages, along with some other issues in them, shed light on the 

specifics of the theme of perception and imperception in Isa. 30. The two important similarities 

between vv.8-17 and 20-21 are as follows. Firstly, the ‘instruction’ ( הרות ) in v.9 and ‘your teacher’ 

( ךירומ ) in v.20 share the same cognate הרי . The verbs for both the instruction and teacher are sensory 

verbs, respectively עומש  (v.9) and תואר  (v.20). Secondly, both passages mention ‘the way’ ( ךרד ). 

While vv.8-17 say the addressees encourage the seers and prophets to leave the way of YHWH 

(v.11), vv.20-21 indicate they will walk on the right way under the teacher’s guidance (v.21). Beuken 

proposes about v. 11, in light of ‘leave’ ( ורוס ) of v.11 as a cognate of ‘stubborn children’ ( םיררוס ) of 

v.1, and of the contents of vv.1-5, 6-7: “the addressees are actually branding their own expedition to 

Egypt as a departure from the way of YHWH.”318 That is to say, in v.11, there is a contrast between 

the addressees’ own way of coalition with Egypt and YHWH’s way. Concerning the way in v.21, 

Beuken proposes its dual horizon, encompassing both the literal and metaphorical senses, 

respectively referring to the way of the exodus from Egypt into the promised land in their salvation 

history and to the lifestyle according to the torah.319  

The other key issues are as follows. First, as noted by commentators, ךירומ  is unique as a name for 

YHWH.320 The hiphil verbal form of הרי  occurs in 28:26 and the analysis of Isa 28 presents two 

choices for the addressees to take, either following the example of northern kingdom, not listening to 

God’s instruction, or following that of farmers, being attentive to God’s teaching. In Isa 29 the 

prophets and seers, the wise and discerning who should have been perceptive to offer insightful 

advice at the time of national crisis only come up with human plans which hide from YHWH. 

Following that YHWH has taught the farmers in 28:23-29, and that he is wiser than the Jerusalem 

leaders in 29:9-16, here, in Isa 30 addressing YHWH as the teacher is deliberate so as to emphasize 

that he will, and only he can, show the right way (cf. the way suggested by political and religious 

leaders of Jerusalem in 28:14-22; 30:1-7). Besides, the imperception passage, vv.8-17, is set in a 

context of judgment, while the perception passage, vv.20-21, are in a context of salvation, with v.18 

functioning as a transitional verse from judgment to salvation through repeating the root ןנח  in v.18 

( םכננחל ) and v.19 ( ךנחי ןונח ). Moreover, the significance of perception can be seen in vv.8-17, 18, 19-

 
318 Beuken, “Isaiah 30”, 375. 
319 Ibid., 379-380.  
320 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 174; Watts, Isaiah 1-33, 400. 
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25. In vv.8-17 the unwillingness to heed (vv. 9-11, 12, 16) is the very reason for God’s judgment 

(vv.13-14, 17). In vv.19-25, the perception is to be specific, God will hear their prayers and their 

eyes will see God their teacher, coming ahead of all the other blessings. In v.18, waiting applies to 

both YHWH and the addressees. The former waits to be gracious to the addressees, which may be 

read as YHWH waiting for the addressees’ repentance to heed YHWH’s instruction and words which 

they did not do in vv.8-17. The latter wait for YHWH’s mercy, which may suggest their attentive 

waiting.  

3.4.2 The Imperception Theme in Isa 30:8-17 

I will illustrate the development of the imperception theme in vv.8-17 by examining the serious 

judgment and their imperception as the reasons that cause this judgement. 

3.4.2.1 The Seriousness and Completeness of the Judgment 

The seriousness and completeness of the judgment can be seen from the similes utilized in vv.13-14 

and the comparisons in v.17. Vv.13-14, through “an enclosed simile, or a simile within a simile”, 

present the result of their despising of God’s word (v.12) as like the breaking of a wall (cracking, 

falling, bulging, and breaking) which in turn is like the breaking of a pot (breaking, smashing, 

fragments, and sherds).321 As Exum writes, the second simile, in which not a small shred could be 

found useful, “dramatizes the utter completeness of the shattering in a way the first could not 

have.”322 Thus, these two similes, which, as O. Kaiser writes, “are comprehensive without 

explanation, show how complete the judgment will be”.323 Similarly, in spite of leaving room for a 

remnant, “the two comparisons” in v.17, as Wildberger states, “illustrate again the dead aim that 

Isaiah takes when coming up with his metaphors”,324 hence they also present a complete judgement. 

I will illustrate this by looking more closely at the rhetorical devices employed here.  

3.4.2.2 Imperception as the Reasons of Serious Judgment 

Having made the point of the seriousness and completeness of the judgments in vv.13-14, 17, we 

now turn to examine the reasons for these judgements.  

In vv.9-11, this rebellious people are defined as םישחכ םינב  and הוהי תרות עומש ובא אל םינב  (v.9), 

followed by a clause led by רשא  (vv.10-11). In vv.9-10 the negative אל  is used with parts of the verbs 

 
321 Exum, “Of Broken Pots,” 334. 
322 Ibid., 335. 
323 Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 296. 
324 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 163. 
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עמש האר ,  and הזח  (vv.9-10) to indicate their imperception, and the successive use of the root for 

hearing ( עמש ), seeing ( האר  and הזח ) and for speaking ( רבד ) denotes the relationship of seeing, 

speaking and hearing. Ironically, seers are asked not to see, visionaries not to have visions (v.10) – 

not the root איבנ  but הזח  is used to “exploit the notion of seeing,”325 – they are requested not to 

perform the very functions that their roles exist for. The quotations in vv.10-11are unlikely to be 

what they actually said, but are rather cases of the Isaianic irony of attribution, that is, “the ironic 

quotation of words or ascription of thoughts to others,”326 to reveal the nature of “their attitude”.327 

All these present to us a people unwilling to hear God’s instruction and to know God’s vision as seen 

and envisioned by seers or visionaries.  

Then in v.12, וילע ונעשתו זולנו קשעב וחטבתו  הזה רבדב םכסאמ ןעי   (“Because you refuse328 this word, and 

trust in crooked ways and perverseness and rely on them), while Wildberger reads ‘this word’ as “a 

reference to a particular message delivered by the prophet, in which he called the hearers to trust;”329 

Kaiser proposes that “Formally, ‘this’ word’… seems to refer to the instruction of YHWH mentioned 

in v.9. But in substance, it seems like v.15, to sum up the whole message of pre-exilic prophets.”330 

In the current context, both the specific and general reference of ‘this word’ makes sense. The same 

is true of the instruction of YHWH in v.9. Besides, Wildberger states, סאמ  (reject) as an antonym of 

רחב  (choose) links with the connotation that “as the chosen people of God, Israel cannot afford to 

reject the word of God…[and] conveys the same idea … עומש ובא אל ”.331 Moreover, שקע  (crooked 

ways), as a play on ‘way’ here, links to v.11 and to vv.1-5, 6-7 perfectly. It makes the point again: 

going down to Egypt is a crooked way, deviating from YHWH’s way. Besides, the word זולנ  

(intrigue), all of whose occurrences are “in wisdom texts or texts influenced by wisdom”,332 calls to 

mind their self-deceiving wisdom like 29:15. Moreover, are not ‘crooked ways’ and ‘intrigues’ in 

v.12 parallel to what they hope to see and hear in v.10, that is, the smoothing falsehoods ( תוקלח ) and 

deceptions ( תולתהמ )? Therefore, unlike most commentators who demarcate vv.8-11 and vv.12-14 as 

two separate units,333 I read vv.12-14 together with vv.9-11, with v.12 further summarizing their 

attitude elaborated in vv.9-11, and thus it is the reproaches of vv.9-11 and 12 that result in the 

 
325 Roberts, First Isaiah, 389. 
326 Good, Irony, 121.  
327 Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 294. 
328 Note that this is an infinitive construct with suffix, not a finite qal. See GKC 61d. 
329 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 151. 
330 Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 295. 
331 Wildberger vol.3, 151. 
332 Ringgren, “ זוּל ” in TDOT 7: 478. Note that this form is a niphal participle of luz, but functioning here as a noun. 
333 Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 292-3; Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 139-148. 
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judgment of vv.13-14. The reproach of vv.9-11 makes clear their attitude of unwillingness to hear 

God’s instruction and see God’s teaching while v.12 further summarizes this attitude. Since the verbs 

in v.12 used with ‘crooked ways and intrigues’ are וחטבתו  and ונעשתו , which are synonyms, we can 

then conclude from the development from vv.9-11 to v.12 that the imperception theme is related to 

their false trust, which is manifested in their not choosing the way of YHWH, but their own way of 

going down to Egypt for help. 

Finally, in vv.15-16, which is led by a messenger formula, we see a form of thesis (v.15), a two-fold 

antithesis (v.16aα, 16ba), with their corresponding consequences (v.16aβ, v.16bβ), and a concluding 

consequence (v.17). The contrast between the thesis and the antithesis is that the former suggests 

‘returning and rest’, ‘quietness and trust’ while the latter is about trying to ‘run fast’ and ‘be swift’. 

As Wildberger observes, v.15 calls to mind the ideology of Holy War, in which Israelites are called 

to trust YHWH and be still to see YHWH alone fights for them (cf. Deut 20:3f; Exod 14:13f).334 The 

twofold antithesis illustrates the obstinacy and rebellion of the addressees in refusing to listen to 

YHWH’s word. The wordplays on סונ  and on לק  in v.16, both juxtaposing two uses of the same word 

with ironic implications,335 and the recurrence of סונ  in v.17, satirize the vanity of the addressees’ 

efforts. We see again here that it is their refusal to listen to YHWH’s word that causes the judgment, 

and that the theme of perception is related again to trusting in YHWH. In such ways, vv.15-16 

function as a specific example of the reproaches of vv.9-11, 12.336  

Finally, it is noteworthy that in these three reproaches (vv.9-11, 12, 15-16), the ‘Holy One of Israel’ 

as the name of YHWH is taken to highlight the seriousness of these oracles and of their guilt of 

unwillingness to heed. 

To conclude, we see in vv.8-17 that very serious and complete judgements for the addressees are 

caused by their imperception. To be more specific, it is their unwillingness to heed YHWH’s 

instructions or word, which manifests in their distrust of YHWH and in their self-deceiving trust in 

their own crooked ways and plans.  

3.4.3 Summary 

We have now examined 1) the rhetorical situation of 30:8-17, 20-21; 2) the similarities vv.8-17 and 

vv.20-21, which share the root הרי , and the concept of ‘the way’; 3) the term ךירומ  as an unique name 

 
334 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 159-163. 
335 Goods, Irony, 121. 
336 Cf. Childs, Isaiah, 224. 
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for YHWH, but deliberately fitting in the development from Isa 28-30; 4) the setting of vv.8-17 and 

vv.20-21 respectively in judgment and salvation with v.18 as a transition which applies waiting both 

to YHWH and the addressees; 5) the perception that YHWH as the teacher is the primary blessing in 

the period of salvation; and 6) the imperception theme as the very reason for the serious and 

complete judgements in vvv.8-17, in which the imperception is related to the people’s unwillingness 

to heed YHWH’s teaching, either His word or vision. It is also related to their lack of trust in 

YHWH, and to their choice of their own crooked ways and plans which will only come to naught. 

The last five aspects help us to conclude that in Isa 30, through the theme of perception and 

imperception, the prophet and redactors aim to persuade listeners or readers that it is paramount to be 

perceptive, and that to get perception is to follow his teaching including words and visions which 

may not be smooth but are true, to choose God’s way, and to trust in him. The first aspect helps us to 

identify the rhetorical situation of Isa 30 as at the time of Hezekiah’s rebellion against Assyria, 

which is implicit in chs. 28-29 but now explicit in chs. 30-31. It is when this rhetorical situation is 

made explicit that we come to the explicit relating of the theme of perception with trust in God and 

choosing God’s way, and the imperception theme with trust in their own effort of allying with Egypt. 

Thus, we see the development of the theme of perception and imperception closely related to its 

rhetorical situation. 

3.5 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 32 

In Isa 32, the theme of perception occurs in a passage concerning a just and righteous king. I will 

illustrate in the following that 32:1-8 function as a climax to ch. 28-31 in the relationship of טפשׁמ  

and הקדצ  with the shelter, water and rock images in 32:1-2, and in the relationship of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  

with the theme of perception in vv.3-8.  

The emphasis on leaders’ טפשׁמ  and קדצ/הקדצ  occurs previously in Isaiah in 1:21-27; 4:2-6; 9:5-6; 

11:1-9; 16:4-5. Here, 32:2-8 elaborate the characteristics of the reign of a just and righteous king. 

Firstly, in v.2, with the imagery of a shelter from storm and heat, and of water in a parched land and 

of a shade of a rock, the text underlines the “security and prosperity” under such a reign.337 The 

shelter imagery contrasts linguistically with 28:17 where the shelter/refuge of lies will be swept away 

by hail and waters in the midst of an overflowing scourge, and thematically with 30:1-7; 31:1-3 

where Egypt is useless as a shelter (which is implicitly in 28:15-22; 29:15).338 The rock imagery 

 
337 Watts, Isaiah 1-33, 412. 
338 Cf. Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 471. 
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recalls 31:9 which mentions the rock of Assyria will pass away in terror, hence a symbol of security. 

The water imagery symbolizes God’s provision, contrasting the water imagery in 28:15-22 which is 

a destructive overwhelming flood. The character of this just and righteous king and reign, through 

the shelter, water and rock images, relates to, yet contrasts with, the political leaders and the enemy 

Assyria of Judahites in chs. 28-31. In such a way, 32:2 functions as a climax and contrast to chs. 28-

31. 

Secondly, in vv.3-4, during the just and righteous reign, the people will have perception from the 

perspectives of eyes, ears, hearts and tongues (cf. ch.6 also mentions all these four aspects), because 

of which, among them there will be no confusion of the fool with the noble, the knave with the 

honourable. Besides, the characteristics of the fool, the knave and the noble are further explained in 

vv.6-8. The fool, with “foolish speech, a mind dedicated to wickedness, an ungodly lifestyle and by 

heresy spoken against YHWH,”339 deprives the hungry of their food and the thirsty of their water, 

while the knave is characterized by their evil weapons and wicked plans against the poor and needy. 

They are both a harm to the society, especially to the defenceless, and are opposite to טפשׁמ  and הקדצ . 

By contrast, the noble person / ruler plans for noble things. According to Conrad, the root for 

‘noble’, בדנ  means basically “prove oneself freely willing”,340 which, as Watts understands, connotes 

that a noble “has no ulterior motive … can deal objectively, thinking in ways that are not dictated by 

his personal interests.”341 Thus, unlike the fool and knave who are opposite to the טפשׁמ  and הקדצ , the 

noble people are in the same line of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ . That is to say, the fool and knave are related to 

injustice and unrighteousness while the noble to טפשׁמ  and הקדצ . Therefore, we see the connection of 

טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  with perception here in 32:1-8. Like 32:2, the connection of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  with 

perception here in 32:1-8 is also a climax of chs. 28-31. As we know, preceding ch. 32, in the 

passages that accuse Jerusalem leaders of their folly, there is the reference to טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  (28:5-6; 

29:16), whereas the renewal passage in ch. 29, v.18 concerns perception, and vv.20-21 the removal 

of unrighteousness and injustice – the prophecy of the elimination of the insolent, the arrogant and 

evildoers (v.20) is followed by accusation of injustice and unrighteousness in the “judicial arena” 

(v.21).  

 
339 Watts, Isaiah 1-33, 413. 
340 Conrad, “ בדנ ” in TDOT 8: 220. 
341 Watts, Isaiah 1-39, 413. 
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The role of ch.32 as a climax to 28-31 is also supported by the sequence from chs. 28-32 which is 

like chs. 10-11.342 Thus, the close and explicit association of טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  with the theme of 

perception here in 32:1-8, the climax of chs. 28-31, is deliberate and meaningful. This association 

reminds us of Isa 11, where perception is the characteristic of the just and righteous king himself 

(11:3). However, here the perception is extended to be the character of the people under the reign of 

this just and righteous king.  

This development of the theme is closely related to the rhetorical situation of 32:1-8. In chs. 28-31, 

we have seen the imperception and delusion of the political leaders, religious leaders, the wise and 

the discerning in the society have led Judahites into plots, plans, alliance against YHWH, and 

abandoning a faith and reliance on YHWH, which will only result in their destruction. It is under 

such a rhetorical situation that 32:1-8 emphasizes that only the reign of just and righteous king and 

the perception of the whole society can bring hope to Judah.   

3.6 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 33 

It is necessary to investigate the nature(s) of perception in ch.33 – is it physical, metaphorical, 

intellectual, or a combination of them all? – and why this theme is picked up in this way in ch.33. I 

will examine every occurrence of (im)perception in Isa 33 and then give an overview of the chapter’s 

content. From that I will infer the rhetorical situation of ch.33, and finally conclude with what 

rhetorical purpose the emphasis on the combination of physical and intellectual seeing/hearing aims 

to serve in such a rhetorical situation. 

3.6.1 The Structure of Isa 33 

It is well observed that there are a variety of genres intertwined in Isa 33, which lack a smooth flow 

of the text. For example, Herman Gunkel wrote “whoever reads a text such as this for the first time 

 
342Though the יוה  in 10:1 resumes the woe-oracles of ch.5 while here in 32:,1 the ןה  breaks the יוה  oracle that runs from 
28:1-33:1. 

reproaches of and judgements upon Judah’s sins judgment upon Assyria the righteous ruler 
10:1-4 10:12-19, 33-34 11:1-9 
28:1-30:7 31:8-9 32:1-8 
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will keep staring at the text, bewildered and clueless, as before an unsolvable puzzle.”343 The flow of 

ch. 33 can be presented as follows.  

v.1             woe against the destroyer 
v.2              plea for God’s salvation 
vv.3-6        expression of certainty  
vv.7-9       lament for their miserable situation 
vv.10-12 YHWH’s response to their lament:  
                assuring of his rising up to save which indicates his judgment upon their enemies 
[v.13 God’s might is to be heard from afar and near, linking vv.10-12 (people from afar) and vv.14-
16 (people from near)] 
[vv.14-16 inner self-examination among Zion community] 
vv.17-24 the security of Zion after YHWH’s response to their plea and lament and after their internal 
examination  

From a position of faith, they announced woe to the destroyer (v.1). For YHWH is their saviour (v.2 

plea + vv.3-6 acknowledgment of YHWH’s might and the blessings from him). This sub-unit ends 

up with YHWH’s exaltation and dwelling on height.  

This is then followed by a lament about their miserable situation (vv.7-9). In response to their 

lament, YHWH assures them of his rising up to save (v.10), which is manifested through judgment 

over their enemies (vv.11-12). By calling people from far and near to hear and know YHWH’s 

might, v.13 leads into vv.14-16, the inner self-examination among the Zion community.344 Here, the 

entrance liturgy, similar to Pss.15 and 24, is applied to underscore YHWH’s holiness,345 which is in 

line with his judgement. Even though the genre of vv.14-16 is different from the preceding, it is 

appropriate to have these contrasting fates between the godless and the righteous before coming into 

the depiction of the final vision of YHWH’s rule (vv.17-24).346 This sub-unit ends with YHWH’s 

dwelling on high (v.16).  

Finally, in vv.17-24, ch.33 is concluded with YHWH the king dwelling in Zion which will no longer 

be a city of insecurity with insolent people (vv.18347-19), but one of stability and security (as the 

images in vv.20b-21, 23 show). Besides, while the sinners in Zion trembled in v.14, here are 

 
343 The change of person is tricky: v.1 spoken to the destroyer (2ms for the destroyer); vv.2-4 to YHWH (2ms for 
YHWH, 1cp for Judahites in v.2, hence the prophet identifies with Judahites as supplicators in v.2 and as those 
acknowledging YHWH’s might), vv.5-6 about YHWH (3ms for YHWH, 2mp for Judahites in v.6, as if it is the prophet 
speaks to Judahites about YHWH). 
344 In contrast to the ‘Zion-gentile division’ in vv.1-13. Cf. Williamson, The Book, 223. 
345 cf. Childs, Isaiah, 247. 
346 Cf. Williamson, The Book, 223. 
347 Here I take Childs’ comments that ‘the one in charge of the towers’ signifies ‘military power’, and ‘the weigher of 
tribute’ denotes ‘a peace negotiated through treaties’, see Childs, Isaiah, 249. They represent respectively the threat 
Judahites were facing and the solutions that they took to overcome the threat in ch. 28-31. However, here in 32:18, by the 
rhetorical questions, the point is made that there will be neither these threats, nor their foolish and death-provoking 
solutions. 
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announced the forgiveness of their sins and their freedom from sickness (v.24). Therefore, in contrast 

to Williamson who reads vv.17-24 as an extended development of vv.10-12 (13), YHWH’s response 

to their lament, I argue that vv.17-24 are the conclusion of the whole ch. 33 because YHWH does not 

only assure them of salvation and security from foreign enemies but also from their own sins and 

sickness. It thus illustrates the positive vision of the divine rule. The text reaches its climax in v.22 

where YHWH is recognized as the judge (v.11-12, 14a), lawgiver (vv.14b-15), king (vv.17-22) and 

saviour (vv.23-24).  

In summary, ch. 33 as a whole can be taken as an assurance of salvation to the Judahites who are 

lamenting their miserable situation and pleading to YHWH for salvation. Through his response of 

judging Judah’s enemies (which also causes awe and internal examination among the Judahites), 

YHWH will be exalted and dwell on high. To be exact, he will dwell as a king in Jerusalem.  

3.6.2 Rhetorical Situation of Isa 33 

It is not difficult to infer from above that the rhetorical situation of ch. 33 is that addressees are 

lamenting their miserable situation and pleading to YHWH. This is a multidimensional rhetorical 

situation. It could be at the time of the Assyrian siege of 701 BCE when Hezekiah finally repents and 

appeals to God (Isa 36), with the destroyer/traitor in v.1 identified as Assyria.348 Or, it could be at the 

end of exile, when Israelites have been lamenting and waiting for YHWH’s bringing them back to 

Jerusalem, with Babylon as the destroyer. Williamson argues persuasively that ch. 33 belongs to 

Deutero-Isaiah’s edition of the oracles of the prophet Isaiah to effect the transition to chs. 40-55, and 

assumes an exilic date and situation. In particular, his two most persuasive and related arguments 

here are i) the shape of ch. 33, namely the assurance of salvation provided as a  response to the 

people’s lament, which is characteristic of chs. 40-55, and found nowhere else in First Isaiah, and ii) 

the theme of ’YHWH as king’ occurring in the setting of salvation (41:21; 43:15; 44:6; 52:7).349 

Childs is correct in proposing the multidimensional identity of the destroyer.350 Although there are 

deliberate links with chs. 40-55, we should not deny the connection of ch.33 with the preceding 

sections. This is exactly the reason why ch.33 is regarded as a “mirror text” (Spiegeltext) by 

Beuken,351 a hinge-chapter by Sweeney, or one of the triptychs in Isa – the other two being chs. 34-

 
348 Webb, Isaiah, 139. That its close parallel occurs nowhere else in Isaiah than 21:2 which refers to Babylon leads 
scholars to identify it as Babylon here as well, cf. Williamson, The Book, 222. However, as Childs (Isaiah, 426) 
acknowledges, that judgment will fall upon the one who destroys recalls 10:12 and 14:24ff referring to Assyria. 
349 Williamson, The Book, 221-31.  
350 Childs, Isaiah, 426. 
351 Beuken, “Jesaja 33 als Spiegeltext im Jesajabuch”, EThL 67 (1991): 5-35. 
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35 (“a proto-apocalyptic writing”) and 36-39 (“an extended prose narrative”) – each in its own way 

bridging chs. 1-32 with chs. 40-55.352 The emphasis on ‘YHWH as king’  in ch.33 is preceded by a 

just and righteous king in 32:1-8 where there is no indication of his identity, nor is there any hint of 

him as one from the Davidic line like 9:6 and 11:1, but there is an emphasis on טפשׁמ  and הקדצ  and 

the extension of perception to the people. Thus, we see chs.28-33, developing from imperceptive and 

deluded political leaders or Assyrians (ch.28-31) first to a king whose rule will bring perception to 

the public, yet who is not identified (ch.32), then to YHWH as the king. Therefore, the content of ch. 

33, and its connection with the preceding sections vindicates Sennacherib’s siege in 701BCE as its 

rhetorical situation, while its close link with Deutero-Isaiah may also support the exilic application of 

the prophet Isaiah’s message, in which case, the end of exilic time becomes its new rhetorical 

situation. 

3.6.3 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 33 

In ch. 33, the usage of the verbs האר  (vv.15b, 17b, 19, 20), הזח  (vv.17a, 20) and עמש  (vv.15b, 19) 

leads us into a distinction between what they will not see/hear – evil or bloodshed (v.15), insolent 

people or obscure speech (v.19) –and what they will see – the King in His beauty, the land stretching 

afar, and Zion/Jerusalem (vv.17-24). Most of the references to perception or imperception here can 

be understood in the literal sense, whereas the idea of physically seeing the king (v.17), (who is 

YHWH according to v.22) sounds weird/strange. However, the idea of physical seeing is 

complicated, because of metaphorical, and even mythological, elements. I will argue that the 

physical seeing in ch.33 is used metaphorically, which applies to both seeing the city Zion/Jerusalem 

and seeing YHWH. 

Concerning seeing Zion/Jerusalem in vv.20-21, we are invited to see by an exclamatory הזח  

(‘behold’), and then הניארת ךיניע  (‘your eyes will see’) begins the description of this city Zion. On the 

one hand, the visible images of an immovable tent (v.20) and of a place of ‘broad rivers’ (v.21) echo 

this invitation to behold and to see (v.20a), which is thus a physical seeing. On the other hand, the 

descriptions of both images highlight the stability and security of the future Zion.353 ‘No stakes will 

ever be plucked up, nor will any of its cords be broken’ enhances the immovability of the ‘tent’ – an 

image familiar to the nomadic Israel. Similarly, in the broad rivers ‘no galley with oars can go, nor 

majestic ship can pass’, denoting there will not be threat from outside Zion. It is noteworthy that 

 
352 Thompson, “Vision, Reality and Worship: Isa 33,” 331.d 
353 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 304-05. 
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‘broad rivers’ in Zion (v.21a) probably belong to the mythological language used in the Zion 

tradition (cf. Ps. 46:5 [v.4]). This means that the prophet is employing the concepts of that tradition 

in order to adopt its assurances of God’s help and the security he gives.354 Therefore, seeing the 

future Zion calls for using our eyes, indicating a physical seeing, though simultaneously this is 

interwoven with mythological elements, indicating a metaphorical seeing. It is probable that the 

future Zion might not be precisely the same as what is described here in vv.17-24 in the literal sense 

– Zion is by no means surrounded by ‘broad rivers’ – but the literal description is employed 

metaphorically to highlight the future Zion’s characteristics of stability and security. 

With regards to seeing YHWH, on the one hand, v.17 reads “your eyes will see the king in his 

beauty.” The employment of ךיניע  calls for the physical seeing with eyes. As Wildberger comments, 

“When the reign of God arrives…God will remain hidden no longer…It will not be merely a few 

select people such as Moses who can see God with their own eyes…Israel as a whole will have the 

privilege.”355 Besides, v.17 shares some commonality with 6:1-5. In 6:5, we have ואר תואבצ הוהי ךלמה 

יניע  (‘my eyes have seen the king YHWH the hosts’), while in 33:17, ךיניע הניזחת ויפיב ךלמ  (‘king in 

his beauty your eyes will see’). It may mean the people will have a vision like Isaiah’s. Moreover, in 

the context of ch.33, we have ויפיב ךלמ  (‘king in his beauty’) in v.17, and הוהי רידא  (‘the majesty of 

YHWH’) in v.21, while we have ודובכ  in 6:3.356 In contrast to דבכ  which is an abstract word, יפי  refers 

to ‘outward appearance,’357 that is, the physical beauty. Therefore, seeing YHWH in his beauty here 

draws on a physical seeing. However, on the other hand, v.18 employs war imagery, which is the 

threat the historical Judahites often experienced. This connects with the heart and the understanding, 

bestowing an intellectual dimension looking back to v.17. Besides, the recalling of Isaiah’s vision of 

YHWH as king (6:1-5) may also mean that they will see the effect of YHWH reigning as king. 

Therefore, seeing YHWH in his beauty calls for our physical seeing, though interwoven with 

intellectual understanding. 

In summary, the theme of perception and imperception is picked up in its physical sense in ch.33, 

though complicated and related to its metaphorical and intellectual senses –there is a subtle, or 

nuanced, relationship between the literal and the metaphorical. 

 
354 It is an important reassertion of this assurance following an assertion of the promise of security to Zion in 31:4-5 in 
view of texts like 28:14-22 and 29:1-4 where a false trust in Zion is exposed and judgment, instead of protection, is 
announced against Zion. 
355 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 300-01. 
356 Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 266-67, reads the fulfilment of YHWH’s glory upon the whole earth in light of Pss 19:1; 
29:1f; 24:8ff etc. 
357 Ringgren, “ יפי ”, in TDOT.6: 218-19.  
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3.6.4 Summary 

It is in a rhetorical situation where the addressees are lamenting their miserable situation and 

pleading to YHWH, (which may be at Sennacherib’s siege in 701BCE or after the event of 587 

BCE), that the prophet is prompted to assure them of YHWH’s salvation. On the one hand, the 

emphasis on the physical seeing and hearing, and the distinction between not seeing/hearing 

(bloodshed and wickedness) and seeing/hearing (the beauty of YHWH and the security of Jerusalem) 

thus function rhetorically to enhance the assurance of a peaceful and secure future. This is not merely 

a consolation, but a certain future reality which they will see/hear in actuality - and in that future, 

they will see/hear no more wickedness, sins or sickness. On the other hand, it is noteworthy that this 

physical seeing is interwoven with metaphorical and intellectual aspects. This means that this future 

may not be necessarily as literally precise as the description in ch. 33. However, the essence of the 

stability and security of the future Zion and the understanding of YHWH’s beauty as he reigns 

amongst them, are surely to be the same. 

3.7 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 34-35  

In chs. 34-35, the so-called ‘the little apocalypse,’358 we see how the theme of perception recurs  in 

the invitation to nations to hear ( רמש ) in 34:1, in seeing YHWH’s glory in 35:2 and in the reversal of 

the infirmities in 35:5. I will explore the question of whether perception in 34:1 and 35:5 should be 

understood in a physical sense or in a more intellectual/spiritual sense, and then why the theme of 

perception is picked up in this way in chs. 34-35. I will first investigate the rhetorical situation, and 

the place and function of Isa 34-35, before delving into the theme of perception. 

3.7.1 Rhetorical Situation of Isa 34-35 

A consideration of the contents of chs.34-35 will help identify the rhetorical situations. Though ch.34 

starts with judgment against nations, it is then mainly concerned with judgment against Edom. Ch.35 

anticipates revival and salvation for Zion. Both chapters announce the coming of the avenging God 

in judgment (34:1-4; 35:4), and the fate of Edom contrasts with that of Judah. This is explained 

pictorially through a contrast between the desertification and revivification of dry land.359  

 
358 Clements claims “the section comprised of 34:1-35:10 is recognised by almost all critical scholar to be a unity”, 
though Wildberger is an exception.  
359 See the detailed contrasts in Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 450, 456; Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 503-04, 512-13. 
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The particular focus on Edom may indicate a rhetorical situation after 587BCE where Judahites’ 

long-term hatred against Edom was at its greatest. As we know, the rivalry between Edom and Israel 

in the biblical account started from Genesis. However, it is because of the Edomites’ role and 

behaviour towards the Judahites in the events of 587 BCE that Edom becomes one of the major 

objects of the prophets’ attacks. To be more accurate, the announcing of judgment against nations 

and Edom by the avenging God may indicate a rhetorical situation at the end of the exilic time. The 

recurrence of reference to Edom in ch. 63, and the similarities between these two chapters may 

further identify the rhetorical situation of ch. 34 as late as the post-exilic period. 

Similarly, the main focus of ch. 35 on the reversal and redemption also indicates a rhetorical 

situation after the fall of Jerusalem. Besides, as is well observed by scholars, ch. 35 shares similar 

motifs with Deutero-Isaiah and Third Isaiah,360 which accounts for its dating at the latest stage of the 

growth of Isa, later than the Third Isaiah.361  

3.7.2 The Placement and Function of Isa 34-35 

In retrospect, the victory over the nations and over Edom in ch. 34 is a natural implication of YHWH 

dwelling on Zion as the king (Isa 33). The same is true of the announcement of the revival in ch. 35. 

Besides, ch. 35 links with chs. 28-33 in several ways. Lebanon, Sharon and Carmel are turned into 

wilderness in 33:9b but now in 35:2 they will be renewed again to their full glory and beauty. Like 

the reversal sections in ch. 28-33 (29:18; 32:3-4; 33:23), this reversal chapter also promises the 

reversal of disabilities (35:5-6). The way Judahites choose in ch. 30 is a way of leaving the Holy One 

of Israel (v.11) and leads to danger, with no profit or salvation (vv.1-7). However, the way in ch.35 is 

a Holy Way for the redeemed people and leads to everlasting joy where there are no dangerous lions 

or other wild beasts. While chs.28-31 implicitly and explicitly accuse Judahites of choosing their 

own way of allying with Egypt, here in ch.35 the description of this Holy Way comes at its climax, 

which concludes chs.28-35 with an exhortation to choose this Holy Way for redemption, joy and 

security. 

 
360 Childs, Isaiah, 255. Blenkinsopp (Isaiah 1-39, 456-57) illustrates the themes in ch. 35 and ch. 40-55 are similar but 
their meanings are quite different. Matthews, Defending Zion, 123-135, compares in more depth those themes in ch.35, 
40-55 and 56-66.  
361 Williamson, The Book, 215. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 356-57. Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 362, 365-66. Though scholars 
vary in their opinion on the exact date: the 5th century CBE (Clements, Isaiah 1-39, 177), the 4th (Vermeylen, Du 
prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 446) and even later. 
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To look beyond ch. 35, it is noteworthy that there is a division between chs. 33 and 34 in the 

Masoretic Isaiah text, making chs. 34-35 both like an introduction to the Second Isaiah but while also 

acting as a hinge-chapter between First and Second Isaiah. Seitz maintains that the position of chs. 

34-35 leads us not to “move from ‘first’ to ‘second’ Isaiah by way of a record of Zion’s defeat (chap. 

34-35). Instead, more mysteriously, the movement is from the promise of victory amidst the nations 

(chap. 36-38), to foreseen exile (chap. 39) and finally to bold words of comfort and forgiveness 

(chap. 40).”362 Seitz’ thoughts are developed by Claire Matthews who writes,  

“by introducing materials from the final third of the book, Isa 34-35 enable the prophetic 
narratives [chs 36-39] to point even beyond the return of the exiles, to express that same hope—
and assurance—found in 56-66: that in the future, YHWH will deliver Zion from all of her 
enemies, whether they be those who threaten her as foreigners, from the outside, or those who 
threaten her from within.”363  

Therefore, ch. 34-35 function as a natural implication of YHWH the king dwelling on Zion (Isa 33), 

a reversal of the negative imagery in chs. 28-33 on the one hand, and on the other hand an assurance 

of hope and salvation, followed by a historical example, to make more persuasive and encouraging 

the comforting words in ch. 40-66 for people in the exile or facing post-exilic threats. 

3.7.3 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 34-35 

The calling to hear/listen in 34:1 recalls 1:2, though in the latter, the heavens and the earth are called 

to listen to God’s accusation of his own chosen people, while 34:1 calls nations, peoples and all that 

is in the world to listen to YHWH’s rage and judgment upon nations and then more specifically upon 

Edom. The recipients of the calls are similar while the detailed points of focus are different. The 

word רמש  in both 1:2 and 34:1 combines the physical and intellectual senses. That is, they are invited 

to listen and to understand. 

The theme of perception in 35:2, 5 appears in a context of reversal. As Tull writes: 

In fact, the entire poem concerns reversal. The desert is glad; the wilderness blossoms (v.1). 
Lebanon, Sharon, and Carmel resume as landscapes of abundance (v.2). Weak hands and 
faltering knees are strengthened (v.3). The fearful should no longer fear, since God brings justice 
and salvation (v.4). Blind, deaf and lame, like dry land, are healed (vv.5-7); the highway is no 
longer populated by wild animals or people lacking moral credentials, but only with the 
redeemed, who are overtaken with joy as they return to Zion (vv.8-10).364 

 
362 Seitz, Isaiah 1-39, 242. 
363 Matthews, Defending Zion, 178. For her, Edom is Israel/Judah’s brother according to Esau/Jacob tradition. Therefore, 
the nations and Edom being judged in ch. 34 represents enemies from outside and from within. Besides, she argues on 
pp.162-63 that chs. 34-35 “was added when Third Isaiah and the collection as a whole, was nearly complete.” 
364 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 519-20. 
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While acknowledging Tull’s observation, I would like to point out that the focus of ch. 35 is the 

promise of the redemption of God’s people. As the table below shows, both nature (in vv.1-2 and 

vv.6b-7) and God’s people (in vv.3-4, 5-6a) share the similarity that they are both in need of God’s 

redemption. The encouragement to, and the transformation of, God’s people are framed by the 

transformation of wilderness and desert – the latter rhetorically enhances the former. Then, in vv.8-

10, the whole poem comes to its climax,365 concluding that there is a highway for God’s redeemed 

people who will find no insecurity but everlasting joy on it, which is called the Holy Way.366 The 

message that God avenges his people also finds emphasis in the way Isa 35 is structured. 

vv.1-2 transformation of wilderness and desert which are the weak in nature A 
vv.3-4 encouragement to the weak in God’s people who are described as having 

‘weak hands, feeble knees, anxious heart’ 
B 

vv.5-6a transformation of the disabled of God’s people who are described as the 
blind and deaf, lame and mute 

B’ 

vv.6b-7 transformation of wilderness and desert A’ 
vv.8-10 a highway for God’s redeemed people on which they will find no 

insecurity but everlasting joy 
climax 

Should we now read the perception in vv.2, 5 literally, metaphorically, or intellectually? The promise 

of the perception of the blind and the deaf in v.5 is consensually regarded as ‘literal’ in the light of 

v.6a.  Claire Matthews writes, “at 35:5-6 the healing of the blind and deaf is combined with that of 

the lame and mute, suggesting that what is there envisioned is not at all metaphorical but the healing 

of actual physical infirmities.”367 Similarly, Wildberger states “v.6a shows that one must understand 

this text as a literal promise.”368 Kaiser claims as well “v.6 makes it clear that v.5 goes beyond 42.7, 

as well as 42.18 and 43.8, and unlike 29.18 and 32.3 has in mind the actual healing of human 

ailments in the time of salvation.”369  

The nature of the seeing in v.2 is not so easy to identify. Nevertheless, to identify it, we need to 

answer two questions. Firstly, who will see? המה  as the subject of הוהי דובכ וארי  in v.2 is unspecified. 

It may be identified at the first glance with the preceding רבדמ  and הברע , but more possibly with 

God’s people in vv.3-4.370 Secondly, what does it mean by ‘seeing the glory of YHWH’? It is 

noteworthy that 35:2 is different from 33:17 in the sense that the latter employs ‘your eyes’, while 

 
365 Cf. Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 346; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 456.  
366 This way, where they will find no lion or ravenous beasts (v.9) and which leads to everlasting joy, is different from 
the way Judahites choose in 30:1-7 where there are dangerous lions, lionesses, adder and flying fiery serpent (v.6) and 
which leads to no profit and help. 
367 Matthews, Defending Zion, 132. 
368 Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 3 
369 Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39, 362. 
370 Cf. Matthews, Defending Zion, 129; Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39, 345. 
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the former not, hence not necessarily calling for a physical seeing. As observed by Matthews, “the 

glory of YHWH” also occurs in 40:5 “all the flesh shall see it together”, and interestingly, “ch. 35 

shares a number of the themes found in 40:1-11.”371 In ch.40, “the glory of YHWH” relates closely 

with his redeeming Judahites from exile and bringing them back to Jerusalem. Similarly, as said 

above, the focus of ch. 35 is also the redemption of God’s people. Thus, seeing God’s glory in 35:2 

is meant to be an intellectual seeing, that is, in the time of salvation. When nature revives, Judahites 

will understand that it is God who makes possible this restoration.  

To conclude, the flow of ch. 35 above shows that the changes in nature are taken to enhance the 

changes among God’s people. As the changes in nature will be physical and visible, so are the 

changes among God’s people (v.5-6b). Besides, as the restoration of nature and the healing of human 

infirmities become physical and visible, people will intellectually see (that is, understand) the glory 

of YHWH. Therefore in ch.35, there is a combination of physical perception (v.2) with intellectual 

perception (v.5). 

3.7.4 Summary 

In summary: i) I have identified the perception theme in chs.34-35, with a combination of physical 

and intellectual senses, which is conveyed through a nuanced relationship between the literal and the 

metaphorical; ii) I have identified the rhetorical situation of ch.34-35 with the end of the exile when 

Judahites were hoping for salvation and with the post-exilic time when they also faced threats from 

their neighbours; and iii) I have clarified the function of chs.34-35 in its current position.   

In the rhetorical situation of chs.34-35, the emphasis on the combination of physical and intellectual 

perception further reinforces the conclusion that chs.34-35 function to assure people who are facing 

various threats of a promising future which can be perceived and experienced in actual reality, and 

which in turn enhances both their intellectual perception and their understanding of YHWH’s 

presence with his miraculous deeds amongst them. 

3.8 Conclusion 

To conclude, I have investigated chs. 28, 29 more closely and chs. 30, 32, 33, 34-35 more briefly, so 

as to trace the development of the theme of (im)perception in its rhetorical situation. The analyses 

above have shown that in chs. 28-32 the theme is related more to its intellectual sense (insight, 

 
371 Matthews, Defending Zion, 129-130. 
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understanding) and spiritual sense (trust YHWH), whereas in chs. 33-35, it is connected with a 

combination of its physical sense (in actual reality) and with its metaphorical or intellectual sense.  

Chs.28-32 relates to the rhetorical situation of events leading to 701 BCE – the political decision of 

betraying Assyria through an alliance with Egypt. It underscores the significance of deep insight and 

correct understanding in making the right choice, namely, to trust YHWH amid a national crisis.  

Chs.33-35 relate to the rhetorical situations of the aftermath of crises in 701 BCE and 587 BCE, and 

it provides the people in crisis with an assurance that they will see YHWH’s dwelling on Zion as 

king (33:17, 21) and his glory (35:2).  

Physical seeing is intertwined with its metaphorical and intellectual senses – through the promises of 

their actually seeing a peaceful, secure and righteous Zion where there is no bloodshed/wickedness 

(33:15), sins/sickness (33:24), or foreign threats (33:20-21), and where the infirmities regain their 

physical perception (33:5-6a). 

Besides, the theme extends from the imperception of the religious, political leaders and the wise (chs. 

28-31) to the perception of the people (chs. 32-35). Therefore, we see the horizontal and vertical 

developments of the theme of (im)perception related to its rhetorical situations, with a rhetorical 

function to persuade people to be perceptive and to have faith in YHWH, to choose his way which 

ensures security and joy. 
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4 The Theme of (Im)perception in Isa 40-55 

Isaiah 40-55 aim to persuade the exilic Israel to trust in YHWH’s comfort and promise of their 

returning. 40:1-11 proclaim a new commission for the new situation, parallel with 6:1-13:372 the ‘I’ 

figures of both passages are asked to proclaim something,373 though their messages are different. 

While Israelites are destined to be imperceptive in 6:9-10, all flesh shall see Yhwh’s glory as he 

comforts and restores Jerusalem (40:1-5).374 The presence of other ‘voices’ (vv.3, 6), of Yhwh (v.1), 

of the prophet and his question of ‘What shall I cry?’ in response to ‘a voice’ who gives him further 

response (vv.6-8), and especially the revelation of ‘glory’ (v.5) now not just to the prophet, but to ‘all 

peoples’, all reflect on Isa 6. These verses announce that the prophecy initiated by Isaiah in Isa 6 is 

continued here, yet also that something momentously new is about to happen. It is from this 

commission of 40:1-11 that all messages of DI flow. This chapter will show how the (im)perception 

theme is associated with YHWH’s comforting and persuading schemes in DI. 

4.1 The Structure of Isa 40-55 

When demarcating DI, several aspects are worth noting. Firstly, as Goldingay and Payne observe, 

there is a spiral movement  throughout DI which is more appropriately comparable to a symphony in 

music, hence the validity of various demarcations, while simultaneously there “are ways in which 

strong themes develop and points at which strong structural markers appear.”375 Secondly, both 

differences and echoes between Isa 40-48 and 49-55 have been widely observed.376 Thirdly, in DI, 

 
372 In Sommer’s A Prophet Reads Scripture (165-6), he sees 40:1-11 as a particular example of DI’s way of alluding to 
older material: “by beginning with a bevy of allusions, an author signals that older material will play a crucial role in the 
text at hand”;  he regards 40:1-11 “allude to 28:1-2; Jer 16:16-18; 31:15 and Ezek 31:5 … and may allude to Isaiah 6; 
Exod 32:14-15, and Lamentations’ refrain ‘There is no comforter’(Lam 1:2, 9, 16, 21)”; and he also claims that DI uses 
allusion extensively. On p.105, he sees DI’s allusions use ‘reversals, re-predictions, and typological linkages’ 
extensively. On p.106, he refers to a fixed number of allusions to PI in DI, and on p.258, n.95, he lists them. 
373 See particularly the use of לוק  and רמא  in these two passages: םעל תרמאו ךל רמאיו … …  רמאו -6:8)  רמא ינדא לוק תא עמשאו
9) and ארקא המ רמאו ארק רמא לוק  (40:6) and … ירמא  … (40:9).  
374 Stern maintains that the prophet envisages and holds out this prospect of seeing God’s glory for the blind servant (cf. 
“Blind Servant,” 227). 
375 Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 19. 
376 The thematic differences include Jacob-Israel in chs.40-48 while Zion-Jerusalem in chs.49-55, and topics like ‘Cyrus- 
Babylon’ (Isa 41:1-5, 25; 43:14; 44:25-45:7; 45:13; 46:11; 48:12-16a for Cyrus; Isa 46-47 for Babylon), ‘the former-
latter/new things’ (41:21-29; 42:6-9; 43:8-13; 44:6-8; 45:21; 46:8-11; 48:3-8; 14-16), ‘the polemic against idols’ (40:19-
20; 41:6-7; 42:17; 44:9-20; 45:20; 46:1-7; 47:9b-15 [against Babylonian divination practices] and ‘the incomparability of 
YHWH’ (40:12-18, 21-31; 41:21-28; 42:14-17; 45:9-13; 46:3-5; 48:1-11) only in Isa 40-48 but not in Isa 49-55. Besides, 
there are also literary parallels between the beginning of Isa 40-48 and Isa 49: (i) whereas 40:1 begins with ‘comfort, 
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there are hymnic verses summoning explicitly to sing and rejoice, dominated by verbal roots ןנר  

(42:11; 44:23; 49:13; 52:8,9; 54:1) and/or חצפ  (44:23; 49:13; 52:9; 54:1; 55:12), followed by a יכ–  

explanation (42:13; 44:23; 49:13; 52:9-10; 54:1) relating to God’s saving action, characterized by 

verbs השע לאג ,(44:23)   (44:23; 48:20; 52:9) and םחנ  (49:13; 51:3; 52:9). However, it is debated 

whether hymnic verses are structural markers. Berges deems 42:10-12; 44:23; [45:8]; 48:20-21; 

49:13; [51:3]; 52:9-10; [54:1-3] to be hymnic verses, though he also realises they are not counted as 

hymns by all.377 Fourthly, the instructions to leave Babylon (48:20; 52:11-12; 55:12-13) may also 

serve as structural markers. Taking all these elements into consideration, I demarcate DI into 

subsections as follows. 

40:1-12  
Opening prologue 

YHWH commissions the proclamation of comfort and good news for 
Jerusalem 

40:12-48:22  
Servant Jacob-Israel and 
Jacob-Isael’s Redemption 

40:12-31 introduction to 40:12-48:22: the creator God YHWH’s 
incomparability, and his initial response to Jacob-Israel’s faith question  

41:1-44:23 God’s exhortation and commission for the blind and deaf 
servant Jacob-Israel who he will redeem to be his witness 
44:24-48:22 a further development of 41:1-44:23: why Cyrus is raised, 
why Babylon falls, and why Jacob-Israel is redeemed 

49:1-54:17  
The individual servant and 
Jerusalem-Zion’s Restoration 

49:1-26 the servant’s mission and the restoration of Zion  
50:1-52:12 the servant and the comfort to Zion: awakening 
52:13-54:17 the fruitfulness of the servant’s ministry and the restoration of 
Zion 

55:1-13 Epilogue Final exhortations 

4.2 The Perception Theme in Isa 40:12-31 

4.2.1 The Structure of Isa 40:12-31 

In 40:12-31, vv.12-17, 18-20, 21-24, 25-26 and 27-31 all have a structure of rhetorical question(s) 

followed by statements, while vv.12-20 and vv.21-26 are parallel with each other with a structure 

 
comfort my people’, 49:13 concludes vv.1-13 with ‘the Lord has comforted his people’ – noteworthily after the double 
imperative וּמחנ וּמחנ  at 40:1, the root םחנ  does not occur again until 49:13, to be followed by a high frequency in chs. 51-
52 (51:3, 12, 19; 52:9; cf. 54:11 as the last one in chs. 40-55); (ii) whereas 40:10 announces ‘YHWH will come … his 
recompense before him ( וינפל ותלעפו )’, the servant figure proclaims ‘my recompense with my God ( יהלא תא יתלעפו )’ in 
49:4; (iii) the call to both םייא  (‘coastlands’) and םימאל  (‘peoples)’ occurs only twice in the whole book of Isaiah, 
respectively in 41:1 ( חכ ופילחי םימאלו םייא ילא ושירחה ) and 49:1 ( קוחרמ םימאל ובישקהו ילא םייא ועמש ); (iv) there are in all two 
embedded speeches of the audience in DI, one in 40:27-28, and another in 49:14, both of which express the audience’s 
concern about YHWH’s  forsaking them, and occurring near the beginning of the two major subsections; (v) Isa 49 
recapitulates 42:1-9 in various ways. 
377 Berges, The Book, 306. Uhlig, Hardening, 68-69 only takes 42:10-13; 44:23; 49:13; 52:9-10; 54:1 as structural 
hymns. Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 21 take 45:8 and 49:13 more as “a call to heaven and earth that is based on 
YHWH’s new act,” and hence more what Mettinger calls ‘gemstone passages.’ 
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that is made up of (i) questions leading to some descriptions of YHWH (vv.12-14, 21-22), (ii) 

statements concerning nations/rulers (vv.15-17, 23-24), (iii) questions leading to YHWH’s 

incomparability to idols/heavenly forces (vv.18-20, 25-26).  

Vv.27-31 is another subunit after, and linked back to, vv.12-20 and vv.21-26. The verbal links 

between vv.27-31 and vv.12-26 include ךרד  and טפשׁמ  (v.27, v.14), the co-emergence of םינוא ,חכ  and 

הבר/ברֹ  (v.29, v.26) and that תעמש אל םא תעדי אולה  (v.28a) is similar to ועמשת אולה ועדת אולה  (v.21a). 

Thematically, vv.27-31 develops from vv.12-26 in that v.26 asks הלא ארב ימ  (‘who created these’), 

whereas v.28 reads ארוב הוהי םלוע יהלא  (‘everlasting God is YHWH, the creator…’) and in that v.13 

emphasizes YHWH’s untaught understanding, whereas v.28 his unsearchable understanding (  רקח ןיא

ותנובתל ). Formally, as Goldingay and Payne write, “Verses 27–31 do not have the same formal 

structure as vv. 12–20 and 21–26, but they too comprise rhetorical questions and a conclusion, 

though these elements are now differently arranged.”378  

Therefore, 40:12-31 can be demarcated into vv.12-20, 21-26 and vv.27-31. 

4.2.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 40:12-31 

The interrelationship between the demarcated subsections, vv.12-20, 21-26 and vv.27-31, can be 

further shown in the table below. 

 
378 Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 97. 

vv.12-20// 
vv.21-26 

vv.12-14  
YHWH as creator + 
YHWH’s knowledge  

v.21-22                
YHWH as creator + Israel’s knowledge 

םימשׁ ץראה +  

vv.15-17 ( ובשחנ  in both 
vv.15 and 17) 
nations are nothing and 
emptiness  

vv.23-24 
princes and rulers are nothing and emptiness 

ןיא והת +   

v.18 ( לא ןוימדת ימ לאו ) v.25 ( ינוימדת ימ לאו ימ לאו (  + verb המד  

vv.19-20 idols created by 
craftsmen 

v.26 heavenly forces created and called out by 
YHWH  

 

vv.27-31    v.27 embedded speech of Jacob/Israel, complaining about YHWH’s 
imperception 
v.28a ( תעמש אל םא תעדי אולה ) picks up the similar phrase of v.21(  אולה

ועמשת אולה ועדת ) 
v.28bcd YHWH as the creator God + might + knowledge, picking up vv.12-
14, 22, 26 
    vv.29-31 YHWH who himself does not faint or grow weary gives חכ  to 
those who faint and wait for him so that they shall not faint or grow weary 
(cf. v.26) 
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In vv.12-14//vv.21-22, whereas v.14 suggests YHWH alone has the ‘knowledge’ ( תעד ) and 

‘understanding’ ( תונובת ) to create the world, v.21 questions the addressee ( ועמשת אולה ועדת אולה ) 

about their perception of how God creates the heaven and earth. Besides, both v.12 and v.22 indicate 

the universe is tiny and light from the perspective of its creator.379 

In vv.15-17//vv.23-24, nations/peoples and rulers share the similarity of ‘nothingness’ and 

‘emptiness’ ( ןיא  and והת  in both v.17 and v.23). 

In vv.19-20//vv.25-26, the same phrase ימ לאו  (‘to whom’) and verbal root המד  (‘to liken’) are 

employed in both v.18 and v.25, whereas idols and heavenly forces are both made/created, though 

the former by craftsmen (vv.19-20) while the latter by the Holy One (v.26).  

Having acknowledged the parallelisms between vv.12-20 and vv.21-26 as above, it is noteworthy 

how each individual subsection is related to its surrounding subsections. Firstly, vv.12-14 and 15-17 

correspond with each other conceptually: in v.12, the waters, heavens, mountains, and hills seem 

light in weight and small in size for the one who measures them; similarly, the nations are small and 

light in the metaphors of v.15, and even nothing and emptiness in v.17.380 Therefore, the nations in 

vv.15-17 are indeed like those objects who are measured rather than the one who measures in v.12. 

Secondly, both v.18 and v.25 work transitionally: v.18 refers backwards to vv.12-17 and forwards to 

vv.19-20, indicating that in comparison with the creator God (vv.12-14), nations (vv.15-17) and idols 

(vv.19-20) are nothing. The same is true of v.25 which refers backwards to vv.21-24 and forwards to 

v.26 so that in comparison with the creator God (vv.21-22), rulers (vv.23-24) and the heavenly host 

(v.26) are nothing.381 Thirdly, vv.23-24 cannot be separated from vv.21-22 grammatically, for v.22 

( םחתמיו...בשיה ) takes a similar grammatical form with v.23 ( השע...ןתונה ) – a participle-verb in the first 

line and a definite verb in the second line. The whole of vv.22-24 can function as the object of the 

verbs in v.21. 

Besides, it is noteworthy that similes are used to describe every subject except YHWH in vv.12-31. 

For example, nations are ‘like a drop from a bucket’ ( ילדמ רמכ ), ‘like dust on the scales’ ( םינזאמ קחשכ ) 

 
379 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, 193.  
380     

vv.12-14 םימ   
(waters) 

ץראה רפע   
(dust of the earth) 

תיעבגו םירה  
(mountains and hills) 

vv.15-17  ילדמ רמ   
(a drop in a bucket) 

םינזאמ קחשׁ   
(dust on the balances) 

ותיחו...ןונבל   
(Lebanon …and its animals) 

 
381 cf. Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 98-125, who subdivide 40:12-26 into four sections: ‘compared with Creator, 
the nations are nothing (vv.12-17); compared with Creator, images are nothing (vv.18-20), compared with Creator, rulers 
are nothing (vv.21-24), compared with Creator, heavenly forces are nothing (vv.25-26). 
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in v.15, and ‘like nothing’ ( ןיאכ ) in v.17; heavens ‘like a curtain’ ( קדכ ) and ‘like a tent’ ( להאכ ) in v.22; 

rulers ‘like chaff’ ( שׁקכ , v.24);  and those who wait for YHWH ‘eagles’ ( םירשׁנכ , v.30), while no 

simile or comparison is used for YHWH, even though comparison is asked for rhetorically in vv.18 

and 25. The use of similes in vv.12-31 thus denotes YHWH’s incomparability. 

Thematically, vv.12-20 contrasts the creator YHWH’s greatness and wisdom with nations and 

peoples’ triviality and nothingness, and with the made-made idols, whereas vvv.21-26 contrasts 

YHWH with rulers and with the heavenly forces which were brought about and named by YHWH’s 

power and might.  

It is after vv.12-20 and vv.21-26 that YHWH responds to Jacob-Israel’s lament (v.27-31). The 

concept of עגיי אלו ףעיי אל  (v.28) is unprecedented concerning the creator YHWH from vv.12-26. The 

roots ףעי  and עגי  re-occur both in vv.30 and 31, while ףעי  alone occurs in v.29, where we find also חכ  

and םינוא  from v.26. Throughout vv.12-31, apart from the exhortation to perceive (v.26), only in 

vv.28-31 is there another exhortation: the weary and faint should wait for YHWH. As Blenkinsopp 

writes, 

Biblical Hebrew differentiates between waiting as a neutral activity, something to be endured 
(stem ḥkh Qal and Piel) and waiting with hope and the anticipation of a positive outcome (qvh), 
which is what is meant here by waiting for YHWH. 

Therefore, it is only in vv.27-31 that, by quoting Jacob-Israel’s saying (v.27b), the prophet confronts 

them directly, and it is only with vv.27-31 that we can embrace the rhetorical purpose of every 

individual subsection in vv.12-26.382 Concerning why vv.27-31 do not appear at the beginning but 

rather at the end, Gitay writes, 

Had he done so [vv.27-31] already at the beginning, he would have confronted his audience 
when they were not prepared for his argument. In order to avoid such a potential tension, DI 
builds his case gradually, developing his theme one step at a time.383 

Therefore, as the structure and literary-thematic analysis above shows, the interaction between 

interrogative questions and indicative statements in 40:12-31 effectively attracts the audience Jacob-

Israel’s attention: it invites them to the perception of YHWH whose wisdom, greatness and power 

are shown in his creation and who is a God who never faints or grows weary; and it invites them to 

the perception of the smallness and powerlessness of humanity, and even of kings, idols and 

heavenly forces, and thus confronts them with the concluding exhortation to wait for YHWH with 

hope and faith 

 
382 Cf. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 48; Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 97. 
383 Gitay, Prophecy and Persuasion, 87. 
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4.2.3 The Perception Theme in Isa 40:12-31 

In 40:12-31 seeing/hearing is intricately connected with understanding. Firstly, in both the similar 

rhetorical questions in v.21 and v.28, עמש  parallels with, and comes after, עדי , indicating that their 

hearing is a source of their knowledge.384 Secondly, in v.15, the double vocative ןה  is a particle that 

directs attention to something. Though it does not necessarily mean seeing, it does call for attention. 

However, what follows the two-fold ןה  is surely not a result of physical seeing, but of understanding. 

Thirdly, in v.26, what follows the imperative commands ( וארו םכיניע םורמ ואש ) are not things that they 

could see physically but rather that they should understand and know. Fourthly, the repetition of 

words and sounds, the alliteration, assonance and anaphora, and the rhetorical questions, all work 

effectively to draw the audience’s attention and enlist their hearing. The similes (vv.15, 17, 22, 31) 

call for their imagination of physical pictures, whereas the rhetorical questions (vv.12-14, 18, 21, 25, 

27, 28) call upon their mind and understanding to frame an answer. I have shown above that it is 

after this insistent calling for attention and perception and contrast between YHWH and all others 

(vv.12-26) that there comes the exhortation to wait for YHWH with faith (v.31). 

The perception theme is used in 40:12-31 in relation to a rhetorical situation of Jacob-Israel who are 

in exile in Babylon. The latter can be argued as follows. Firstly, v.27 suggests the audience of 40:21-

31 Jacob-Israel who ‘exhibits a mood of despair’,385 with the assumption that God has actively 

neglected them, though the rhetorical question of v.27a suggests the invalidity of their lament. 

Besides, the repetition of ףעי  (4 times) and עגי  (3 times) and חכ  (2 times) in vv.28-31 indicates that 

they are faint and weary and in need of strength which is offered by YHWH. Moreover, vv.12-14 

particularly question who the measurer of the creation is and who his counsellor/teacher is. This 

contrasts specifically with the Babylonian mythical texts in which Marduk needs the wise god Ea’s 

advice in creating the world in a prayer for the Babylonian New Year Festival.386 Thus, it might 

support a rhetorical situation of the Babylonian exilic period. Moreover, the emphasis on the 

nothingness and emptiness of nations (vv.15-17), princes and rulers (vv.23-24), and on idols as made 

by craftsmen rather than a creator (vv.19-20) implies a rhetorical situation in which Jacob-Israel 

regards them as powerful.387  

 
384 It is their ‘hearing’ rather than ‘seeing’ that is called upon here, because these rhetorical questions draw them to 
YHWH’s creating the heaven and earth, which they did not see physically but hear about. 
385 Heffelfinger, I Am Large, 95. 
386 ANET, 64. 
387 Gitay, Prophecy and Persuasion, 82. 
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The use of the perception theme with a contrast of YHWH with nations, idols, rulers, and in relation 

to such a rhetorical situation suggests the significance of the true ‘perception’ for the spiritually 

weary and faint Jacob-Israel. 

4.3 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 41:1-44:23 

In 41:1-44:23, the (im)perception theme occurs most significantly in 42:18-25 where rhetorical 

questions denote that YHWH’s servant Jacob-Israel is the most blind and deaf, who sees many things 

but does not understand. Simultaneously earlier in 42:7 one element of YHWH’s servant’s mission is 

‘to open eyes that are blind’ (v.7), whereas later in 43:8-13; 44:8 YHWH’s servant Jacob-Israel is 

said to be YHWH’s witness. These relationships between the servant and the (im)perception theme 

provoke questions: How could the blind and deaf servant be YHWH’s witness; is the servant in 42:1-

9 also Jacob-Israel, and if so, how could they who are themselves blind and deaf execute the mission 

of ‘to open eyes that are blind’? While DI functions rhetorically to persuade Jacob-Israel to trust in 

YHWH’s promise of returning home, in Isa 41-44 this persuasion is done through the connection 

with the imperception theme whose development here is elaborated essentially through the idea that 

the blind servant becomes a witness to the nations. Apart from the servant passages in relation to 

(im)perception theme in 42:1-44:8, the (im)perception theme also occurs in ch.41 and 44:9-20 where 

terms and phrases of perception and understanding occur: ודחי וליכשיו ומישיו ועדיו וארי ןעמל  (41:20); 

ונעימשה תואבה וא ןתירחא העדנו ונבל המישנו העדנו ;(41:22)   םהיניע תוארמ חט יכ וניבי אלו ועדי אל ;(26 ,41:23) 

םתבל ליכשהמ  ... הנובת אלו תעד אלו ובל לא בישי אלו   (44:18-19a). I will show in this section how these 

passages on (im)perception relate to each other in YHWH’s scheme of comforting Jacob-Israel, and 

to the role of the perception theme in 41:1-44:23. Initially, I will show how the structure (section 

5.2.1) follows a spiral movement throughout 41:1-44:23 and demonstrate a contrast between the 

perceptive YHWH and imperceptive idols. 

4.3.1  The Structure of Isa 41:1-44:23 

41:1-44:23 can be demarcated into two major subsections: 41:1-42:12 and 42:13-44:23. I take 42:13 

together with its following, not with its preceding, verses mainly because 42:10-12 is a self-

contained hymn inclusio-ed by the key word ותלהת  close to the beginning and end of vv.10-12, 

whereas v.13 concerns about YHWH’s readiness to act, which is thematically similar to 42:13-16.  
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Firstly, in the whole Isa 40-48, 41:1 and 42:10are the only two occurrences in which ‘coastlands’ 

( םייא ) is part of the addressee,388 hence they form an inclusio. Besides, 41:1-20 and 41:21-42:9 are 

two parallel subunits while 42:10-12 is a concluding hymn, as the table shows below.  

41:1-20 YHWH’s comfort to the servant Jacob-
Israel in the rise of internationally political leader 

41:21-42:9 The mission of the Servant in the rise of 
internationally political leader 

41:1-7 coastlands and peoples are invited to court 
(v.1): who lies behind political events? Only I-
YHWH (vv.2-4). Coastlands’ reaction (vv.5-7).  

41:21-29 idols are invited to court (vv.21-23): who 
can explain political events? Only YHWH (vv.25-
26). No answer from idols (v.28). Comments on 
idols’ emptiness (vv.24, 29) 

41:8-20 YHWH’s comfort to servant Jacob-Israel, 
and YHWH will be known 

42:1-9 YHWH’s commission to his servant, and 
YHWH’s glory will not be given to idols. 

42:10-12 concluding hymn: praising YHWH 

When looking closely at the table above, we may find that 41:21-42:9 does not simply parallel with, 

but further develops 41:1-20.  

In 41:1-7//41:21-29, whereas vv.4 emphasizes who ‘who has performed and done this’, its parallel v. 

26 emphasizes ‘who could explain this’. Thus, the latter is a further development of the former. 

Similarly, whereas peoples try to strengthen carved idols to ease their fear of the newly raised up 

figure (implicitly Cyrus) in the international political sphere in 41:1-7, the twofold comments on the 

emptiness and nothingness of idols in 41:24, 29 indicate that 41:21-29 function as a commentary on 

its parallel subsection 41:1-7. Thus, whereas these two parallel subsections have already indicated 

that only YHWH is the sovereign in the international political sphere and in history – it is only he 

who purposes and foretells these, and simultaneously idols are futile in any of these spheres – the 

development from 41:1-7 to 41:21-29 further enhances the contrast between YHWH and idols. 

In 41:8-20//42:1-9, the former focuses on encouraging the servant Jacob-Israel not to fear, while the 

latter highlights the perseverance of the servant and his mission in relation to the nations. Thus, it 

suggests that the servant Jacob-Israel is comforted not simply for his own sake but also for the 

nations. Besides, whereas in 41:20 people will know the work of the hand of YHWH, the Holy one 

of Israel, in 42:1-4 YHWH’s טפשׁמ  and law will be brought forth to the nations through the servant. 

The development here portrays a picture that peoples will be attracted by YHWH’s uniqueness 

(41:20) and then come into his טפשׁמ  and laws (42:1-4), both through his servant Jacob-Israel.389  

 
388 This use of ‘coastlands’ occurs later only in 49:1 in the book of Isaiah. 
389 Some scholars (e.g., Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, 210-11; Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 654) identify the servant in 42:1-7 as the 
ruler Cyrus in 44:28-45:6. They argue from the similarity between 42:1-7 and the Cyrus Cylinder which records that 
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Secondly, 42:13-44:23 can be demarcated into 42:13-17, 42:18-43:22, 43:23-44:22 and 44:23, with 

the first and last subsections as prologue and epilogue respectively, with the middle two subsections 

as two parallel ones, as shown in the table below. 

42:13-17 prologue: YHWH will act and lead the blind, and idol makers/worshippers will be ashamed 
42:18-43:21 the blind and 
deaf servant Jacob-Israel 
who is in exile is 
promised of salvation and 
appointed as God’s 
witness 

42:18-25 the 
reality of Jacob-
Israel: blind and 
deaf servant, in 
exile 

43:1-7 fear-not 
oracle: YHWH 
deliver those 
who bear his 
name 

43:8-13 
Jacob-Israel will 
witness to YHWH as 
the only God 

43:14-21 
Concluding 
notes on 
YHWH’s 
salvation 

43:22-44:22 the sinful 
Jacob-Israel is redeemed 
because of YHWH’s own 
commitment 

43:22-28 the 
reality of Jacob-
Israel: they weary 
and profane God 
with their sins 

44:1-5 fear-not 
oracle: YHWH 
recreates a 
people to bear 
his name 

44:6-20 Jacob-Israel 
will witness to 
YHWH as the only 
God + a further 
elaboration on the 
folly of idolatry 

44:21-22 
concluding 
exhortation 

44:23 epilogue: sing to YHWH for his salvation and glorification of Jacob-Israel 

The table above also shows how 43:22-44:22 parallels with and further develops 42:18-43:21.  

Firstly, in the parallel 42:18-25//43:22-28, the former focuses on Jacob-Israel’s blindness and 

deafness and the exile as their judgment from YHWH, while the latter on the fact that it is not 

because of what they have done, but because of YHWH’s commitment that he has blotted out their 

sins. This development from 42:18-25 to 43:22-28 also testifies to and explains the salvation oracles 

in between these subsections.  

Secondly, the parallel 43:1-7//44:1-5 both proclaim salvation oracles (marked by the phrase ארית–לע , 

43:1, 5; 44:2) to the chosen servant Jacob-Israel (43:1; 44:1), while there is also a contrast between 

 
Cyrus was called by name by Marduk who was well pleased with him and “chose him to restore Babylon and its 
inhabitants, which he did (so he says) peacefully and without violence while setting people free (cf. ANET, 315-16). One 
might also argue that since the unnamed servant of 42:1-7 and the unnamed figure of 41:2, 25 are both raised by YHWH 
for a purpose (they are to bring about a new order), and since the unnamed figure of 41:2, 25 is regarded as the same as 
Cyrus of 44:28-45:6, the servant of 42:1-7 must also be Cyrus. However, the context and logic of chs. 40-43 would 
suggest the servant of 42:1-7 is more likely to be Jacob-Israel on the following grounds. Jacob-Israel complains in 40:27 
yet has been encouraged three times in 41:8-20, contrasting with nations vividly (41:5-7), in the midst of YHWH’s work 
in the political event, that is, rousing Cyrus (41:1-4, 21-29), which has proved only He alone is God and gods and idols 
are nothing. Moreover, in terms of טפשמ , while Jacob-Israel complains their טפשמ  is disregarded in 40:27, YHWH calls 
the whole earth to draw to טפשמ  in ch.41, and now as טפשמ  has been vindicated, YHWH commissions his servant to 
establish the טפשמ  to the nations. It is within this background that attention-drawing ןה  brings us to the servant whose 
mission is related to nations, which will again demonstrate YHWH alone, not gods/idols, as the sovereign of the history 
and the only God (vv.8-9) and which will result in nations’ praise of YHWH (vv.10-12). Being referred to through the 
same association of ידבע  with רהב  (which occurs twice in ch.41), and through ךמת  (the climax of the three synonyms in 
41:10), the servant in 42:1 is intentionally linked with that in ch.41. The logic seems to be like this: as have been 
comforted, this servant Jacob-Israel is now designated with a nations-related mission! This reading presents us a 
development of YHWH’s message to Jacob-Israel throughout 40:12-42:7. Therefore, it makes good sense that the servant 
of 42:1-7 is the same as that of ch.41, that is, Jacob-Israel. It is also in such a way that 42:1-4, 5-7/5-9, whatever their 
origins are, are related and integral to their context. 
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these two passages: in the former YHWH bases his redemption of them on the fact that he called 

them by name (43:1), whereas in the latter YHWH’s deeds for them will lead into their calling 

themselves on the name of Jacob-Israel and ‘I am the Lord’s’ (44:5). 

Thirdly, the parallel 43:8-13//44:6-20 both contain a polemic against foreign gods and in favour of 

YHWH as the only God to which Jacob-Israel is the witness ( ידע םתא  in 43:10, 12; 44:8), though the 

latter further satirizes the foolishness of idols and their makers/worshippers with vivid descriptions. 

Therefore, the structure above has shown that the subsections in 41:1-44:23 are related to one 

another in a spiral movement in two senses. Firstly, in two parallel subsections, the second one 

develops the first one: 41:21-29 develops its parallel 41:1-7 to bring out the contrast between YHWH 

and idols, while 42:1-9 develops its parallel 41:8-20 to direct the comforted servant forward towards 

its worldwide mission. Similarly, 43:22-44:22 develops its parallel 42:18-43:21 in the sense that the 

blind deaf servant is appointed as YHWH’s servant, though not because of what they have done, but 

purely because of who they are – chosen and created by YHWH for his glory and bearing YHWH’s 

name. Secondly, the adjacent subsections are also closely related to each other. 41:8-20 contrast with 

adjacent ones 41:1-7 and 41:21-29 on how YHWH is able to comfort Jacob-Israel and change their 

situation while nations who seek foreign gods’ help would only find them helpless. 42:1-9 relate to 

its adjacent 41:21-29 and 42:10-12 through the motif of YHWH’s ability in declaring and doing a 

new thing through the raised-up figure and through his servant which leads into glory and praise to 

YHWH alone. Similarly, 42:18-43:21 relate to its preceding 42:13-17 through the imperception 

theme, while 43:22-44:22 to its following 44:23 through the idea that YHWH’s redemption will lead 

into praise to him. This spiral structure of 41:1-44:23 itself has drawn upon the perception theme by 

challenging the audience to think, to compare what foreign gods cannot do with what YHWH can do, 

and to think how YHWH is going to do, and what these will lead to.  

4.3.2 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 41:1-42:13  

I will show below that 41:1-42:13 concerns what nations and Jacob-Israel should perceive.  

4.3.2.1 41:1-20 

41:1 opens with a command to coastlands/nations to renew their strength390 so as to be ready for a 

court-disputation, while vv.2-4 is inclusio-ed by two ימ–  rhetorical questions with an answer at the 

 
390 Cf. 40:31 the weary and faint Jacob-Israel are encouraged to wait hopefully for YHWH to renew their strength so that 
they will no longer be weary or faint, 
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end (v.4b), denoting what he has done and who he is. Then v.5 onwards indicates that nations, 

including Jacob-Israel, are all frightened391 because of YHWH’s raising up of a powerful figure. 

While nations could only help and strengthen each other by strengthening idols (vv.5-7),392 Jacob-

Israel will be helped and strengthened by YHWH (vv.8-20).393  

Jacob-Israel’s special status stands out in the contrast between vv.8-20 and vv.1-7. While YHWH 

gives up nations to the figure he raised from the east and made them like dust to his sword and driven 

stubble to his bow (v.2), he will not do the same to Jacob-Israel, but rather he comforts and 

encourages them, and enables them to thresh mountains and hills into driven chaff. Besides, in vv.5-

7 the word that the peoples could use to encourage each other is merely ֲקזָֽח  (‘be strong’), whereas 

YHWH utters all the words from v.8 to v.20 to encourage Jacob-Israel – the lengthy encouragement 

of vv.8-20 aims to efface the strong fear that Jacob-Israel is feeling. Despite the contrasts between 

vv.8-20 and vv.1-7, both passages call peoples and Jacob-Israel into a proper perception of YHWH. 

In vv.1-4, YHWH calls coastlands and peoples into court, and the questions themselves function 

rhetorically to call upon the addressees to think and answer, while the provision of the answer at the 

end (v.4d) invalidates any other answer. In vv.2-4, YHWH reveals what he has done and who he is in 

world history. For the former, vv.2-3 reveals how he aroused one from the east – (by) קדצ  he called 

him to his service; he gave up nations before him and brought down kings so that he (-the powerful 

figure YHWH aroused) made them (-nations and kings) like dust with his sword, and like driven 

stubble with his bow. This highlights that YHWH is the planner behind, and the source of the power 

of, this internationally powerful figure,394 which is further endorsed by v.4aα ( השעו לעפ , ‘he has 

performed and done this’). Concerning who YHWH is, v.4aβ ( ארק תורדה  שארמ  , ‘the one who call 

generations from the beginning’) and v.4b ( אוה ינא םינרחא תאו ןושאר הוהי ינא , ‘I, YHWH, the first and 

with the last; I am he’) highlights him as the Lord of history, who is himself the first, and who is 

there with every generation till the end.  

 
391 41:5 ( ודרחי ץראה  תוצק  וארייו  םייא  ואר  ) takes verbs ארי  (‘to fear’) and דרח  (‘to tremble’) to describe their fear and takes 

םייא  (‘coastlands’) and ץראה תוצק  (‘the ends of the earth’) to denote the involved subjects. Besides, threefold ארי–לא  
(41:10, 13, 14) indicates Jacob-Israel’s fear. 
392 The contrast between the answer (v.4b) to the rhetorical questions (vv.2-4a) – it is YHWH himself who has raised this 
figure and made him so powerful – and the coastlands/peoples’ going after idols for help demonstrate ironically how 
foolish nations are and that they are the losers in this court-confrontation with YHWH. 
393 It is noteworthy that the key roots, רזע  (‘to help’) and קזח  (‘to be strong’) in vv.5-7 (respectively one and three times), 
are also repeated in vv.8-20 (respectively three and two times), and that the emphatic pronoun together with the verb 
form, ךיתרזע ינא , occurs both in v.13 and v.14. 
394 Though many scholars are interested in identifying this unidentified figure, the text here indicates its central focus is 
YHWH himself, not the raised figure. McConville, Isaiah, 462-3 maintains this unidentified figure has the shades of 
Abraham but foreshadows Cyrus. 
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In vv.8-20, YHWH calls Jacob-Israel into a proper perception of who they are, what he will do for 

them, YHWH’s relationship with them, and what attitude they should have in difficult situations and 

towards their enemies. Besides, as will be revealed below, v.20 suggests how YHWH will be 

perceived globally, hence here already indicating how Jacob-Israel will be a witness to the nations, 

though the theme is not explicit until 43:10; 44:8 where the phrase ידע םתא  (‘you are my witness’) 

occurs. 

Concerning who Jacob-Israel is, the inclusio of vv.8-9 emphasizes Jacob-Israel as YHWH’s servant 

and chosen one, and the offspring of YHWH’s friend Abraham. These terms all characterize the 

intimate relationship between YHWH and them, and their long history as YHWH’s people.395 

Noteworthily, outside BI, the only texts where דבע  and רחב  both occur in relation to YHWH and his 

protection are 1 Kgs 11:13, 32, 34, 36 referring to David as YHWH’s servant and chosen one. In this 

way, vv.8-10 allude to David’s relationship with YHWH. Besides, the fact that Jacob-Israel is both 

YHWH’s servant and the offspring of Abraham finds a good parallel in Gen 26:24 where Abraham 

as YHWH’s servant is linked with YHWH’s blessing of offspring. Moreover, v.9 focuses on Jacob-

Israel as taken and called from the remotest corner by YHWH. This recalls YHWH’s calling of 

Abraham from Mesopotamia (Gen 11:27-32) while also connecting with  v.2-4  where YHWH 

empowered the one that he called from the east. Here in v.9 it is Jacob-Israel who bears YHWH’s 

calling and will surely see the realization of his promise. Therefore, the descriptions of Jacob-Israel 

here focus on their long intimacy with YHWH, whereas mentioning Abraham, alluding to David, 

and linking back to v.2 all contribute to YHWH’s purpose of encouraging them in faith with 

assurance of blessings of future offspring, protection, and victory. 

As for what YHWH will do for Jacob-Israel, he promises them his presence, his help and his 

strengthening (vv.10,11,13,14), his empowering them to victory (v.15-16), the transformation of the 

desert into a garden (vv.17-19), and the fall and humiliation of those who contend with them (vv.11-

12). While vv.11-12 focus on the fact that those who are against Jacob-Israel will be ashamed and 

confounded and be like nothing, vv.15-16 advance the thought by saying that Jacob-Israel will be 

made a threshing sledge, threshing and crushing mountains and hills, making them like driven chaff, 

carried away by the wind with nothing left behind. The ‘worm Jacob’ ( בקעי תעלות ) and ‘men of 

Israel’ ( לארשי יתמ ) of v.14 will no longer be the vulnerable worm or ordinary human beings, but 

rather a destroying weapon equipped with YHWH-like power (cf. 40.12). Whybray writes, 

 
395 McConville, Isaiah, 465. 
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mountains and hills have been taken by many commentators to refer to Israel’s enemies; but this 
would give to Israel an aggressive role not found elsewhere in Deutero-Isaiah; and the mountains 
probably stand for Israel’s present difficulties, which will be swept away (cf. 40:4; Zech 4:7).396   

Regarding vv.17-19, YHWH speaks in the first-person about the third-person םינויבאהו םיינעה  (‘the 

poor and the needy’). Both ינע  and ןויבא  are ‘regularly used in the lamentations in the Psalms by the 

petitioners as a description of himself’ and that הנע  (answer) also presupposes ‘a previous 

lamentation’,397 which indicates that vv.17-20 can also be addressed to Jacob-Israel who are 

lamenting (cf. 40:27), whereas the third-person addressee םינויבאהו םיינעה  functions rhetorically to be 

more inclusive or generalised. While YHWH’s miraculous provision in response to the lack of and 

plea for water may allude to the Exodus story (Exod. 17:1-7; Num 20:1-13), it is debated whether 

vv.17-20 should be identified as ‘new Exodus’ passage, the main objection to which is the lack of 

travelling imagery.398 However, as Whybray states, “none of these trees is a fruit tree; rather their 

purpose is to give shade, which travellers in the desert would, together with water, need most.”399 In 

this case, vv.17-19 could depict a journey like the exodus, hence the movement from vv.11-12 to 

vv.15-16 and to vv.17-19 presents the exilic community’s returning journey to the promised land 

when all hindrances will be removed (the enmity of other peoples in vv.11-12, or the unsmooth path 

in vv.15-16) and when waters and shade will be provided (vv.17-19). 

41:20 concludes vv.8-20 with the implication of YHWH’s miraculous work for Jacob-Israel. In 

v.20a, the cluster of four ‘perception’ terms400 indicates the significance of ‘perception’/ 

‘understanding’. All these four verbs have the unspecified ‘they’ as their subject, which can refer to 

‘the poor and the needy’ at the beginning of v.17, or more generally to ‘people’ in line with ‘all 

flesh’ in 40:5.401 Even for the former, as noted above, it can either mean ‘Jacob-Israel’ or more 

generally ‘people’. By specifying the subject, v.20a simply emphasizes ‘perception’ and leads into 

v.20b where it denotes what they will know is the work and creation of the Holy One of Israel. שודק 

לארשי  occurs earlier in vv.14 and 16, while its occurrences in v.20 link vv.17-20 with vv.14-16. 

While its occurrence in v.14 relates to YHWH as a ‘‘redeemer’ ( לארשי שודק ךלאגו , ‘your redeemer is 

the Holy One of Israel’), its occurrence here in v.20 relates to YHWH as a ‘creator’ ( לארשי שודקו  

 
396 Whybray, Isaiah 40-55, 65-66. Whybray bolded “mountains” and “hills” which are now de-bolded in this quotation.  
397 Ibid. 
398 Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 177-8. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, 203. 
399 Whybray, Isaiah 40-55, 67. 
400 The third verb, םיש , is read here as with בל – לע , hence ‘to take to heart’, see HALOT, vol.3, 1324. 

ודחי וליכשיו ומישיו ועדיו וארי ןעמל   
הארב לארשי שודקו תאז התשע הוהי די יכ  

41:20 So that they may see and know, consider and understand together, 
that the hand of the Lord has done this, the Holy One of Israel has created it 

 
401 McConville, 468-9. 
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הארב , v.20bβ). As Williamson observes, while לארשי שודק  is a familiar term in the first part of Isaiah 

relating to YHWH’s judgment, it is used in the second part of Isaiah ‘to announce that the free and 

sovereign Lord is able to work as vigorously and surprisingly in grace as he had in judgment.’402 

Thus, it also invites a perception of YHWH as both a redeemer and a creator.  

Therefore, in 41:1-20, both the nations and Jacob-Israel are invited into a proper perception of who 

YHWH is: he is the planner behind the international scene, raising up a powerful and frightening 

figure in the political sphere, the Lord of creation and world history and the one who declares and 

explains what he is going to do; simultaneously, he is the one who comforts Jacob-Israel by recalling 

their relationship and his promises and by reminding them that he is the one who provides for, and 

transforms, their situation.  

4.3.2.2 41:21-42:9 

Like 41:1-20, 41:21-42:9 is also made of two subsections, a court-disputation passage (41:21-29) and 

a servant passage (42:1-9).  

41:21 starts with commands, the identity of the addressee of which is not revealed until v.23, and as 

vv.22-23 reads, the command is concerning deities’ self-vindication through their telling ‘the former 

things’ ( תונשארה ) and ‘things to come’ ( תואבה ). In vv.22-23, the repetition of the root דגנ  (in hiphil 

Jussive or imperative forms) with its synonym עמש  (hiphil form), together with the use of the virtual 

synonyms הנירקת  (‘to happen’), ןתירחא  (‘their outcome’), תואבה  (‘things to come’) and רוחאל תויתאה  

(‘things comes hereafter’), and their antonym, תונשארה  (‘the former thing’), rhetorically make this 

invitation to declare ‘the former things’ and ‘things to come’ irresistible. However, the attention-

catching ןה  in v.24 draws us to the conclusion of the ineffectiveness of these foreign gods. This hints 

that they are incapable of declaring past or future. Then, a similar, yet not identical, structure is used 

in vv.25-26 and vv.27-28 – that is, YHWH’s first-person announcement (vv.25, 27) is followed by 

negations concerning the(se) gods’ capability of foretelling (vv.26403, 28) – to make a contrast 

between YHWH and other gods, before once again reaching a similar conclusion to v.24 in v.29, on 

the nothingness of the deities. As Blenkinsopp writes, in vv.21-29, 

The forensic setup is clear: the opponents are invited to state their case (vv 21-23); after they fail 
to respond, the appropriate conclusion is drawn (v 24); then YHWH proves his claim to be the 
only deity capable of both predicting and bringing about events in the political sphere with 

 
402 Williamson, ‘Isaiah, Book of,’ 373, Italics added. 
403 The threefold negation of v.26b denies the possibility of foreign gods as the answer to the rhetorical questions of 
v.26a. 
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reference to the military successes of Cyrus (vv 25-28), after which the counterclaimants are 
once again dismissed as totally ineffective (v 29).404 

Like 41:1-7, 41:21-29 is a court-disputation where rhetorical questions are addressed about YHWH. 

However, 41:21-29 further develops 41:1-7 in bringing out what was only hinted at earlier, namely 

the delusion and nothingness of foreign gods. Besides, vv.1-20 focus more on YHWH’s capability 

while vv.21-29 more on the inability of foreign gods. This shift from vv.1-20 to vv.21-29 is 

transitioned by v.20 which emphasizes ‘perception’ rhetorically, making the contrast between 

YHWH and foreign gods more striking.  

42:1-9 can be further divided into vv.1-4, 5-7, 8-9. The first two parts are separated by 1) the 

“messenger formula” in v. 5 as a new section, 2) the change of addressee from the audience in the 

heavenly courtroom in vv.1-4,405 to the servant in vv. 6-7, and 3) the formal change from presenting 

the servant in vv.1-4 to speaking with him in vv.5-7. Then, the last two parts are separated by the 

shift of the addressee from the servant (v.5-7) to the wider congregation (v.8-9). In v.1-4, the servant 

is introduced and spoken about. Chosen and supported by YHWH, his mission is to bring forth טפשמ  

and he will accomplish it quietly (v.2), caringly (v.3) and perseveringly (v.4). In v. 5-7, after an 

introductory oracle marker with YHWH the speaker as the creator of the cosmos and all those in it 

(v.5) – in the same order as the creation recital in Gen 1406 – the servant is addressed directly with 

YHWH’s promise and the details of his mission as a covenant and a light (v.6) to enlighten and set 

free the blind and the imprisoned (v.7). God’s designating (v.1a), equipping (v.1b) and supporting 

(v.6) the servant, as well as the servant’s own quietness (v.2-3ab) and perseverance (v.4a), are all for 

the mission he is to carry out (v.1b, 3c, 4bc, 6c, 7). In v. 8-9, YHWH himself states that he will not 

give his glory and praise to others, which is coupled with the mentioning of ‘former things’ and 

‘things to come’. In particular, הוהי ינא  in v.8 recalls vv.5-7 while הנה  in v.9 recalls ןה  in v.1. Situating 

vv.8-9 after vv.1-7 indicates that YHWH’s glory and praise are not only connected with ‘former 

things’ and ‘new things’ (v.8-9), but also with the presentation of his servant (v.1-4), and his 

servant’s future executing the mission that he has just now allocated to him (vv.1-7).407 

 
404 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, 205. 
405 As mentioned above, the addressee in 42:1-4 could not be nations, because nations is addressed to in 3rd person as “to 
the nations”, rather than in 2nd person as “to you”. Neither could it be Israel if the Israel is the servant. Isa 42:1-4 is still in 
the context of the fictive lawsuit in the heavenly court of 41:21-29. Thus, the addressee of 42:1-4 is the same as that of 
41:21-29. 
406 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 211. 
407 Thus, Blenkinsopp interprets the new thing in v.9 as “the sponsorship of the conquests of Cyrus II by YHWH God of 
Israel” with the premise of identifying the servant as Cyrus (Ibid., 69). 
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42:1-9 is related to the immediately preceding verses 41:21-29, through confirming YHWH’s 

making ‘former things’ happen and declaring ‘new things’ (note the using of תונשארה , hiphil עמש  and 

hiphil דגנ  in both 42:9 and 41:22-23),408 while also related to 41:8-20 through the chosen-servant 

theme. Whereas the ‘fear-not’ exhortations in 41:8-20 characterize the servant Jacob-Israel in a 

frightening situation, the characterization of the servant in 42:1-9 focuses on his spirit-giftedness, 

perseverance, and mission. As 41:8-20 concludes with making known YHWH’s work and creation 

(v.20), 42:1-9 concludes with YHWH’s glory and praise not to be given to foreign gods.  

The thematic continuity and discontinuity of 42:1-9 with Isa 40-41 are as follows. Firstly, the three 

occurrences of טפשׁמ  in 42:1-4 emphasise its importance, while טפשׁמ  also occurs earlier in 40:14, 27; 

41:1. This may be a deliberate linking of Isa 42 with 40-41. Secondly, the description of YHWH the 

creator (42:5) recalls 40:22, 26, especially through the verb roots ארב  and הטנ . Thirdly, while Jacob-

Israel’s lament is heard in 40:27, 42:2 says that the servant will not cry out or make his voice heard; 

and while 40:27-31 indicates Jacob-Israel is weary and faint spiritually, 42:3 emphasizes that the 

servant will not grow faint or be crushed. Fourthly, by the same association of ידבע  with רחב  (which 

occurs twice in ch.41), and through ךמת  (the climax of the three synonyms in 41:10), the servant in 

42:1 is intentionally linked with that in ch.41. However, apart from the same emphases on the 

servant’s special status and being strengthened by YHWH (41:8-10, 14; 42:1abc, v.6bcd), other 

emphases concerning the servant fall on the threefold developing promise of a returning journey in 

41:8-20, whereas it is on  the servant’s quiet role (v.2), perseverance (v.3ab) and missions (v.1d, 3c, 

4bc, 6ef, 7) in 42:1-7. With regards to the mission, the servant is to ‘bring forth ( םיש/אצי טפשׁמ ( ’ to the 

nations in 42:1-4, and also to be a covenant and a light to nations in vv.5-7. These two different 

emphases on the missions may be taken to argue for different origins of vv.1-4 and vv.5-7, though 

they are co-related. That טפשׁמ  is related to הרות , and תירב  is brought into the discourse – despite 

‘[w]hat v. 7 describes is the outworking of what being a light to nations means. It brings people out 

from darkness and enables them to see’409 – belongs within Israelite tradition which we firstly come 

 
408  

הנירקת רשא תא ונל ודיגיו ושיגי   
ונבל המישנו ודיגה הנה המ תונשארה   
ונעימשה תואבה וא ןתירחא העדנו   
םתא םיהלא יכ העדנו רוחאל תויתאה ודיגה  
ודחי הארנו ארנו העתשנו וערתו וביטית ףא  

41:22 Let them bring them, and tell us what is to happen. 
Tell us the former things, what they are, that we may consider them, 
that we may know their outcome; or declare to us the things to come. 
23 Tell us what is to come hereafter, that we may know that you are gods; 
do good, or do harm, that we may be dismayed and terrified 

דיגמ ינא תושדחו ואב הנה תונשארה   
םכתא עימשא הנחמצת םרטב  

42:9 Behold, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare; 
before they spring forth I tell you of them 

 
409 Goldingay, Message, 166. He states previously in p.165 that ‘[v.6] might be describing two acts of deliverance, the 
healing of blindness and the release of prisoners, but more likely the allusion to darkness in v. 7 indicates that both 
clauses describe one act,’ that is, ‘release into light’. 
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across in Exodus 19ff where הרות  become a significant part of תירב . Besides, the motif of darkness 

and light are both used in the servant figure in 41:9-20 and 42:1-9. In the former, as Stern observes, 

the servant Israel is figured as ‘worm’, who “are well known to be the blind dweller in darkness” in 

41:14, “will be transformed into a people of seeing individuals in 41:20.”410 In the latter, this motif is 

vivid especially in 42:6-7. Stern even observes “Although Isa 42,1-4 never uses the word, ‘light’, the 

word is evoked constantly.”411 Fifthly, concerning the motif of YHWH versus the gods, whereas 

40:12-31 raise the question of who is comparable to YHWH, ch. 41 specifies the differences between 

YHWH and the gods through his sovereignty in history and capability of foretelling, while 42:8-9 

straight-forwardly announces that:  

I am YHWH, this is my name, (and) my glory I will not give to others, nor my praise to idols. 
Behold, the former things have come about, and new things I am declaring, before they will 
spring forth, I will make them heard.  

There are no longer rhetorical questions or disputations in 42:8-9 as there are in chs 40, 41, but rather 

only the announcement. This looks very much like a climax concerning the motif of YHWH versus 

the gods. Overall, 42:1-9 develops from 41:8-20 to call on the servant’s perception that as YHWH’s 

gifted and chosen servant, he is commissioned with a mission in relation to the nations and YHWH’s 

will for the nations. 

4.3.2.3 42:10-12 

42:10-12 calls for praise to YHWH from the concrete and entire world: the sea lands (west of 

Palestine) and the desert lands (east of Palestine) indicate entirety,412 while the typical places – Kedar 

and Sela – denote the concreteness of this summoning.413 Thus, the plural subject of vv.10-12 refers 

to the nations, as distinguished from the singular servant Israel in v.1-7.414 

42:10-12 is linked to its immediately preceding vv.1-9. Firstly, the servant’s mission and the praise 

of YHWH are both related to the nations, see especially וליחיי םייא ותרותלו  of v.4 and ודיגי םייאב ותלהתו  

of v.12. Secondly, as Gitay writes, “the servant in v 2 will not אשי  anymore, but now the nations are 

praising God – ואשי  (v 11). Similarly, the servant will not shout out – קעצי  (v 2), yet the nations will 

open their mouth loudly – וחוצי  (v 11b).”415 Thirdly, vv.10-12 is linked with vv.8-9 through repeating 

שדח  (‘new’), דובכ  (‘glory’), and הלהת  (‘praise’). Therefore, the summoning for a new song to YHWH 

 
410 Stern, “Blind Servant,” 226. 
411 Ibid, 227. 
412 See Calvin, J. Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Isaiah. As referred to in Goldingay, Messaage:169. 
413 Vincent, Studien zur Literarischen Eigenart und zur Geistigen Heimat von Jesaja. As referred to in Goldingay, 
Message, 169. 
414 Goldingay, Messaage, 168. 
415 Gitay, Prophecy and Persuasion, 123. 
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(vv.10-12) can serve as an appropriate response to the new thing he will do through His servant for 

the nations’ benefit demonstrating his glory and praise in vv.1-9.416  

Besides, 42:10-12 can also serve as a conclusion to 41:1-42:12 because YHWH’s supremacy is one 

of the overarching themes in the whole section of 41:1-42:12, which qualifies the call to sing his 

praise. 

4.3.2.4 Summary 

Therefore, as 41:1-42:12 call nations and idols into conversation through court-disputations (41:1-7, 

21-29), while drawing attention to his servant through either a direct address to his servant (41:8-20) 

or through an address about his servant (42:1-9), it reveals what should be perceived about YHWH 

and about his servant, and about YHWH’s will and glory in the world. He is the one who determines 

history and politics, causing the former things to come to pass and declaring the new things; the one 

who takes care of who he has called; the one who makes impossible things possible; the one who 

commissions his servant for the blessing of his world. By comparison, foreign gods are nothing but a 

delusion, and all who choose them will be ashamed. Therefore, it would be an appropriate response 

for the whole world to sing YHWH's praise. 

4.3.3 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 42:13-44:23 

As shown in section 4.1, 42:13-44:23 is introduced by 42:13-17 (introduction), followed by two 

parallel subsections 42:18-43:21 and 43:22-44:22, and concluded with a hymnic verse 44:23.  

4.3.3.1 42:13-17 

In 42:13-17 the two images of YHWH, a mighty warrior (v.13) and a woman giving birth (v.14), 

appear quite different. However, as McConville observes, “as the warrior image was crouched in 

language of extreme vehemence, so the birth image conjures up the extreme physical stress of 

childbirth.”417 The sound-effect of ke-ye-ke-ye in v.13a and ya-a-ya-a in v.13b recalls the vehement 

warfare scenario and is in line with the emphases on ‘warrior’ ( רבגתי...רובגכ ) and on ‘crying out’ 

( חירצי ףא עירי ). Similarly, the threefold e- sound in v.14b ( ףאשאו םשא העפא ) recalls the painful 

scenario of women giving birth: groaning, panting and gasping. Then, the portrayal of YHWH 

 
416 Cf. Goldingay, Message, 168, 169, regards vv.13-17 as the reason for the praise in v.10-12. 
417 McConville, Isaiah, 482. Cf. Goldingay, Message, 172 maintains, in fact they ‘both are strong, intensely human 
similes, both emphasize the extraordinary noise and energy of the protagonist…both derive from Isa 9-11).’  See ibid, 
170 for how v.13 echoes Isa 9-11 and his conclusion that “the vision of Isa. 9-11 is reaffirmed, and its fulfilment 
announced. Present events are that fulfilment.” 
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(vv.13-14) is followed by what YHWH will do (vv.15-16). These actions are contrasting in 

character, namely  the wasting of hills, withering of vegetation, drying up of rivers and wetlands in 

v.15 which are undoubtfully calamitous and destroying, while the images in v.16 are caring and 

saving.418 However they express the reality that when God acts, destruction (for some) and salvation 

(for others) usually come hand in hand. Finally, this introduction is concluded with the shame of 

those who trust idols (v.17). The movement from speaking about YHWH (v.13) to quotations of 

YHWH’s direct speech (vv.14-16) to comments on those who trust in idols (v.17) functions to 

contrast YHWH with idols and to persuade the audience rhetorically to trust in YHWH alone.  

The images used in vv.13-16 echo Isa 6-9 in various ways and suggest a fulfilment of the promises in 

Isa 9. Firstly, YHWH’s self-restraint and silence in 42:14a echoes Isaiah’s question ( רשא דע , ‘how 

long’, 6:11) and YHWH’s hiding his face (8:17); the salvation image expressed particularly through 

leading the blind (42:16aα) alludes back to 6:9-10 where imperception is articulated  as the major 

problem for Israel. This means the judgmental imperceptive situation is now ready to be changed. 

Secondly, רובג  occurs earlier in 9:5 as one of the names of the son that is born to us (  ןתנ ןב ונל דלי דלי

רובג לא...ונל ) in relation to YHWH’s zeal ( תואבצ הוהי תאנק , 9:6) whereas here in 42:13-14 YHWH will 

go out like a ‘warrior’ and stir up his zeal ( האנק ריעי תומחלמ שיאכ אצי רובגכ הוהי ) and is giving birth 

( הדלויכ ). Besides, while the levelling of rough places on the way ( רושימל םישקעמו ) in the second 

column of v.16bα recalls 40:3-5 (esp.v.4 העקבל םיסכרהו רושימל בקעה היהו ולפשי העבגו רה לכו ), ‘the 

turning of darkness into light’ ( רואל םהינפל ךשחמ םישא ) in the first column of v.16bα alludes to 8:23-

9:1 where there is a contrast between the former time and the latter time ( ןורחאהו ... ןושארה ) and 

where ‘the people walking in the darkness will see a great light’ ( לודג רוא ואר ךשחב םיכלהה םעה ). 

Moreover, while the two columns of v.16bβ echo respectively to 40:8b by ( םירבדה הלא ) and to 41:17 

by reaffirming ‘I will not abandon them’ ( םיתבזע אלו ), the combination of v.13 ( תאנק ) and v.16 

( םתישע ) echo 9:6 ( תאז השעת תואבצ הוהי תאנק ). All these links of 42:13-16 to Isa 40, 41 in its nearer 

context, and to Isa 6-9, demonstrate that the promises made earlier in Isa 9 and the turning over of 

6:9-11 and 8:17 are now applied to the promises made in the exilic situation (Isa 40 onwards) and is 

now come to fulfilment. 

Moreover, the use of ‘the blind’ ( םירוע ) and the double use of ‘they have not known’ ( ועדי אל ) 

undoubtedly highlight their ‘imperception’, while ‘I will lead’ ( יתכלוהו ) and ‘I will guide’ ( םכירדא ) 

emphasize YHWH’s self-involvement in helping with their ‘imperception’. That this cluster of 

 
418 Goldingay, Message, 173.  
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perception vocabulary and theme (v.16) is followed by the comment on the shame on those who trust 

in idols in turn calls the audience to be perceptive and to make correct choices, to trust in YHWH 

alone in their current situation, and to trust that the promised salvation is now to come. 

Therefore, as an introduction to 43:13-44:23, 43:13-17 linking back to chs. 40-41 through its 

polemics against idols and comforts for Jacob-Israel and connecting with chs. 6-9 through the ending 

of the imperceptive period, and the enabling of perception, mark the beginning of salvation. The 

promises made in the 8th century BCE are now being fulfilled in the current exilic situation. 

4.3.3.2 42:18-43:21 

As demarcated in 4.3.1, there are four subunits in 42:18-43:21: the reality of Jacob-Israel (42:18-25), 

salvation oracles for Jacob-Israel (43:1-7), Jacob-Israel as witness to YHWH as the only God (43:8-

13) and concluding notes on YHWH’s salvation (43:14-21). They are all interconnected. 42:18-25 

and 43:1-7 are closely connected by the transition marked by the opening of 43:1 ( התעו , ‘but now’), 

and antithetical images are applied to denote the fate of Jacob-Israel – they are in exile as denoted by 

the triple זזב/זב  and ׁהסשׁמ/הסש  in 42:22a, 22b, 24, and ‘burned up by fire,’ v.25.  By contrast, in 43:1-

7, they will be redeemed from exile (vv.3-6) and the fire will not consume them (v.2). 43:8-13 are 

related back to 42:18-25 with the combination of ‘blind’, ‘deaf’ and ‘my servant’, this time in a trial 

scene with gods. The blind and deaf servant is appointed as ‘my witness’ ( ידע םתא , vv.10, 12) to 

YHWH’s uniqueness as God and savior. 43:14-21 is related to 43:8-13 through the redemption 

theme (vv.11-13 cf. vv.14-15) and the ‘former thing’ themes (vv.9, 19), and to 43:1-8 through the 

idea that Jacob-Israel is created to reveal his glory and declare his praise (vv.7, 21).  

(Im)perception terms abound in 42:18-25 and 43:8-13, while v.19a indicates that 43:14-21 is also 

related to the (im)perception theme. Though (im)perception terms do not occur in 43:1-7, this 

subunit is a transition from 42:18-25 to 43:8-13, and simultaneously 43:14-21 also echoes back to it. 

Thus, this whole subsection (42:18-43:21) is now under investigation for evidence of the 

(im)perception theme. 

42:18-25 

This is a significant passage not only because the perception terms abound in structurally significant 

positions, but also because it contrasts with 42:1-9 and with 43:8-13.  
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42:18-25 can be further divided into vv.18-20 and vv.21-25, because while vv.18-20 are all about 

‘(im)perception’,419 vv.21-25 is introduced by הרות  (vv.21), which is later picked by in v.24, and also 

tied by the co-occurrence of זזב/זב  and ׁהסשׁמ/הסש  (vv.22a, 22b, 24), and the clause-consequence 

between vv.24b and v.25. This demarcation is supported by the correspondences between the 

beginning and the end of each subsection, that is, between v.18 and v.20 ( האר  and ׁעמש  in v.18 occur 

in chiastic order in v.20) and between vv.21-22a and v.25. Both are characterized by statements 

about YHWH followed by references to the people - in 3ms, to be exact. YHWH’s intention is 

followed by the people’s state in vv.21-22a, while YHWH’s action is followed by the people’s 

reaction in v.25.  Vv.21-22a is followed by, and v.25 preceded by, a reference to the people in 3mp. 

and with a twofold negation.420 Furthermore, the concluding verses of these two subsections 

correspond with each other through their emphasis on their imperception or lack of proper 

response.421  

This demarcation helps solve at least two uncertainties, namely the change of speakers, and the 

textual criticism of v.19. For the change of speakers: since other verses in vv.18-25 (except v.19, 

24b) do not indicate their speakers or the change of speakers,422 the demarcation into vv.18-20 and 

21-25 suggests that the speakers of vv.18-20 can be identified in v.19, and for vv.21-25 in v.24b. 

Besides, because ידבע  and יכאלמ  (v.19) suggest its speaker as YHWH, and ונאטח  (v.24b) suggests the 

speaker there is the one who is identified with ‘we’ (very likely the one commissioned in 40:3-8), 

then we can conclude that the speakers change from ‘YHWH’ in vv.18-20 to ‘the prophetic figure’ 

 
419 v.18 calls the deaf to hear, the blind to see; v.19 designates the blind and deaf as ‘my servant’; v.20 explains why he is 
blind and deaf. 
420  

A רידאיו הרות לידגי    וקדצ ןעמל ץפח הוהי  
ואבחה םיאלכ יתבבו םלכ םירוחב חפה      יוסשו זוזב םע אוהו  

v.21 
v.22a 

YHWH’s intentions 
(3ms) people’s exiled situation 

B       בשה רמא ןיאו הסשמ    ליצמ ןיאו זבל ויה              v.22b 3mp verbs + twofold negation ןיא  
C            רוחאל עמשיו בשקי   תאז ןיזאי םכב ימ  

םיזזבל לארשיו    בקעי הסשמל הסושמל ןתנ ימ             
  הוהי אולה           
ול ונאטח וז             

v.23 
v.24aαβ 
v.24aγ 
v.24bα 

 

B      ותרותב ועמש אלו    ךולה ויכרדב ובא אלו  v.24bβγ 3mp verbs+ twofold negation אל  
A המחלמ זוזעו       ופא המח וילע ךפשיו  

בל לע םישי אלו וב רעבתו    עדי אלו ביבסמ והטהלתו  
v.25a 
v.25b 

YHWH’s actions 
(3ms) people’s reactions 

 
421  

imperception Given fact/situation imperception Given fact/situation  
עמשי אלו םינזא חוקפ  רמשת אלו  תובר תואר   42:20 
בל לע םישי אלו וב רעבתו  עדי אלו  ביבסמ והטהלתו   42:25 

 
422 See also the form in Goldingay, ‘Isaiah 42:18-25,’ 47. 



 

140 

 

who undertakes ‘we’ to speak on behalf of sinful Israel in vv.21-25. Curiously, the speech reverts to 

third person in vv.24b-25. For the textual criticism: the triple רוע  in v.19b in contrast to only one שרח  

has led BHS and many commentators to suggest emendation of one רוע  in v.19b to שרח  so as to keep 

the poetic balance of this pair like in v.18 and v.19a.423 However, as Uhlig observes,  since v.19b and 

v.23 are both located in the middle of their subsections and both contain rhetorical questions in 

relation to (im)perception, an emphasis on ‘seeing’ with threefold רוע  in v.19b parallel with v.23’s 

emphasis on ‘hearing’ ( עמשׁ בשׁק , ןזא , ).424 

Therefore, structurally speaking, the (im)perception theme plays an important part in 42:18-25. As 

shown above, in the first subsection (vv.18-20), its beginning, middle, and end, are all about 

(im)perception. Concerning the second subsection (vv.21-25), though it is not introduced by an 

(im)perception theme, the rhetorical questions right in the middle take three verbs about hearing to 

awaken the addressees’ perception (v.23) and the rhetorical questions following that also aim to 

direct their perception on who and what has led them into their current exiled situation (v.24), and it 

also ends up with the notes on the addressees’ imperception. 

Besides, other literary devices applied in 42:18-25 also enhance the significance of the 

(im)perception theme and the call to perceive.  

Firstly, the paradoxical opening of v.18, that is, the call to the deaf to hear and the blind to look and 

see ( תוארל וטיבה םירועהו ועמש םישרחה ) is itself a contradiction: how could a person ask the deaf to 

hear, and the blind to look and see? The suspense this call creates draws the addressees to pay close 

attention to what comes next.  

Secondly, the rhetorical questions in v.19 denote that it is YHWH’s servant ( ידבע הוהי דבע , ), 

messenger ( יכאלמ ) and covenanted one ( םלשמכ )425 who is the blind and the deaf, whose blindness and 

deafness is further elaborated in v.20: ‘he sees many but does not observe, opens ears but not hear’ 

( עמשי אלו םינזא חוקפ רמשת אלו תובר תואר ). The designations here are ironic because both ידבע  and יכאלמ  

are those whom YHWH calls to his service for his purpose, and םלשמכ  also denotes YHWH’s 

purpose of peace through this servant, while simultaneously they are blind and deaf: how could they 

 
423 BHS suggests emendation of רוע  in v.19bβ, while McConville, Isaiah, 483 n58 רוע  in v.19bα. 
424 Uhlig, Hardening,145-50. 
425 BHS suggest an emendation to יה לשמכ  (‘like the one I sent’) to keep the same pronoun suffix as ידבע  and כאלמ . 
However, this emendation is without textual evidence. Besides, as McConville (Isaiah, 483, fn 57) notes, MT reading, “a 
pual participal of the verb ׁםלש  (‘to be at peace or in covenant’),” denotes YHWH’s will/purpose through his servant and 
messenger. 
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carry out YHWH’s service with their blindness and deafness?426 In such a way, vv.19-20 express 

YHWH’s disappointment at his servant’s lack of perception as a way to challenge them to live 

consistently with their status. 

Thirdly, vv.18-25 deliberately alludes back to and contrasts with 42:1-7. The two central terms ( וקדצ  

and הרות ) and the whole idea of YHWH’s intention in v.21 (YHWH is pleased for the sake of וקדצ  

and will magnify and glorify הרות ) intentionally evoke 42:1-7 because 42:1-7 and 42:18-25 are two 

of the few small units where ֶקדֶצ  and ּהרָוֹת  co-occur.427 Thus, v.21 is not only situated in the context 

of vv.18-25 but also vv.1-7, which then reveals that what counts is not only YHWH’s  קדצ  or הרות , 

but much more his servant’s failure in his commission. Besides, the servant 42:18-25 is deliberately 

contrasted with the servant of 42:1-7. While coastlands wait for his law (v.7), the servant himself 

does not follow his law (v.24); similarly, while the servant is commissioned to be ‘a light to the 

nations’ (v.6) and ‘to open the eyes of the blind, to bring out…from the prison (v.7)’, the servant is 

characterized as ‘blind’ (v.18, 19) and ‘in the prison’ (v.24) himself.428 These deliberate allusions 

and contrasts suggest the servant in vv.18-25 does not qualify for the mission for which he is 

commissioned in vv.1-7. However, this does not mean that the servant in the two passages should be 

identified differently or that YHWH has been wrong with his commissioning of his servant in the 

first place. But rather, it is exactly the striking contrast between the reality of the servant (42:18-25) 

and his mission (42:1-7) that would explain how the deaf and blind servant could be YHWH’s his 

witness (43:8-13; 44:6-20).  

Fourthly, the juxtaposition of 3ms and 3mp (referring to the servant/people) deliberately and 

rhetorically emphasizes the need for Israel to perceive, both on the individual and corporate level. 

 
426 In Israel’s history, Moses is the one called ידבע הוהי דבע , יכאלמ , , who faithfully does YHWH’s will, while it is Israelites 
who are rebuked of lacking faith despite all those they have seen, heard and experienced (e.g., Deut 3:21; 4:3, 9; 7:19; 
10:21; 11:7; 29:1, 3). However, these two aspects are both applied to Jacob-Israel in 42:18-25. In PI, ידבע  is applied to 
Isaiah in 20:3, Eliakim in 37:35 and in. 
427 In the context of 40-44, קדצ  occurs earlier in 41:2, 10; 42:6 respectively in relation to YHWH’s raising Cyrus, 
comforting Jacob-Israel and calling his servant, while הרות  occurs earlier in 42:4, the sense of which is very much in line 
with the vision in 2:1-4.  Another co-occurrence of ֶקדֶצ  and ּהרָוֹת  is 51:7, or the unit 51:1-9 where ּהרָוֹת  occurs in 51:4, 7 
while ֶקדֶצ  in 51:1, 5, 7. If we search the co-occurrence of ּהרָוֹת  and ְהקָדָצ , then we will find Isa 5 ( הרָוֹתּ  in v.24, while ְהקָדָצ  
in 5:7, 16, 23).  
428  

ךשח יבשי אלכ תיבמ ריסא רגסממ איצוהל תורוע םיניע חקפל  42:7 
ואבחה םיאלכ יתבבו  42:22 
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Fifthly, as Sommer observes, 42:18-25 allude back to 30:9-14 by the way of using words, the split-

up pattern, the sound play, and the fire imagery as follows to “explain to the people why they are in 

their current state.”429 

 30:9-14 42:18-25 

The way of 

using words 

אוה ירמ םע  (v.9, ‘It is a rebellious 

people’) 

םע אוהו  (v.22, ‘And it is a people’) 

split-up 

pattern 

הוהי תרות עומשׁ ובא–אל  (v.9, ‘unwilling to 

listen to the teaching of YHWH’) 

ותרותב ועמש אלו ךולה ויכרדב ובא אלו  (v.24 

unwilling to walk on his paths, and not 

listen to his teaching) 

sound play  (v.14, ‘shard’)םישׁרח שרח  (‘the deaf ones’) 

Fire imagery דוקימ שא תותחל  (v.14 ‘to take fire from 

the hearth’) 

 לע םישי אלו וב רעבתו עדי אלו ביבסמ והטהלתו

בל  (v.25b, ‘it set him on fire all around, 

but he did not understand; it burned him 

up, but he did not take it to heart.’) 

Sixthly, Stern makes an ‘…attempt to understand the function of “the Blind Servant” of Isa. 42:19 in 

terms of imagery scattered throughout the book’ which will progress to ‘the suffering servant” in Isa 

53.430 

To conclude, 42:18-25 invite Jacob-Israel to perceive their spiritual condition of blindness and 

deafness. The text ascribes their current exiled situation to their unwillingness to walk upon 

YHWH’s way and to obey his torah which he has intended to magnify and glorify through his 

servant Jacob-Israel, but their condition has disqualified them. Therefore, the exilic situation, and the 

blind and deaf condition of his servant Jacob-Israel, are what together hinder YHWH from executing 

his intention for the world through him. 

43:1-7  

The salvation oracles (started by the opening התעו  (‘but now’) in 43:1) introduces YHWH’s 

comforting of Jacob-Israel (43:1-7). It is the first step in how he would solve the above-mentioned 

obstacles and hence 43:1-7 is the transitional subunit in 42:18-43:21.  

 
429 Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture, 97-99. 
430 Stern, “Blind Servant,” 224-32. 
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In 43:1-7, v.1 and v.7 form an inclusio using the combination of ארק ,ראצי ,ארב  and ׁםש  to frame the 

salvation oracles. Other elements in v.1 emphasise YHWH’s exhortation (  ךמשב יתארק ךיתלאג יכ ארית לא

התא יל ) while v.7 emphasises ידובכל . Thus, both the introduction and conclusion highlight Jacob-Israel 

as created, formed, and called by YHWH, while the development from v.1 to v.7 (as shown by their 

distinct elements) show that his exhortation and salvation are both related to YHWH’s glory. 

While earlier passages highlight YHWH as the creator of the whole creation (42:12-31; 42:5), 43:1-7 

highlight YHWH as Jacob-Israel’s personal creator, former and maker (vv.1, 7). Besides, in 

comparison with the earlier ‘fear-not’ salvation oracle (41:8-20),431 43:1-7 are a further development 

from 41:8-20 in two specific senses. Firstly, they depict what Israel means to YHWH in an even 

more intimate and direct way: התא יל  (‘you are mine,’ v.1) and ךיתבהא ינאו תדבכנ יניעב תרק  (‘you are 

precious in my eyes, honoured, and I love you,’ v.4a). Secondly, they move towards a clearer focus 

on releasing them from captivity. The use of ךיתלאג יכ  right after the divine speech formula, YHWH’s 

self-predication and the ‘not-fear’ exhortation in 43:1 together aim to relieve them from the fear that 

resulted from the threefold-emphasized situation of captivity and oppression (in 42:22-24). The word 

לאג  itself presupposes an oppressive situation from which they will be redeemed.432 Besides, while 

43:3b, 4b resonate with the idea of YHWH giving others433 for Jacob-Israel as his ransom (the price 

paid for his redemption434), YHWH’s self-predications in vv.5b-6a explicitly promise his gathering 

of them from the whole world,  a comprehensiveness suggested by reference to the four corners of 

compass. The use of יאלכת לא  in v.6 echoing 42:22 ( ואבחה םיאלכ יתבבו ) also suggests 43:1-7 response 

to Israel’s captive situation in 42:22-24. 

43:8-13  

In comparison to 41:1-42:25,435 the nuance of 43:8-13 lies in their ‘witness’ motif, in particular, how 

this motif is associated with the ‘blind and deaf servant’ and with YHWH’s self-predications. There 

 
431 The phrase ינא ךתא  (‘I am with you’) occurs in 43:2, 5 while its synonyms ינא ךמע  in 41:8. The images 43:1-7 take 
include YHWH’s protection from the subversive water and fire, and YHWH’s releasing them from captivity, while 41:8-
20 the victory over contending enemies and levelling mountains and hills. 
432 Ringgren, לאג , 350-55. 
433 Whom YHWH gives extends from the specified Egypt, Cush and Seba (v.3b) to the more general humanity ( םדא  and 

םימאל , v.4b). 
434 Note the use of ןתנ  and תחת  in both verses. Though ךרפכ  only occurs in v.3b, not v.4b, while ךשפנ  only in v.4b, not 
v.3b, these two are in fact two complementary parallel lines, presenting a more comprehensive idea with two lines.  
435 Many of the expressions in 43:8-13 have already occurred in 41:1-42:25. 

תוארל וטיבה םירועהו ועמש םישרחה  שי םיניעו רוע םע איצוה 43:8  42:18, 19 
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is a positive note of hope in the depiction of ‘blind and deaf’ in v.8, because they still have eyes and 

ears, hence the ability to perceive.436 

43:8-13 begin with trial speech like 41:1-5 and 41:21-29, because the blind and deaf are called into a 

trial scene where nations and peoples are challenged to produce witnesses to vindicate their gods’ 

claim (vv.8-9). However, vv.10-13 do not record the outcome of the trial, but rather more YHWH’s 

appointment of the addressees as his witnesses, testifying to his uniqueness as God and savior.  

As shown in the table below, vv.10a-12a and vv.12b-13 both start with a declaration of םאנ ידע םתא 

הוהי  (a, a’), and YHWH’s self-characterizations (c, c’), while the former has, in addition to these two 

elements, the elements (b) of the identity of the witness (the servant that YHWH has chosen, that is, 

Jacob-Israel, v.10aβ), and the purpose of the appointment of this witness (“so that you might know 

and trust me, and understand that I am he,” v.10bα). This unparalleled element b  in the structure of 

vv.10-13 highlight that the blind and deaf chosen servant Jacob-Israel (42:18-25), after the 

encouragement of 43:1-7, is now appointed as YHWH’s witness for the purpose of their perception 

of and faith in YHWH. In the structure c/c’, the twofold  אוה ינא  resonates with YHWH’s initial self-

revelation in Ex.3:14; the first אוה ינא  is followed by the statement that no god was formed before or 

after him (v.10bβ), indicating YHWH is the only God, while the second one followed by a statement 

and a rhetorical question which together suggest YHWH is the only deliverer (v.13). These two 

aspects are re-announced in v.11 and v.12a through the same emphatic phrase ( ...ןיאו...יכנא ). In such a 

way, the witness motif is closely connected with YHWH as the only God and the only savior.437 The 

addressees are to act as witnesses to YHWH’s gracious redemption of them (cf. 43:1-7 and note 

עישׁומ  in 43:11 and 43:3). Furthermore, the development of YHWH’s self-characterization from 

 
ומל םינזאו םישרחו   חלשא יכאלמכ שרחו ידבע םא יכ רוע ימ 

הוהי דבעכ רועו םלשמכ רוע ימ  
  םימאל ופסאיו ודחי וצבקנ םיוגה לכ 43:9

  ונעימשי תונשארו תאז דיגי םהב ימ
תמא ורמאיו ועמשיו וקדציו םהידע ונתי  

  הנירקת רשא תא ונל ודיגיו ושיגי
  ונבל המישנו ודיגה הנה המ תונשארה
ונעימשה תואבה וא ןתירחא העדנו  
  םתא םיהלא יכ העדנו רוחאל תויתאה ודיגה23 
ודחי הארנו ארנו העתשנו וערתו וביטית ףא  
םכב רחבי הבעות עפאמ םכלעפו ןיאמ םתא ןה24   

41:22-24 

43:10aβ יתרחב רשא ידבעו ךיתרחב רשא בקעי ידבע לארשי התאו   
יריחב וב ךמתא ידבע ןה  

41:8 
42:1 

43:10b וניבתו יל ונימאתו ועדת ןעמל ודחי וליכשיו ומישיו ועדיו וארי ןעמל   41:20a 
43:10bβ, 13aα אוה ינא  41:4bβ 
43:13aβ ליצמ ידימ ןיאו ליצמ ןיאו   42:22bα 

 
436 See Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 121; Gitay, Prophecy, 144, 150; Motyer, Prophecy, 334 for the opposite argument, 
insisting on the blindness and deafness of the people despite having eyes and ears.  
437 As Childs (Isaiah, 335) states, “The issue is not one of clairvoyance or simple prediction, but of the God of Israel 
being at work in the world. Israel alone can rightly testify to God’s redemptive presence in its life.” 
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v.10bβ to v.13a prepares the addressees to reach the expected negative answer to the question of ‘I 

work, who can turn it back?’. Such a development, and the rhetorical question itself, create a 

suspense evoking the addressees’ thinking, which is in line with the structural emphasis on element 

b: the purpose of appointing them as YHWH’s witness.438 

הוהי םאנ ידע םתא   ‘witness’ appointment v.10aα   a 
יתרחב רשא ידבעו  identity v.10aβ    b. focusing 

on Israel וניבתו יל ונימאתו ועדת ןעמל  Impact/purpose v.10bα    
 לא רצונ אל ינפל           אוה ינא יכ
היהי אל ירחאו  

I am he; no god formed before or after 
YHWH 

v.10bβ c 

עישומ ידעלבמ ןיאו       הוהי יכנא יכנא  I, I am YHWH, no savior besides me v.11 
 םכב ןיאו  יתעמשהו יתעשוהו יתדגה יכנא
רז  

I declared, saved and showed; no strange 
god among them 

v.12a 

הוהי םאנ ידע םתאו  ‘witness’ appointment v.12bα a’ 
לא ינאו  I am God v.12bβ c’ 
ליצמ ידימ ןיאו        אוה ינא םוימ םג  hereafter I am he, no deliverer from my 

hand 
v.13a 

הנבישי ימו לעפא  I work; who can turn it back? v.13b 

Therefore, 43:8-13 take the form of a trial speech and combine the blindness theme and YHWH-

versus-idol theme. YHWH himself alone is emphasized as the true God, of whom Israel are 

witnesses. The speech aims to encourage the addressees to trust YHWH. 

43:14-21 

While the divine speech formula ( הוהי רמא הכ , vv.14, 16) further divides 43:14-21 into vv.14-15 and 

vv.16-21, these are undoubtedly closely related. In vv.14-15 YHWH’s now-familiar-yet-joint self-

predications (v.14a, v.15) from Isa 41439 bracket the first-explicitly-mentioned fall of Babylon 

(v.14b). These relate the fall of Babylon with YHWH’s attributes as Israel’s redeemer, Holy One, 

creator and king, and bring his announcements from Isa 41 to a climax. After such an emphatic 

announcement of vv.14-15, vv.16-17 allude to Ex. 14-15 by the images of a pathway through 

powerful waters which overwhelm horses, chariots and warriors  (cf. Ex.14:9, 17, 28; 15:1, 21), and 

the emphasis on the perishing of the enemy army (14:21-31; 15:1-2),440 Hence  the first Exodus (the 

release from Egypt) becomes the paradigm for the release from Babylon (the second Exodus).441 

While vv.16-17 naturally recall the addressees of the Exodus tradition, the commands and rhetorical 

 
438 Different groups of repetitions are highlighted in different colours in the table. 
439 The combination of ‘your redeemer’ and ‘holy one of Israel’ occurs earlier in 41:14, though לארשי שודק םכלאג  in 43:14 
while לארשי שודק ךלאג  in 41:14. In 43:15a, הוהי ינא  has occurred many times so far (27:3; 41:4, 13, 17; 42:6, 8; 43:3), 
though םכשודק הוהי ינא  is unique with its relational dimension. In 43:15b, לארשי ארוב  echoes 43:1, 7, while YHWH being 
referred as ‘king’ only in 41:21 ( בקעי ךלמ ); 43:15 ( םככלמ ); 44:6 ( לארשי ךלמ ). As McConville (Isaiah, 493) states, YHWH 
as king “is loaded with significance in a time of subjugation to a foreign empire.”  
440 The allusion to Ex.14-15 is vivid Cf. McConville, Isaiah, 494.  
441 Cf. McConville, Isaiah, 494. 
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questions in vv.18-19a serve to draw the addressees’ attention/perception away from the former thing 

and to expect the new thing,442 which is then further elaborated in vv.19b-21. The lifegiving images 

of תורהנ ןומשיב ךרד רבדמב  (‘a way in wilderness and rivers in desert,’ v.19b) and ןמישיב תורהנ םימ רבדמב  

(‘waters in wilderness and rivers in desert,’ v.20b), are what were  most needed and struggled for in 

the first Exodus, and hence which clearly highlight YHWH’s sufficient provision.443 Besides, since 

the combination of םינת  and הנעי תונב  (v.20a) only occurs elsewhere in Isa 13:21-22 and 34:13 (where 

they are characterized as animals in abandoned or uninhabited places), the blessings even extended 

to, and the honoring YHWH from, these ‘wild animals’ would further vindicate YHWH’s being 

known even by animals.444 Thus, 43:14-21 carry forward the deliverance theme and the contrast 

between the former and new things from 43:1-8 into a more concrete dimension: the release from 

Babylon. The ‘perception’ terms (vv.18-19a) occur in structurally significant places in vv.14-21, 

echoing the people’s appointment as YHWH’s witness in 43:8-13. They are to witness YHWH doing 

new miracles. 

4.3.3.3 Isa 43:22-44:22 

Like 42:18-43:22, 43:22-44:22 also start with Israel’s failures, followed by salvation oracles which 

lead into a court-scene with the ‘witness’ motif and polemic against foreign gods. While picking up 

similar terms, phrases or motifs from preceding passages, this passage develops in a stronger way. 

43:22-28 

The accusations in 43:22-24 focus on Israel’s indifference and weariness towards  YHWH (v.22ab, 

23a, v.24a),445 how they have wearied and burdened YHWH (v.24b), while YHWH has never 

 
442 The related Hebrew words are respectively highlighted in green and purple: לא ורכזת תונשאר תוינמדקו לא וננבתת השע יננה 

ףא הועדת אולה חמצת התע השדח  (‘Do not remember the former things, nor consider the things of old. Behold, I am doing a 
new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?’) 
443 Cf. in vv.16-17a, םיב  and םיזע םימבו  are threatening from which Israel survived while Egyptians army forces perished, 
hence the emphasis is laid on the contrast between Israel’s survival and Egyptians perish. 
444 In YHWH’s call of and promises to Abraham, nations will be blessed through Abraham (Gen 12:1-3), while here the 
blessings upon Jacob-Israel are even extended to these wild animals. 
445 All these - אל  phrases accusing Jacob-Israel of what they have not done, including תארק יתא אלו  (‘you did not call me’), 

יל תאיבה אל  (‘you did not bring me…’), ינתדבכ אל  (‘you did not honour me’), יל תינק אל  (‘you did not buy me...’), ינתיורה אל  
(‘you did not satisfy me…’), do not mean that YHWH requires the otherwise (as v.23b makes this point clearly), but they 
all demonstrate their lack of passion in worshipping YHWH, which in YHWH’s terms is ( יב תעגי יכ  , ‘you are wearied of 
me’, v.22b), and they also prepares for the argument YHWH is going to make in v.25: YHWH saves Israel not because 
of their honouring or fearing or making sacrifice to him, but because he himself blots out and does not longer remember 
their sins for his own sake..  
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wearied or burdened them (v.23b).446 The invitation to court also vindicates YHWH’s טפשׁמ  in 

judging their sins ever since their first ancestor (vv.26-28). Both the accusations in vv.23-24 and the 

court-disputation in vv.26-28 vindicate YHWH’s gracious announcement in the middle (v.25), the 

emphatic note of which is marked by אוה יכנא יכנא . 

44:1-5 

The calling to hear at the opening of 44:1 ( עמש התעו ) and divine speech formula ( הוהי רמא הכ ) in v.2 

and v.6, effectively call the addressees to attend to YHWH’s speeches in vv.2-5 and vv.6-20, both of 

which exhort ‘do not fear’ ( ארית לא , v.2; cf. והרת לאו ודחפת לא , v.8).447 The introductory v.1 calls Jacob-

Israel as ידבע  and וב יתרחב . This second term is picked up again in the first speech, but while the first 

term is not picked up in either speech, its associated term ידע  occurs in v.8. The salvation oracle in 

44:1-5 contrasts with the accusation of 43:22-28. In the latter Jacob-Israel is weary of YHWH, and not 

passionate about worshiping YHWH (43:22-24), so YHWH will give Jacob up to utter destruction/ 

reviling (43:28). By contrast, the former emphasizes that each member of Jacob-Israel loves to call 

themselves YHWH’s and with the name of Israel (v.5), the name YHWH gave to their ancestor Jacob 

marking a change in his relationship with YHWH. This contrast surely indicates the conditions of 

Jacob-Israel in 42:22-28 will now be changed. Undoubtedly, the exhortation in 44:1-4 plays a key role 

in the shift from Jacob-Israel’s sinful and unpassionate situation in 43:22-28 to their willingness in 

44:5. The image of pouring water upon thirsty or dry land (44:3a) echoes Exodus tradition and the 

nearer context Isa 41:17-18; 43:19-21, while the image of pouring spirit upon Jacob-Israel’s offspring 

(44:3b) echoes 42:1. Thus, the combination of these two images brings together YHWH’s provision 

and Jacob-Israel’s mission. As the pouring of water and spirit generate life (v.4), so will YHWH’s 

provision and Jacob-Israel’s executing their mission. Their willingness to take on the name of YHWH 

and the name of Israel (v.5) in such a context would also suggest their willingness to walk in his way, 

to do his will and to execute his mission, contrasting the blind-deaf servant’s unwillingness in 42:18-

25, but in line with 42:1-9. 

 
446 This contrast is particularly made in v.23b ( הנובלב ךיתעגוה אלו החנמב ךיתדבעה אל ) and v.24b (  ינתעגוה ךיתואטחב ינתדבעה ךא

ךיתנועב ) by applying same verbs but with different person and pronoun suffixes. Besides, the wearying of YHWH here in 
v.23b also contrasts with his proclamation of unweariness as his comfort for Jacob-Israel in 40:28 ( עגיי אלו ףעיי אל ). 
McConville, Isaiah, 496, also observes the use of ינתדבעה  in v.24b is an ironic play with their status as YHWH’s servant 
yet they’re making YHWH as their servant. 
447 McConville states different terms are undertaken for poetic and rhetorical enhancement (Ibid., 502). Cf. Goldingay & 
Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 341. 
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44:6-20 

44:6-8 come again to YHWH’s polemic against foreign gods and to the exhortation of ‘fear-not’. Many 

expressions found here have occurred earlier, though they are used with renewed emphasis.448 As the 

table below shows, after the introductory divine speech formula and YHWH’s self-predications (v.6a), 

vv.6b-8b are framed by the fact that YHWH is the only God (v.6b, v.8b), while in the middle, YHWH 

challenges foreign gods to declare about old and new things (v.7)449 and exhorts Jacob-Israel not to 

fear (v.8a). The sense is that because Jacob-Israel is the witness of the true God, who appointed them 

from of old, and who is the governor of the world and history, who is known to them as the reliable 

Rock, they should not fear because of their current conditions, but trust YHWH in the salvation and 

transformation he has announced to them. Besides, as Goldingay and Payne observe, 

the coming together of court speech and ‘fear not’ oracle towards the end of the group of spirals 
that occupy chapters 41–44 reflect the fact that it is the sole God of the court speeches who can 
say ‘fear not’.450 

תואבצ הוהי ולאגו    לארשי ךלמ             הוהי רמא הכ  v.6a introductory divine speech formula 
ןורחא ינאו ןושאר ינא  
םיהלא ןיא ידעלבמו  

v.6b YHWH as the only God 

                  ינומכ ימו
        םלוע םע ימושמ     יל הכרעיו הדיגיו ארקי
ומל ודיגי הנאבת רשאו תויתאו  

v.7 who could be like YHWH?  

והרת לאו ודחפת לא  
  יתדגהו ךיתעמשה זאמ אלה
  ידע םתאו

v.8a exhortation to Jacob-Israel 

  ידעלבמ הולא שיה
יתעדי לב רוצ ןיאו  

v.8b YHWH as the only God 

The ‘witness’ motif and ‘do not fear’ motif of v.8 are picked up in a contrasting manner in v.9 

( םהידע ), and v.11 ( ודחפי ), which introduces an elaborate subunit on the folly of idolatry (vv.9-20). 

As the table shows below, the statement on the unprofitability of idol-makers in v.9a is questioned in 

v.10, satirising their folly. Besides, the beginning and end of v.9b are picked up in v.11, as המה םהידעו  

in v.9b is paraphrased as המה םישרחו ... וירבח לכ  in v.11, and ושבי  in v.9b is repeated twice in v.11. 

This manner of repetition in vv.9-11, thus, lays an emphasis on idol-witnesses’ imperception (  וארי לב

ועדי לבו , the unrepeated phrase in vv.9-11). This theme also is satirized in vv.9-11 and further 

elaborated in vv.12-20.  

 v.9a  וליעוי לב םהידומחו והת םלכ לספ ירצי

 
448 Especially, YHWH’s self-predication in 44:6a, לארשי ךלמ  (cf. 41:21; 43:15); the combined תואבצ הוהי ולאגו  is 
unprecedented in 40-55 so far, though לאג  is frequent in 40-55 while תואבצ הוהי  a familiar Isaianic term in 1-39. In 44:6b 

ןורחא ינאו ןושאר ינא  (cf. 41:4b); םיהלא ןיא ידעלבמו  (cf.43:11 עישומ ידעלבמ ןיאו ). 
449 In v.7, while the opening question ינומכ ימ  echoes 40:18, 25, the rest of v.7 recalls 41:22-23 and 43:8-13. 
450 Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 328. 
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ושבי ןעמל ועדי לבו וארי לב המה םהידעו  v.9b 
ליעוה יתלבל ךסנ לספו לא רצי ימ  v.10 
  םדאמ המה םישרחו ושבי וירבח לכ ןה
דחי ושבי ודחפי ודמעי םלכ וצבקתי  

v.11 

In vv.9-11, every verse satirically highlights the imperception of the idol-makers. In v.9a, an idol is 

made, but not a maker: לספ  is the subject, not the object, of רצי  (cf. YHWH as ‘maker’ in 43:7, 21). 

Besides, the idol-makers could not profit: והת םלכ  and וליעוי לב  highlight the meaninglessness of their 

making and desiring. In v.9b, the insertion of the personal pronoun המה  between the subject םהידעו  

and the description of them as ושבי ןעמל ועדי לבו וארי לב  bring out the emphatic tone; the two לב  

preceding its two perceptive verbs האר  and עדי  highlight their imperception; and the consequent 

clause ( ושבי ןעמל ) at the end further enhances the shame of םהידעו . Then, v.10 re-uses some of words 

and ideas of v.9, yet turns them into a rhetorical question, which brings out the sarcasm even further: 

who is so silly as to make an idol or image without profit? The use of singular here in v.10, in 

contrast to the use of plural in v.9 and v.11, is rhetorical, urging every individual to reflect on this 

folly. Later, in v.11, the use of the twofold שׁבי , the phrase םדאמ המה םישרחו , and the calling to 

assemble or stand forth, only result in their being terrified and ashamed, once again strengthening the 

message about the folly of idolatry. 

vv.12-20 illustrate the process of the making of an idol, and how foolish the idol-worshippers are not 

to perceive or use their understanding at all. While v.12 is related to the making of ‘iron’ ( לזרב ), 

vv.13-20 are all related to ‘wood’: v.13 is about how a carpenter shapes wood into an idol of a 

human shape to dwell in his house, and v.14 how the wood is prepared. Each of v.15 and vv.16-17 

explains the twofold uses of the prepared wood, while vv.18-20 conclude with how the idol-

worshippers’ imperception ignores this twofold use of the prepared wood. Despite the difference 

between v.12 (on ‘iron’) and vv.13-20 (‘on wood’), v.12 is not unrelated in this context. For 

example, the need for energy to make the metal (the metal-worker lacks of energy and becomes faint 

when he gets hungry or thirsty, v.12b) parallels with an idol-maker’s satisfaction from bread and 

meat (v.15a, 16). Besides, as Goldingay and Payne maintain, “vv.12-14 as a whole work backwards 

through the image-making process,” and v.13 is about “someone who plates metal on top of the 

wooden body of an image”.451  

In v.12 the use of חכ  (‘strength’) and ףעי  (‘weary’) in the metalworker’s making of an idol-image 

(which uses up his strength and wearies him), stands in stark contrast with 40:29 where YHWH 

gives strength to them who is weary. The skilfulness of the idol maker, as portrayed in 44:13, 

 
451 Ibid., 350.  
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indicates he surely has sound perception, which contrasts strikingly with his imperception 

demonstrated in the fact that he worships what he makes (vv.15b, 17, 18-20). Besides, the irony of 

v.13b (an idol is made in man’s image) is striking in the light of Gen.1:27 (man is made in God’s 

image). Furthermore, the elaboration of where the wood452 comes from and how it is prepared, and 

the natural process of how trees grow (v.14) is also an irony, because what is given by nature/God 

(v.14) is now made into an idol to be worshipped, bowed before and prayed to (v.15b, 17). The use 

of verbs השע ,רצי  and לעפ  with שרח  as their subject, while with לא  or לספ  as their object (vv.9, 10, 12, 

14, 15, 17, 19), contrasts with YHWH as their subject in earlier chapters. This satirically denotes 

idols are made by those who are made by YHWH. This again enhances the folly of idolatry. In 

comparison, v.15 and vv.16-17 both mention the twofold usages of wood – (i) to be fuel to be burned 

in fire, to give warmth, to bake bread or roast meat (v.15a, v.16), and (ii) to make idols (v.15b, v.17) 

– while simultaneously, vv.16-17 further add the idol-maker’s reaction to these two usages of the 

wood (v.16b, v.17) where the same person who says ‘I’ve seen ( יתיאר ) the fire,’ (v.16b) and then 

pleads and speaks to what he has made by his hand ‘deliver me, for you are my god’:453 he sees the 

fire, but he does not see that what he calls a god has been made by his own hand. This folly has now 

reached its climax to be concluded and commented on in vv.18-20. Vv.18-19 evoke 6:9-10 with their 

nuances. Both occurrences use the same terms for ‘imperception’ ( עדי אל  and ןיב אל ) and relate the 

fact of imperception to a disability in ‘perception’. One and the same verb חט  is used for both eyes 

and heart in 44:19b, while in 6:10a ןמשה  is used for heart and עשה  for eyes. Besides, there is no 

mention of ‘hearing’ in 44:18-20 in contrast to its use in 6:9-10.454 The word ׁבוּש  (‘to return’) plays a 

significant role in both occurrences: 6:10b states “if they return, they will be healed,” while 44:19 

implies “if they returned to their heart, knowledge and understanding, they should have realised the 

folly of idolatry, and that idolatry is nothing but an abomination ( הבעות ).”455 V.20 depicts the idol 

maker as “feeding on ashes, led astray by a deluded heart, not only unable to save his life, but even 

not questioning whether there is a lie in his right hand.” This once again highlights their lack of 

perception. 

44:18a 
44:18b 
44:19a 

  וניבי אלו ועדי אל
םתבל ליכשהמ םהיניע תוארמ חט יכ  
  הנובת אלו תעד אלו ובל לא בישי אל

ועדת לאו ואר וארו וניבת לאו עומש ועמש  
  עשה ויניעו דבכה וינזאו הזה םעה בל ןמשה
ול אפרו בשו ןיבי ובבלו עמשי וינזאבו ויניעב הארי ןפ  

6:9 
6:10a 
6:10b 

 
452 Wood is the basic material from which an idol-image is made. 
התא ילא יכ ינליצה רמאיו וילא ללפתיו 453  cf. 43:13 ( הנבישי ימו לעפא  .( ליצמ ידימ ןיאו
454 Watson, “The Unnoticed Word Pair ‘Eye(s)’// ‘Heart’,” 398-408 (esp. 399) suggests v.18 evokes Deut 28:28. Cited in 
Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 I, 359. 
455 As Goldingay & Payne (Isaiah 40-55 I, 360) observe, v.19 “expresses the self-evident nonsense of the action.” 
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44:21-22 

After this polemic against idols and the folly of their witnesses in their idolatry (44:6-20), there 

comes a call for Jacob-Israel, addressed as ‘my servant’ ( התא יל דבע ךיתרצי התא ידבע יכ ), to remember 

these ( הלא רכז ) and to return ( בושׁ ) to YHWH (44:21-22).   

In the chiastic structure of v.21 (roughly ‘remember – my servant – my servant – not forget’), we see 

Jacob-Israel’s remembering of these, which refers back to the polemic against gods and the folly of 

idolatry, corresponds with YHWH’s  not forgetting them which echoes their lament earlier in 40:27. 

In 44:22, after YHWH’s reaffirmation of his blotting out Jacob-Israel’s sins (cf. 43:25 which is near 

the beginning of this subsection 43:22-44:22; and also cf. 40:1), he exhorts them to ‘return to me, for 

I have redeemed you’ ( ךיתלאג יכ ילא הבוש ). The motif of YHWH as Jacob-Israel’s redeemer occupies 

chs. 41-44,456 while בוש  itself is key word with the connotation of perception in both 6:9-10 and 

44:18-20. 

Therefore, 44:21-22 function as an epilogue in 43:22-43:22. They form an inclusio with the prologue 

(43:22-28) through repeating terms ההמ עשׁפ , , and תאטח . Simultaneously, they relate to the middle parts 

through the associations of YHWH’s polemic against idols, and of the contrast between his witnesses 

and idols’ witnesses, with the motif of ‘Jacob-Israel’s redemption, in which the (im)perception theme 

plays a significant role. 

4.3.3.4 44:23 

Here, ‘heavens’, ‘depths of the earth’, ‘mountains’ and ‘forest, and every tree in it’ are called to sing 

and shout for what YHWH has done for Israel. The technique of ‘merism’ is used in the first two 

addressees to denote ‘the whole cosmos,’ while the final two addressees are a deliberate link with 

44:9-20 where wood/tree is the raw material for idol-making and worshipping457 so as to denote that 

their right position is that they shall join in praising YHWH, rather than to engage in idolatry.  

4.3.3.5 Summary 

As shown above, in 42:13-43:23, after the announcement of YHWH’s readiness to work, and in 

particular to lead and guide the blind (42:13-17), 42:18-25 illustrate the current conditions of the 

servant Jacob-Israel in stark contrast to the servant of 42:1-9 through the emphasis on their blindness, 

not obeying YHWH’s teaching and their being in captivity. The use of ‘(im)perception’ terms in 

structurally significant positions and the poetic and rhetorical use of these terms demonstrate the 

 
456 The term לאג  itself occurs earlier in 41:14; 43:1, 14. 
457 See particularly םיצע  in 44:13, and the trees mentioned in 44:14. 
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significance of the (im)perception in 42:18-25. The distinctive development of this theme here is 

how its association with YHWH’s teaching and their captivity disqualifies them from executing the 

mission that YHWH has commissioned them for the benefit of the whole world. Then, 43:1-21 start 

and end with YHWH’s encouragement and promise of solving their problem of captivity, with the 

end (vv.14-21) as a further concretization of the beginning (vv.1-7). The middle subunit (vv.8-13), in 

a court-scene setting, calls nations and peoples to vindicate their gods’ claim of governing the history 

(‘show us the former thing’) and appoints the blind and deaf servant as YHWH’s witness for the 

purpose that the blind/deaf servant may know, trust and understand YHWH is the only God and 

saviour. It is this appointment, and the emphasis on YHWH as the savior, from which the salvation 

oracles develop.  This leads to the general release from captivity (and the emphasis on YHWH’s 

protection and presence (vv.1-7) to the more concrete release from Babylon and the emphasis on 

YHWH’s gaining honor and glory even from the wild animals (vv.14-21). It is also this appointment 

that solves contradictions between the servant’s mission in 42:1-9 and his current situation of being 

blind/deaf, captive, and not obeying YHWH’s law. Besides, there is a developing movement from its 

beginning to its end of 43:22-44:23. In the beginning, while v.25 announces YHWH’s blotting out 

their transgressions for his own sake, 43:22-28 elaborate more on Jacob-Israel’s destruction-deserved 

conditions, which are promised to be changed in two ‘fear-not’ divine speeches in 44:1-5, 6-20. In 

the first speech, the lifegiving images of pouring-water and pouring-spirit mark Jacob-Israel’s shift 

from their previous position of being weary of and impassionate about YHWH to their current 

willingness to respond to YHWH’s call. They move from a previous destructive and reviling fate 

(arising from the sins of their first father) to the glorious fate of proudly calling themselves Israel. 

The second speech elaborates on YHWH’s polemic against idols through contrasting their witnesses: 

while Jacob-Israel will witness YHWH as the governor of history and their reliable rock (vv.6-8), 

idols’ witnesses do not profit but only have shame (vv.9-11); sarcasm against their imperception 

(vv.12-20) prepares the way for YHWH’s call for Jacob-Israel to return to him (vv.21-22). 

4.3.4 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 41:1-44:23 

The literary-thematic analysis above has shown that the (im)perception theme plays a significant role 

in 41:1-44:23 where its key rhetorical purpose is to comfort and persuade Jacob-Israel to trust in 

YHWH’s redemption and to return to him. The (im)perception theme is expressed through the 

intertwined themes of YHWH’s polemic against idols and themes of his comforting, commissioning, 

appointing and redeeming his servant Jacob-Israel.  
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At the outset of the first subsection (41:1-42:13), coastlands and peoples are called to a court where 

God provokes their perception of who is the governor of world history and politics (41:1-4). Then, 

Jacob-Israel is provoked to perceive who they are for YHWH and what he will do for them (41:8-

19). This will lead to YHWH’s being known for the work of his hand, and for the creation of the 

Holy One of Israel, not only by Jacob-Israel but also by peoples (41:20). While 41:1-20 contrast 

peoples’ self-strengthening through strengthening the idols that they make (41:5-7) with YHWH’s 

strengthening Jacob-Israel (41:8-19), 41:21-42:9 further contrasts the nothingness of idols with 

YHWH’s governing  of world history on the one hand (41:21-29) and  how he commissions his now-

already-comforted servant for the whole world (42:1-9) on the other. The two parallel subsections, 

41:1-20 and 41:21-42:9, are interconnected through the developing theme that the self-strengthening 

peoples with vain hopes in empty idols surely need YHWH’s teaching and that this new thing 

YHWH is going to do through the servant will thus direct glory back to himself, and no longer give it 

to carved idols. Thus, 41:10-12, a call for the nations to praise YHWH, becomes a fitting conclusion 

to 41:1-42:9. Therefore, 41:1-42:12 has set up the interrelationship between Jacob-Israel’s perception 

and the nations’ perception of YHWH, which is to be further developed in the rest of DI. 

In the second subsection (42:13-44:23), its introductory unit (42:13-17) announces YHWH’s 

readiness to work, after a long period of silence, through the images of YHWH as a warrior and a 

mother giving-birth (vv.13-14). These images express his work in both negative (v.15) and positive 

ways (v.16), also putting idol-devotees to shame (v.16). Noteworthily, the people that YHWH is 

going to lead, and guide are particularly termed as םירוע  (‘the blind’). This introductory unit brings 

out themes to be further developed in the following subsections, 42:18-43:21 and 43:21-44:22. The 

former explains Jacob-Israel is YHWH’s blind and deaf servant who is now in captivity (42:18-25) 

in stark contrast to 42:1-9, while simultaneously he comforts them with the promise of the release 

from captivity (43:1-7), and with the appointment of them as his witness (43:8-13), and with a more 

concrete and greater promise on the release from Babylon (43:14-21). The key message here is that 

the blind, deaf and captive servant is appointed to witness YHWH as the only God and saviour who 

declared, saved and proclaimed which relates particularly to YHWH’s redemption/release Jacob-

Israel from its captivity in Babylon. Then, 43:22-44:22 on the one hand further explains why the 

sinful Jacob-Israel is to be redeemed, the prerequisite of being YHWH’s witnesses, and on the other 

hand develops the contrasts between YHWH’s witness and idols’ witnesses. The concluding note 

44:23 relates the whole creation’s praise to YHWH with YHWH’s redemption and glorification of 

Jacob-Israel, this aligns with the servant Jacob-Israel’s mission in 42:1-9 and with the appointment 

of Jacob-Israel as YHWH’s witness in 43:8-13 and 44:8.  
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The paradoxical idea of a blind servant as witness in 41:1-44:23 is a new development in the 

prophetic critique of Israel as imperceptive. The idea of the servant as a witness to the nations is the 

important new thing. How this will be worked out remains to be shown in subsequent chapters of 40-

55. It will eventually show how YHWH addresses Israel’s imperception as part of his purpose to 

redeem the world. What Israel should perceive at this stage is a view of YHWH’s whole work in 

creation and history. This is traced from the beginning, and through Abraham, and it involves the 

nations who also are eventually called to perceive. What YHWH is doing is a new thing; Israel and 

the nations are being invited to perceive something they have never seen before. This is the heart of 

the prophetic challenge to the addressees in 41:1-44:23. 

To conclude, Jacob-Israel is provoked to perceive (i) YHWH is the governor of creation and history, 

the only God and the only saviour, the God who proclaims and is doing a new thing; (ii) their own 

status and reality in YHWH’s eyes; (iii) YHWH’s determination to commission them as ‘a covenant 

for peoples, a light to nations’, despite their blind, deaf, captive and sinful situation, through 

appointing them as his witness, they will witness YHWH enacting a new Exodus, blotting out their 

transgressions and redeeming them.  Simultaneously, the undertaking of court disputations addressed 

to nations and peoples (together with the appointment of Jacob-Israel as YHWH’s witness) also 

indicates that nations and peoples will also perceive YHWH as the only God.  

4.4 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 44:24-48:22 

The current section (44:24-48:22) further develops from the previous one (41:1-44:23) on YHWH as 

Jacob-Israel’s redeemer and the only God in the world. This section integrates the (im)perception of 

Cyrus (45:3-5) and nations (45:6-7, 14-25), Babylon (ch.47) with that of Jacob-Israel (chs. 46, 48) 

through the association with YHWH’s salvation plan through Cyrus. 

4.4.1 Structure of 44:24-48:22  

A significant feature of 44:24-48:22 is the technique of ‘specification’. Like 43:14-21 which specify 

the general reference to the redemption from captivity in previous chapters to the reference to the 

redemption from the captivity of Babylon, 44:24-48:22 undertake the technique of specification in 

several ways. Firstly, the anonymous one that YHWH raises for his plan and purpose in 41:2, 25 is 

mentioned by name, Cyrus, in 44:28 and 45:1. Secondly, the general attack on idols in chs. 40-45 is 

developed into the specific attack on the fall of Bel and Nebo in 46:1-2. Thirdly, YHWH’s plan 

through Cyrus is further specified as the fall of Babylon in ch.47. Both 46:1-2 and ch.47 are followed 

by YHWH’s exhortation to Jacob-Israel (‘to hear’ and ‘to remember’ in a chiastic order in 46:3, 8, 9, 
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12; ‘to hear’ in 48:1, 12, 14, 16). Both the exhortations in 46:3-12 and 48:1-16 characterize Jacob-

Israel in association with the theme of ‘imperception’ ( בל יריבא  in 46:12; ךחצמו ךפרע לזרב דיגו התא השק 

השוחנ  in 48:4) and ‘unrighteousness’ ( הקדצמ םיקוחרה  in 46:12; הקדצב אלו תמאב אל  in 48: 2) and both 

also mention YHWH’s ability of prediction (46:10; 48:3-8). 

Therefore 44:24-48:22 can be demarcated into two main subsections, 44:24-45:25 and chs. 46-48. 

The former concerns YHWH’s plan through Cyrus in association with the nations’ perception of 

YHWH, while the latter specifies YHWH’s plan through Cyrus further to the fall of Bel and Nebo 

and the fall of Babylon in association with Jacob-Israel’s perception. 

4.4.2 A Literary-Thematic Study of 44:24-45:25 

44:24-45:25 can be further divided into 44:24-45:8, 45:9-13 and 45:14-25. In the first sub-unit, 

YHWH’s speech to Cyrus concerning his plan in association with his own and nations’ perception 

(45:1-7) is framed by YHWH’s long self-introduction to Jacob Israel (44:24-28) and by a call to 

heavens and earth (45:8). The second sub-unit confirms YHWH’s plan through Cyrus (vv.12-13) 

which is introduced through a contrast between vv.9-10 and v.11. The third sub-unit elaborates on 

nations’ perception of YHWH and YHWH’s response to their perception. Thus, in all the three 

subunits, the second one functions as a transition from the first one to the third one, developing on 

the theme of YHWH’s plan through Cyrus and nations’ perception of YHWH. 

4.4.2.1 Isa 44:24-45:8 

44:24-28 are almost all YHWH’s self-predication. They start from YHWH as Jacob-Israel’s 

redeemer and shaper from his womb (v.24a), the sequence of which links YHWH’s shaping work 

with his redeeming work of Jacob-Israel, starting from Exodus and still going on.458 Then, they zoom 

out to YHWH as the maker of all, stretcher of heaven alone and beater out of earth (v.24b). Though 

these terms are now familiar, the nuance v.24b brings is the adjective or adverbs (‘all’, ‘alone,’ ‘by 

myself’) at the end of each cola,459 which contrasts strikingly with Babylonian mythology. Thus, 

v.24 sets off from Israel’s current exilic situation and need, but integrates redemption into the 

process of shaping, and sees these two aspects from the perspective of YHWH as the sole 

maker/creator of all, all by himself alone. Then, the portrayals of YHWH in vv.25-26a460 contrast his 

 
458 Goldingay, Message, 254-5. 
459 V.24b: יתאמ ץראה  עקר  ידבל  םימש  הטנ  לכ  השע   
460 The alliteration of me at the start of each line ( םיקִמֵ בישִׁמֵ , רפֵמֵ , ). 
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treatments of two groups of people: making the self-esteemed/relied wise/diviners fail,461 while his 

servant/messenger prosper. Later, vv.26b-28462 portrays YHWH in relation to his intention to get 

Jerusalem rebuilt, and how this will be done. V.26a reverses 6:11,463 while v.27 focuses particularly 

on YHWH’s speech to ‘the deep’ ( הלוצ ,464 which in turn heightens the effect of the concrete 

appointment of Cyrus in v.28 with a mythological sense).465 It is noteworthy that all three words of 

the speech in v.27 ברח רהנ , , and שבי , co-occur earlier in Isa 19:5 (in an oracle concerning Egypt) and 

42:15 (in the announcement of YHWH’s readiness to act), signifying YHWH’s power to triumph 

just like when he created order from chaos (Gen 1). The long and general divine self-predication 

finally comes to its climax at a concrete appointment of Cyrus as his shepherd to fulfil all his 

purpose, to rebuild Jerusalem and lay the foundation for the temple.466 Therefore, as Goldingay 

observes, each one and even the sequence of YHWH’s self-predications is intentional ‘to convince 

an audience of something that the prophet knows will take some believing.’467 

In YHWH’s speech to Cyrus (45:1-7),468 he starts with what he has done for Cyrus (vv.1-3a), to be 

followed by his revelation so that Cyrus and peoples may know about YHWH (respectively vv.3-5, 

vv.6-7). As the table below shows, while their knowledges both include YHWH’s sole divinity, 

Cyrus’ knowledge lays more emphasis on YHWH’s calling and equipping Cyrus – despite his 

unknowing of him – for the sake of Jacob, while peoples’ knowledge more on YHWH as the only 

God and the maker of all.  

עדת ןעמל   
הוהי ינא יכ    

לארשי יהלא ךמשב ארוקה  
ךמשב ךל ארקאו יריחב לארשיו בקעי ידבע ןעמל  

So that you may know 
That I am YHWH 
The one who called you by your name is God of Israel 
For the sake of my servant Jacob, Israel my chosen, I call you 
by your name 

ינתעדי אלו ךנכא  
םיהלא ןיא יתלוז דוע ןיאו   הוהי ינא

ינתעדי אלו ךרזאא  

I titled you though you did not know me 
  I am YHWH, there is no other, besides me there is no god. 
I equipped you though you did not know me 

ועדי ןעמל   
הברעממו שמש חרזממ   

דוע ןיאו הוהי ינא    ידעלב ספא יכ

That they may know,  
     from the rising of the sun to the west, 
That no other is beside me, I am YHWH, and there is no other. 

 
461 Each of the four colas all take a perception term: תיתא םימסק , םימכה , , and םתעד .  
רמאה 462  leads the first three lines while רמאלו  the fourth line. 
463 Cf. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 107-8; Goldingay, Message, 258. 

םמוקא היתוברחו הנינבת הדוהי ירעלו בשות םלשוריל רמאה  44:26b 
הממש האשת המדאהו םדא ןיאמ םיתבו בשוי ןיאמ םירע ואש םא רשא דע  6:11 

 
הלוצ 464  is a hapax legomenon variant of הלוצמ  (‘the depths of the sea’). McConville (Isaiah, 507) follows Westermann 
(Isaiah 40-66, 107) to regard it as a poetic word for the ocean. 
465 Goldingay, Message, 259; McConville, Isaiah, 507.  
466 The temple motif is to be developed as a major theme in chs.56-66. 
467 Goldingay, Message, 253. 
468 Though the actual addressee is still Jacob-Israel. 
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ךשח ארובו רוא רצוי   
ער ארובו םולש השע   

הלא לכ השע   הוהי ינא

The shaper of light, and creator of darkness 
Maker of well-being and creator of evil 
I am YHWH, maker of all these  

In 45:7, while 45:7b ( הלא לכ השע הוהי ינא ) forms an inclusio with 44:24b ( לכ השע הוהי יכנא ),469 the pair 

of ‘light’ and ‘darkness,’ in the current context, might link back to the ‘sun’ mentioned in v.6aα, but 

more possibly link forward to the pair of ‘well-being’ and ‘evil,’ hence the connotation of ‘salvation’ 

and ‘judgment’, which summarises YHWH’s plan in 44:24-45:7 and aligns well with its following 

45:8. The sequence of 45:8 following the speech of 41:1-7 signifies YHWH’s קדצ  and salvation are 

to be revealed through his plan through Cyrus.  

4.4.2.2 Isa 45:9-13  

While the woe-oracle where the woe is to those who are made strive with their maker and to the 

children who ask their parents about their begetting (vv.9-10) seems a bit out of context, it functions 

rhetorically to contrast with the divine speech of vv.11-13 where YHWH allows people to ask him 

about things to come and command him concerning his children and the work of his hand (v.11) 

followed by YHWH’s further confirmation of his plan through Cyrus (vv.12-13).470 This contrast is 

specifically expressed by the use of רצוי  in v.9ab and v.11, and by that of the parent-children 

relationship in v.10 and v.11b. Besides, v.9b and v.11b share the similarity of ‘work of hand’, while 

v.10 and v.11b share the similarity of the parent-children relationship.471 

4.4.2.3 Isa 45:14-25 

45:14-17 exemplify nations’ knowledge of YHWH and of the contrast between idol-devotees and 

Israel.472  Egyptians, Cush and Sabaeans, who co-occur earlier only in 43:3 where they are the 

 
469  

44:24 45:7 
ךרצי רוא רצוי   
יתאמ ץראה עקר ידבל םימש הטנ ער ארובו םולש השע ךשח ארובו   
לכ השע הוהי יכנא הלא לכ השע הוהי ינא   

 
470 45:12 (cf. 40:22, 26); In 45:13, קדצב והתריעה יכנא  (cf. 41:2); רשיא ויכרד לכו  (cf. 40:3-4), and יריע הנבי אוה  (cf. 44:28) 
471 See the המ  questions in v.9b ( ול םידי ןיא ךלעפו השעת המ ורציל רמח רמאיה ) and v.10 ( ןיליחת המ השאלו  ( דילות המ באל רמא יוה
and v.11b ( ינוצת ידי לעפ לעו ינב לע ינולאש תויתאה ). 
472 This reading is based on my understanding of two scholarly debates. Firstly, is Cyrus or Jerusalem that is meant as 
‘you’ in v.14? Following Ibn Ezra, Jerome and Hugo Grotius, Skinner, Baltzer (Deutero-Isaiah, 240) argues for Cyrus by 
repointing 2fs pronoun suffix to 2ms pronoun suffix. However, as Blenkinsopp, McConville and Goldingay observe, 
v.14a links back to v.13 by the motif of ‘wealth’ and the 2fs noun/pronoun-suffix, thus ‘my city’ Zion is meant in the 2fs 
pronoun suffix in v.14.  Secondly, do the three nations who speak of v.14bβ continue to speak in vv.15-17? Blenkinsopp 
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ransom that YHWH paid in exchange for Jacob-Israel, are now listed here as representatives of these 

nations. This is rhetorically powerful. It is exactly they who will see YHWH save Israel, and who 

will see the contrasting fate between idol-devotees and YHWH’s people Israel. In such a way, Jacob-

Israel is YHWH’s witness.  

They recognise firstly that the God of Israel is the only God (45:14bβ; cf. 45:6) and Israel’s saviour 

(45:15, 17; cf. 43:3, 11, 12) – the combination of these two ideas echoes very much 43:11-13 – and 

secondly that idol-makers will be ashamed while Israel will not (45:16, cf. 41:11; 44:9, 11). These 

two aspects occur respectively in 43:8-13 and 44:6-20, the two passages on Jacob-Israel as YHWH’s 

witness. Therefore, 45:14-17 are a manifestation of Jacob-Israel as YHWH’s witness through 

YHWH’s salvation of Israel. YHWH’s response in vv.18-19 confirms their recognition of him as the 

only God, while also corrects their misperception on his hiddenness (cf. v.15).  

In vv.18-19 YHWH not only reaffirms he is the creator, but also emphasizes there is purpose in what 

he creates ( תבשל הארב והת אל ) and he is to be sought ( ינושקב והת בקעי ערזל יתרמא אל ) in contrast with 

the idol’s nothingness and emptiness (41:24, 29) and idol-makers not profiting (44:9a, 10).473 

Besides, v.19 also characterizes YHWH’s speech with openness and brightness (  םוקמב יתרבד רתסב אל

ךשח ץרא קדצ 474,(  and truth ( םירשימ  .which is to be developed in vv.20-25 ,(א רבד הוהי ינ קדצ דיגמ

The imperative calls in v.20, 21, 22 carry the discourse of vv.20-25 forward. In v.20 the imperative 

call (2mp verbs) to םיוגה יטילפ  (‘survivors of nations’) is followed by a description of the 3mp idol-

devotees ( עישוי אל לא לא םיללפתמו םלספ ץע תא םיאשנה ועדי אל ) which rhetorically exhorts the survivors 

of nations to note the folly of idolatry. In v.21 the imperative call to declare is followed by rhetorical 

questions and answers, which reveal YHWH as the only God, the governor of the course of history 

(cf. 41:21-24; 43:8; 44:7), saviour (43:11, 12; 45:17), and ‘a righteous God’ ( קידצ לא ), a new 

dimension to YHWH’s self-proclamations in previous chapters. Developing from vv.20-21, in v.22-

24 YHWH exhorts all the ends of earth to turn to him and be saved ( ועשוהו ילא ונפ , v.22a, cf. the 

 
(Isaiah 40-55, 257) regards the prophet as the speaker of vv.15-17, while Goldingay (Message, 285) states there is “no 
indication of the change of speaker,” hence nations are still speaking here. Besides, if vv.15-17 are all spoken by the 
prophetic figure, then it is difficult to rationalize why the prophetic figure suddenly addresses Israel directly in v.17b (as 
the second person in v.17b shows) while Israel is referred to (not addressed directly to) in vv.15-17a. However, if 
vv.14bβ-17 are all spoken by the nations, then the inconsistence between the 2fs suffix in v.14bβ and 2mp in v.17b can 
be explained as referring respectively to the city as a whole (hence 2fs) and the individual people in the city (hence 2mp), 
a similar case could be found in 42:18-25 where 2ms is used to refer to the collective Israel while 2mp to the individual 
Israelites. 
והת 473  occurs in 41:29 and 44:9a, though not in 41:24 or 44:10. 
474 As Blenkinsopp (Isaiah 40-55, 260) maintains that the statement of YHWH’s not speaking in hiddenness or darkness 
emphasizes that YHWH has consistently conveyed messages to his people with clarity, honesty, and directness, which 
implies a comparison between the transparent and unequivocal declarations of Yahveh’s prophets and the 
murmuring/whispering meditation during a necromantic séance (8:19-22 and 29:4). 
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exhortation to Jacob-Israel in 44:22: ךיתלאג יכ ילא הבוש ),475 which is followed by his sole divinity 

(v.23b), his oath (v.23) and peoples’ submission to and knowledge of YHWH (vv.24-25). 

Therefore, in the subunit vv.14-25, there are some developments from vv.14-17 to vv.18-25. Firstly, 

the peoples who come to know YHWH extend from Egyptian, Cush and Sabaeans to ‘all the ends of 

earth’ (v.22), ‘every knee’ and ‘every tongue’ (v.23). Secondly, idol-devotees’ shame (v.16) is 

related to their imperception (v.20b). Thirdly, Israel is not only saved and not put to shame (  לארשי

דע ימלוע דע ומלכת אלו ושבת אל םימלוע תעושת הוהיב עשונ , v.17), but the offspring of Israel will be justified 

and boast ( לארשי ערז לכ וללהתיו וקדצי הוהיב , v.25). Here, the development from עשונ  to וקדצי  aligns with 

YHWH as עישומו ומלכת אלו ושבת אל 476 the development from,(v.21)  קידצ לא  to וללהתי  takes on a more 

positive emphasis, and the development from לארשי  to לארשי ערז לכ  extends the horizon. Fourthly, it 

develops from YHWH as known as a God who hides himself (v.15b) to a God who reveals himself 

through his speech (v.19, 23). 

4.4.3 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 46-48 

Isa 46-48 constitute two parallel subunits: Isa 46 and Isa 47-48, both structured by the fall of 

Babylon-related (46:1-2 on the fall of Babylon’s gods Bel and Nebo; Isa 47 on the fall of Babylon 

itself) and exhortations to Jacob-Israel (46:3-13; Isa 48). 

4.4.3.1 Isa 46 

The imperatives ׁילא ועמש  (v.3), ורכז  (v.8, v.9) and ׁילא ועמש  (v.12), occurring in a chiastic order, 

together with the rhetorical question (v.5), rhetorically call upon the addressee’s attentiveness. A key 

rhetorical device in Isa 46 is ‘contrast’. 46:1-2 pick up the verb ערכ  (‘to bow,’ vv.1, 2) from 45:23 in 

an ironically contrasting manner, because in the former YHWH claims that every knee shall bow to 

him, while the latter depicts an ironic picture that both Bel and the animals which carry its image 

shall bow down. Simultaneously, 46:1-2 link forward to what follows by the repetition of אשמ/אשנ  

and סמע  in a contrasting manner in vv.3b-4. In the former the images of Bel and Nebo were a burden 

that was carried and borne by animals and cannot free a burden, while in the latter YHWH 

emphasizes that he has he has carried and borne Jacob-Israel. Moreover, the prepositional phrases in 

v.3b-4a express the time range of YHWH’s bearing/carrying them (  דעו ... הנקז דעו םחר ינמ ... ןטב ינמ

,חביש  ‘from birth…from womb, and ‘till your old age and till your grey hair’) while the 

 
ועשוהו ילא ונפ 475  cf. the exhortation to Jacob-Israel in 44:22: ךיתלאג יכ ילא הבוש .  
476 Cf. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, 269; McConville, Isaiah, 519. 
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announcement of אוה ינא  and the fourfold repetitive pattern of ינא  preceding the first-person verb in 

v.4 ( לבסא ינאו אשא ינאו יתישע ינא לבסא ינא ) clearly highlight YHWH’s own involvement. These striking 

contrasts between vv.1-2 and vv.3-4 would naturally lead to a negative answer to the rhetorical 

question of v.5, which introduces a short version on the folly of idolatry (vv.6-7; cf. 44:9-20)477 by 

emphasizing that idols are made from and with gold and silver, unable to move from where people 

have placed them, or to answer or save.  

It is after these contrasts that YHWH calls Jacob-Israel to “remember...call to mind...remember” 

successively and intensively (vv.8-9) followed by an echo with 41:1-4, 21-24 concerning YHWH’s 

plan through Cyrus in 46:10-11 whose emphasis here lays “on the certainty of YHWH bringing his 

purpose to completion.”478 Thus, vv.8-11 again call Jacob-Israel to perceive YHWH as the Lord of 

world history. 

While v.12 addresses Jacob-Israel as הקדצמ םיקוחרה בל יריבא , v.13 announces the imminence of יתקדצ  

and יתעושתו . The parallelism between them suggests understanding יתקדצ  in the similar sense of 

יתעושתו . Thus, McConville translates the former as ‘deliverance’.479 The address בל יריבא  (‘strong-

minded,’ v.12)480 complements and carries forward the address םיעשופ  (‘rebels’, v.8), calling with 

greater urgency for them to trust in the deliverance of YHWH alone rather than other gods. 

4.4.3.2 Isa 47-48 

Isa 47 and 48 are respectively addressed to Babylon and Jacob-Israel. Both discourses are carried 

forward by imperatives. Noteworthily, the first two subunits of each discourse use the same 

imperative word and the similar addressee (47:1 and 47:5 both use the imperative בש  and are 

addressed to םידשכ תב , while 48:1 and 48:12 both use the imperative עמש  and are addressed to בקעי  or 

בקעי תיב ).481 Both the discourses comment on the addressee’s imperception.  

The openings of vv.1-4 and 5-7, the first two subunits of Isa 47, are both formed with  אל יכ ... יבש

ךל וארקי יפיסות  (‘sit…for you will no longer be called…’ vv.1, 5). Then, v.1 is followed by the 

judgement upon Babylon, while v.5 is followed by the reasons for that judgment, which culminate 

 
477 Apart from the length difference, there are some other nuanced differences between these two passages on the folly of 
idolatry. Firstly, the highlighted material for making idols in 44:9-20, esp. 44:13-20, is more wood, while that in 46:6 is 
more gold/silver which, apart from being the material for making idols, could also be the payment for hiring a goldsmith 
to make the idol. Secondly, 44:9-20 illustrate the folly of idolatry through the failure in perceiving that the idols that they 
bow down to, worship and pray to are made by themselves from the same wood that they use to warm themselves and 
cook food. By contrast, 46:6-7 emphasize more the passiveness of idols, their inability to move from where people have 
placed them, and their inability to answer and save people. 
478 McConville, Isaiah, 526. 
479 Ibid. 
480 Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 II, 85. 
481 See Figure 18 in Uhlig, Hardening, 209. 
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their imperception (v.7b, התירחא תרכז אל ךבל לע הלא תמש אל דע ). Their imperception is further 

elaborated on in vv.8-9 and vv.10-15, both of which quote their embedded speeches about their 

security and divine-like feature (vv.8, 10), but overthrow their security (v.9a, 11) in a way of 

revealing the uselessness of their sorceries or wisdom (vv.9b, 12-15).  

The openings of 48:1, 12, the first two subunits of Isa 48, both have the imperative form of עמש  

addressed to בקעי , together with a participle form of ארק  used in relation to לארשי .  

In vv.1-11 the prologue (vv.1-2) and epilogue (vv.9-11) – both mention YHWH’s name – frame a 

chiastic structure of vv.3-8.  

Structurally, in vv.1-2, v.1aβγ//v.1bαβ and v.2aα//v.2aβ; while v.1bγ is the only colon that is not 

semantically or syntactically interrelated to other cola like others in vv.1-2, v.1bγ locates in the 

centre,482 hence standing out. While the designations associate Jacob-Israel with YHWH through 

their name and origin (v.1aβγ, v.2aα) and their reliance on YHWH (v.1bαβ, v.2aβ),483 the structural 

emphasis ( הקדצב אלו תמאב אל ) strikingly contrasts with YHWH’s dispositions or purposes in previous 

chapters.484 Hence vv.1-2 characterize Jacob-Israel in a way that emphasizes how they have profaned 

YHWH’s name and reputation, which is to be picked up and solved later in v.9 (cf. הוהי םשב  in v.1; 

ימש ןעמל  in v.9). 

 
482  

בקעי    תיב תאז ועמש
ע הדוהי י ואצי ממו לארשי    םיארקנה םשב
ו לארשי יהלאב וריכזי   םיעבשנה הוהי םשב

הקדצב אלו תמאב אל  

v.1aα Call to hear 
v.1aβγ Participle designation followed by a yiqtal verbal clause 
v.1bαβ Participle designation followed by a yiqtal verbal clause 
v.1bγ 

וארקנ שדקה ריעמ  – יכ  
לארשי יהלא  וכמסנ – לעו  

ומש הוהי  תואבצ  

v.2aα 
v.2aβ 
v.2b 

 
483 Textual-critically, the MT reading of הדוהי יממו  (‘from waters of Judah’) is emended to הדוהי יעממו  (‘from lions/wombs 
of Judah’) denoting their origin – the combination of ואצי הדוהי יעממו   (v.1aγ) and וארקנ שדקה ריעמ – יכ  (v.2aα) contrasts with 

ךל ארק ןטבמ  עשפו   (v.8). Literary-contextually, the designations of Jacob-Israel here could be justified in the literary 
context: (i) in previous chapters, the pair of Jacob-Israel occurs frequently in YHWH’s discourses (eg., 40:27; 41:8, 14; 
42:24; 43:1; 44:1, 5, 21, 23; 45:4; 46:3) while 48:1aβ particularly echoes 43:1-2. (ii) YHWH himself swears (45:23) and 
exhorts Jacob-Israel to remember (44:21; 46:8), and Jacob-Israel is appointed as his witness (43:8-13; 44:6-8), which 
might be alluded to in 48:1bαβ. (iii) Their calling after ‘the holy city’ (48:2aα) after the announcement of the fall of 
Babylon (Isa 47) echoes the contrast already made in PI (esp. 2:2-4; 13:1-14:23).  
484 As McConville, Isaiah, 539, observes, ‘it is precisely YHWH’s purpose in his deliverance of them [Jacob-Israel] 
through Cyrus to establish righteousness on earth’. It is also noteworthy that the pair of תמא  and הקדצ  occurs only here 
and Zech 8:8. In Isa 40-55, הקדצ  occurs in 45:8, 23, 24; 46:11, 12; 48:1, 18; 51:6, 8; 54:14, 17. Among them, it occurs in 
pairing with ‘salvation’ in 45:8 ( עשַׁיֵ ), and in 46:13; 51:6, 8 ( העָוּשׁיְ ). The co-occurrence of עבש  and הקדצ  in 45:23 and 
48:1b contrasts YHWH’s swear with Jacob-Israel’s. As for the connotations of תמא  (‘a match between words or 
appearance and reality…between what one does now and what one does in the future … straightforwardness, 
transparency and integrity in community relationships’) and of הקדצ , and the speciality of this pair, see Goldingay, 
Message, 342-3. 



 

162 

 

Again, structurally, vv.3-5//vv.6b-8 while v.6a falls in the structural centre.485 While the motif of 

former-new things occurs frequently in previous chapters in courtroom scenes to argue for YHWH’s 

sole divinity (e.g., 41:1-4, 21-28; 43:8-13; 44:6-20; 45:20-25), it culminates here in association with 

Jacob-Israel’s condition.486 This culmination explains why YHWH has to claim his sole divinity 

repeatedly in vv.3-8, Jacob-Israel’s imperception is explained through their ‘stubbornness idolatry, 

arrogance and rebellion’ (vv.4, 5b, 7b, 8b respectively). Moreover, it is also noteworthy that the 

structural centre (v.6a) exhorts the audience to see and to declare based on what they have heard. As 

McConville states, “Because they have heard, they have every reason to see and understand.”487 

In vv.9-11, the refinement of Jacob-Israel (v.10) is framed by two ןעמל  clauses (vv.9, 11) – the first 

ןעמל  clause emphasizes YHWH’s restraining from anger and cutting off Jacob-Israel which should 

have been the judgmental result for their condition as characterised in vv.1-8, while the second one 

on YHWH’s readiness to act, the sense of which is especially enhanced by the use of twofold ינעמל  

and the rhetorical question לחי ךיא  in v.11.  

Though v.10 seems out of the context of vv.9-11, it actually picks up and solves the problem of v.4 

where the hardness of Jacob-Israel ( התא השק יכ ) is depicted through the metaphors of ‘an iron neck 

and ‘a copper forehead’ ( השוחנ ךחצמו ךפרע לזרב דיגו ). Both iron and copper are smeltable and refinable 

metals (cf. ףרצ , v.10). In v.4, while השק  and ףרע  usually occurs in a same colon,488 and the 

specialities of Isa 48:4 not only include the breaking up of השק  and ףרע  into two colas, but also the 

adding of the metaphor of ‘copper-forehead’. As Goldingay observes, the former denotes that they 

are not merely a people with ‘a stiff neck’ but ‘with an iron bolt in their neck instead of a neck 

muscle,’ lacking the flexibility to turn, while the latter draws attention to their seeing because 

‘forehead is referred to in connection with the location of the eyes’.489 The metal metaphors of v.4 

 
485 On the one hand, vv.3-5 parallel vv.6-8 in three ways. Firstly, v.3a//v.6b concerning declaration of former things/new 
things through the correspondence of תונשׁארה  (‘former things’) to תושׁדח  (‘new things’) and זאמ  (‘from old’) corresponds 
to התעמ  (‘from now’), and both using the verb ׁעמש . Secondly, v.3b//v.7a concerning the realization of prediction with a 
temporal term: (‘suddenly I acted, and they came about’// ‘now they are created’). Thirdly, v.4//v.8 ( דעי , followed by their 
‘stubbornness’ and ‘rebellion’ respectively) and v.5b//v.7b ( רמאת ןפ , followed by their ‘idolatry’ and ‘arrogance’ 
respectively) concerning positively and negatively expressed reasons for YHWH’s declaration and action. On the other 
hand, vv.3-5 and vv.6b-8 have different emphases. The former emphasizes YHWH has announced and informed, and that 
Israel has heard (v.3a//v.5a use דגנ  and ׁעמש  and זאמ ), while the latter emphasizes the time of new things (twice התע , plus 
its synonymous expositions – זאמ אל  and םוי–ינפל  in vv.6b-7a, to contrast with the twofold זאמ  in vv.3-5) and on Israel’s 
having not known/heard ( עדי אל  and עמשׁ אל  occurs in reverted order in vv.6b-7a//v.8). 
486 Cf. Uhlig, Hardening, 198. 
487 McConville, Isaiah, 540. 
488 E.g., the stereotyped phrase ףרע – השק  (Ex 32:9; 33:3, 5; 34:9; Deut. 9:6, 13), and the co-occurrence of the verb השק  
and the noun ףרע  (Deut. 10:16; 31:27; 2 Kgs 17:14; Jer. 7:26; 17:23; 19:15; Prov. 29:1; Neh 9:16, 17, 29; 2Chron 30:8; 
36:13). 
489Goldingay, Message, 346. 
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are picked up in v.10 ( ינע רוכב ךיתרחב ףסכב אלו ךיתפרצ הנה ). It is debatable concerning how to 

understand ףסכב אלו ,490 while its syntactical parallel or contrast with ינע רוכב  (‘in a furnace of 

afflictions’) would suggest it be understood as ‘not in a silver furnace’, which unfortunately does not 

tease out what exactly should be meant either.491 However, as the motif of refinement occurs far back 

in Isa 1:21-26 where their silver has become dross (v.22) and will be smelted away (v.25) when 

restoring the righteous city Zion, 48:10 might allude back and develop 1:25 by maintaining that they 

are not to be refined in a way similar to refining silver because, as Calvin maintains, ‘if God had 

refined them like silver, there would be nothing left of them’.492 The phrase ינע רוכב  occurs separately 

in Jacob-Israel’s time in Egypt, which is referred to as ‘iron furnace’ (Deut 4:20; 1Kgs 8:51; Jer 

11:4) or ‘afflictions’ (Ex 3:7,17). Hence by recalling Egypt, it characterises Jacob-Israel as a 

consistently unresponsive and faithless rebel from its origin in Egypt.493 While v.10 picks up the 

motif of stubbornness that dominates vv.3-8, its frame (vv.9, 11) picks up and solves the problem of 

vv.1-2, that is, YHWH’s name being profaned by Jacob-Israel’s lack of truth and קדצ . Therefore, 

vv.9-11 are the climax and conclusion of vv.1-11. 

To conclude, on the one hand, the imperception theme locates in the structural centre of 48:1-11, as 

the thematic climax of the theme of former-new things in Isa 40-48, while on the other hand, Israel’s 

imperception is not adjudicated upon simply because of YHWH’s care of his own name, praise and 

glory when this section finishes in 48:9-11. 

The three successive imperatives of עמש  (v.12, 14, 16) respectively draw Jacob-Israel’s attention to 

YHWH as the first and the last (v.12b)494 and the creator of heaven and earth (v.13),495 to YHWH’s 

declaring his plan through and his rising of Cyrus (vv.14-15), and to YHWH’s accessibility in speech 

and in presence from the beginning (v.16b).496 All these can be traced back to chs.40-41 and run 

through chs.41-44 and 44-48.  

 
490 Uhlig, Hardening, 195 mentions three proposals in the scholarship: a refinement process that is (i) similar to Jer 6:29-
30 (i.e., an in-vain procedure), or (ii) different from refining silver, or (iii) not intended to result in silver? All these three 
proposals are possible from the perspective of the preposition ב. 
491 While Goldingay (Message, 350) translates v.10 in this manner, he comments that ‘the first indicates that the smelting 
did not produce very valuable metal, as if it were a process of smelting silver.’ 
492 Referred to by Oswalt, Isaiah 40-66, 270. 
493 Cf. Goldingay, Message, 350. 
494 As Goldingay (Ibid.) states, Isa 48:12b put together the assertive ‘I am the one’ with which 41.4 closes and the 
succinct ‘I am first/1 am last’ of 44.6, and add a ‘yes’ (’ap). The line thus manages to be even more emphatic than any of 
these passages in its brisk claim for YHWH's unique authority from beginning to end.” 
495 The expression, םימש החפט ינימיו ץרא הדסי ידי ףא , of v.13a highlights the role of YHWH’s hand in the creation of heaven 
and earth, while v.13b ( ודחי ודמעי םהילא ינא ארק ) emphasizes their responsiveness to YHWH’s calling. 
496 In Isa 40-55, the word ’hide’ occurs firstly in 40:27 where Jacob-Israel laments their way is hidden from YHWH, and 
their right disregarded by him. Later, in 45:15, the people of Egypt, Cush and Sabaeans perceive YHWH as a God who 
hides himself, while 45:19 YHWH corrects that he did not speak to Jacob-Israel in hiddenness/secrete.  
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4.4.4 The (Im)perception Theme in 44:24-48:22 

In 44:24-48:22, the theme of (im)perception is mainly elaborated through YHWH’s plan through 

Cyrus.  

Early on in 44:24-28, the introduction to YHWH’s speech to Cyrus, YHWH has already designated 

himself to Jacob-Israel from the perspectives of himself as the creator of heaven and earth, the 

frustrater of diviners, the confirmer of his servant’s word, the announcer of Jerusalem’s being rebuilt 

and of Cyrus as YHWH’s shepherd. In this introduction, YHWH’s plan through Cyrus, including the 

redemption of Israel and the rebuilding of Jerusalem, is to be understood in the light of his creative 

power and triumph. Besides, the contrast between YHWH or his servant and the self-esteemed 

wise/diviners has hinted at the contrast between true and false perception, the latter of which is 

further picked up in ch.47. 

Then, in YHWH’s speech to Cyrus (45:1-7), YHWH reveals the source of Cyrus’ power and triumph 

– purely from YHWH himself (vv.1-2)– and that his calling and equipping Cyrus is for the sake of 

Israel, and as well for Cyrus’ and nations’ perception of YHWH (esp. עדת ןעמל  in v.3b, and ועדי ןעמל  

in v.6a). The repetition of ינתעדי אלו  (‘but you did not know me’, vv.4b, 5b) highlighted that YHWH 

can call on someone who has not known him. 

The contrast between vv.9-10 (woe to the ‘makee’ who asks about the work of its maker) and vv.11 

(humanity could ask the work of its creator) introducing YHWH’s rising Cyrus (vv.11-12) confirms 

what he has announced in 44:24-45:7. Besides, YHWH’s permission for humanity to ask about his 

work will also contribute to their perception, because vv.9-13 are followed directly by the people of 

Egypt, Cush and Sabaeans’ perception of YHWH (vv.14-17): they will perceive there is a God, who 

is the only God, among Jacob-Israel, and that the shame is for idolators but not for Jacob-Israel, and 

that YHWH is a saviour and self-hiding God. YHWH’s response in vv.18-24 reveal that he is indeed 

the only God, though he is not a hidden God especially in terms of his speaking/declaring, and that not 

only the people of Egypt, Cush and Sabaeans but all humanity shall perceive him. Therefore, in the 

three subunits of 44:24-45:25, the first one (44:24-45:8) announces YHWH’s plan through Cyrus and 

its effect on Cyrus and the nations’ perception of him; the second one (45:9-13) invites the whole 

humanity to perceive YHWH through his plan through Cyrus, while the last one (45:14-25) presents a 

development of the nations’ perception of YHWH.  

In Isa 46-48, YHWH calls upon Jacob-Israel’s perception (46:3-8; ch.48) after the portrayal of the 

fall of Babylonian gods, Bel and Nebo (46:1-2) and after the discourse on the fall of Babylon itself 
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(Isa 47). While the fall of Babylon in Isa 47 is mainly developed through, and ascribed to, their 

imperception, the exhortations to Jacob-Israel in Isa 48, directly following Isa 47, highlight Jacob-

Israel’s imperception as a reason for YHWH’s declaration to them about former things and new 

things (48:3-8). The contrast between the judged imperception of Babylon (ch.47) and the un-judged 

imperception of Jacob-Israel (48:3-8) provokes the question of why YHWH does not judge Jacob-

Israel similarly, which is then answered in 48:9-16, that is, for the sake of YHWH’s name and glory 

– YHWH alone as the God. Here witnesses the “recurring theme in Deutero-Isaiah: even though 

Israel is self-blinded and unfit to be redeemed, the Lord will rescue Israel out of his own compassion 

and pride and for his own purposes.”497 

4.5 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 49-55 

As mentioned in section 4.3, even though 48:1-8 highlight Jacob-Israel’s imperception and 

sinfulness, ch.48 does not end in a similar manner with ch.47, where Babylon’s imperception and 

sinfulness leads to the fall of Babylon. While 48:9-11 ascribe YHWH’s special treatment of 

imperception and sinfulness to his own name, glory and praise, 48:16-22 hint at the key role of ‘me’ 

and ‘his spirit’, whom YHWH is now sending, in persuading Jacob-Israel to perceive and the 

executing of Jacob-Israel’s redemption from Babylon. Developing from here, chs. 49-55 unfold how 

the servant ‘me’ helps Jacob-Israel’s, and even the nations’, perception of YHWH. 

One significant feature of chs. 49-55 is that the dominating pair Jacob-Israel in chs. 40-48 is now 

shifted to that of Zion-Jerusalem in chs. 49-55. The former directs one’s attention more to the origin 

and beginning of the Israelites and to how the relationship between Israelites and YHWH has 

established and developed over the history of Israel, which is paramount as YHWH comforts 

Israelites in chs. 40-48. Now, in chs. 49-55, the dominating pair Zion-Jerusalem directs the 

audience’s attention to their physical home and city Zion-Jerusalem and to the imminence of their 

journeying home. 

4.5.1 Structure of Isa 49-55 

Isa 49-55 can be demarcated into three loosely parallel subsections: 49:1-26; 50:1-52:12 and 52:13-

55:13, in all of which, there is a servant passage (49:1-6/13; 50:1-11; 52:13-53:12) followed by 

salvation oracles (49:14-26; 51:1-52:12; 54-55), hence the servant’s calling, life and suffering are 

closely associated with the nation Israel’s fate and even with that of all the nations. Besides, there is 

 
497 Stern, “Blind Servant,” 227. 
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a development concerning the servant from ch. 49 (emphasizing more his speech-vocation and 

mission) to ch. 50 (emphasizing both his speech and suffering) to ch. 53 (a silent suffering servant), 

while the theme of restoration of Zion-Jerusalem is developed from YHWH’s response to Zion’s 

lament with the assurance of her rehabilitation (49:14-26) to the exhortation to Zion to awake and to 

depart from Babylon (chs. 51-52) and to the exultant confirmation of Zion’s restoration (chs. 54-55). 

The servant theme alternates with the theme of Zion’s restoration in a developing way, both reaching 

their climaxes in chs. 53-55. 

In 49:1-26, vv.7-13 function as a transition from vv.1-6 to vv.14-26, because while v.1 and v.13 

seem to function as an inclusio,498 the titles of YHWH at v.7b ( ךרחביו לארשי שדק ןמאנ רשא הוהי ) and 

v.26 ( בקעי ריבא ךלאגו ךעישומ הוהי ינא יכ ) bracket the contents within, and because while vv.7-9a still 

continue YHWH’s speech to the servant like in vv.1-6, vv.9b-13 (with the theme ‘the journey back 

to Zion’) is thematically in line with vv.14-26, that is, ‘the restoration of Zion’. Besides, without 

vv.7-13 or 14-26, the purpose of vv.1-6 may be ambiguous, as commentators’ varied proposals of the 

genre of vv.1-6 have indicated; it could be a thanksgiving psalm or a commissioning report. Seitz 

correctly points out the thanksgiving elements may be found in the response to the servant’s 

despondency, while the commission languages are undeniable in vv.1-3, based on which Kaiser sees 

vv.1-6 as a royal commissioning report, while Westermann and Melugin a royal-prophetic one.499 

Seitz suggests both the thanksgiving and commissioning elements should be read bearing in mind the 

‘retrospective character’.500 That is to say, the supreme purpose of vv.1-6 is not to give thanks to 

God, or to describe how God commissions the servant, but to convey its purpose together with the 

messages to follow, that is, vv.7-26. The servant’s role, either for Israel (to bring them back to 

YHWH) or for nations (to be a light to them), as described in vv.1-6, is fulfilled through the 

restoration of Zion (vv.7-26). Only through reading ch.49 as a whole can we understand why there is 

vv.1-6, and what ‘kings will see’ and why ‘kings will see because of YHWH who is faithful… and 

he has chosen you’ (v.7); and be clearer about the rhetorical situation of ch.49, as will be shown in 

next section. Therefore, ch.49 is a unit. 

 
498 See how the structure of 49:1-13 parallels 42:1-13 in Childs, Isaiah, 381 and Goldingay & Payne, Isaiah 40-55 II, 
152, 167. The latter also observe 49:7-12 parallel 43:14-21 because they both constitute two messenger-formula oracles 
in which the first, shorter yet complete one (49:7; 43:14-15) is followed and developed by the second, longer one (49:8-
12; 43:16-21).  
499 Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40-66,” 428. 
500 Ibid. 
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In 50:1-52:12, the theme of darkness and light (50:10; 51:4) connects chs. 50 and 51.501 Besides, 

51:9-52:12 is linked together by the twofold imperatives ירוע ירוע  in 51:9; 52:1 and יררועתה יררועתה  in 

51:17. Moreover, ימּע  (‘my people’) repeats in high frequency in chs. 49-55 (49:13; 51:4, 16, 22; 

52:4; 5, 6, 9; 53:8, 9. Cf. only in 40:1; 43:20; 47:6 in chs. 40-48). The same is true of the root םחנ:  

while the double imperative ומחנ ומחנ  at 40:1 begins chs. 40-55, the root םחנ  does not occur again 

until 49:13, to be followed by a high frequency in chs. 51-52 (51:3, 12, 19; 52:9; cf. 54:11 as the last 

one in chs. 40-55). These elements further link chs. 51 and 52. Thus, Isa 50:1-52:12 may be taken as 

a unit. 

Each of chs. 53 (a shorthand for 52:13-53:12), 54 and 55 can stand as a separate unit, though they 

altogether are a unit in parallel with ch.49, chs.50-52. As Goldingay observes, anonymity is a same 

feature for chs.53-55;502 the woman-city of ch.54 is portrayed in relation to the servant of ch.53,503 

while ch.55 links back to ch.54 through the concept of תירב  (55:3 cf. 54:8,10), and to ch.53 

concerning the success of Yhwh’s will (55:11; cf. 53:10).504 

4.5.2 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 49 

There occur dialogues between “I” and YHWH in 49:1-13 while between YHWH and Zion in vv.14-

26. Besides, the servant in vv.1-13 and Zion in vv.14-26 both express their despondency, and then 

both are comforted by YHWH.505  

4.5.2.1 Literary-Thematic Analysis of 49:1-13 

Though the qal imperative ועמש  or עמש  occurs 20 times in Isa, its use together with the suffixed 

proposition ילא  occurs exclusively and densely in the latter part of Isa 44-48 (e.g., 46:3, 12; 48:12, 

 
501As Ibid., 447 states, “chap. 51 is but a portion of a longer section running up to the suffering servant poem at 52:13-
53:12.” 
502 Goldingay, Message, 463-4.  
503 Ibid., 465-6. He adds, “the collocation suggest not that the servant is to be identified with Zion but that he is the key to 
Zion’s destiny, as he was to Jacob-Israel’s in 49.1-6.” 
504 Ibid., 466. 
505 The servant’s despondency is shown by v.4a ( יתילכ יחכ לבהו והתל יתעגי קירל יתרמא ינאו ). The waw adversative (ו is 
translated as ‘but’) at the beginning of v.4 introduces two synonymous and expanded phrases (respectively two and three 
words) with three synonyms ( קירִ וּהתֹ , , לבֶהֶ  ), which contrast vividly with YHWH’s saying of רשא לארשי התא ידבע יל רמאיו 

ראפתא ךב  at v.3. Labouring ‘in vain’ seems to negate YHWH’s ‘I will be glorified in you’. However, though the servant is 
despondent at v.4a, he does not lose his trust in YHWH (v.4b). The picking up of ןטבמ  from v.1 in v.5 suggests that the 
same YHWH who called him is now comforting him by extending his servant-role from among Israel to among nations.  
Zion’s despondency is quoted in v.14, to be followed by the comfort in vvv.15-26. Vv.15-26 have four emphases. Firstly, 
YHWH does not forget them (v.15) but always remembers them (v.16). Secondly, Zion will be refilled with inhabitants 
who are fostered by kings and queens, despite Zion being barren, exiled and desolate (vv.17a, 18-25). Thirdly, Zion’s 
enemies will be far away (v.17b) and will meet their judgment (v.26a). Fourthly, this will reveal YHWH as the saviour, 
redeemer, and mighty one of Jacob, to all flesh (v.26b). 
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16) and in chs. 49-55 (e.g., 49:1; 51:1; 51:7; 55:2, 3). Among all these occurrences in chs. 44-55, 

49:1 is the only occurrence that is followed by a human speaker, while others are all by YHWH 

himself; 49:1 is addressed to םייא  and קוחרמ םימאל  (cf. 41:1) from a global horizon, while all others 

are to Jacob-Israel from a narrower horizon. These features therefore make 49:1 unique.  

The summons in 49:1 directs the audience’s attention to the vocation of ‘me’ and its effect (49:1-

7/13). 49:1b recalls the prophet Jeremiah’s vocation, while v.2, through metaphorizing ‘my mouth’ 

as ‘a sharp sword’ and ‘a polished arrow’ – both are military images – depicts the power of YHWH’s 

word, thus vv.1b-2 suggest the first-person speaker here as a prophetic figure.506 Later, ‘I’/ ‘me’ is 

designated as YHWH’s servant, in whom YHWH will glorify (v.3) and who will bring back the 

perverted Israel to YHWH and who will be a light to nations (vv.5-6) and a covenant to the people 

(v.8). The servant in 49:1-13 has similar missions and effect with the servant Jacob-Israel of 42:1-

9.507 Besides, the echoing of 49:5b ( יזע היה יהלאו הוהי יניעב דבכא ) where the servant speaks about 

himself in 43:4 ( ךיתבהא ינאו תדבכנ יניעב תרקי רשאמ ) , where YHWH speaks about Israel, indicates the 

similarity of the servant of 49:5 with the servant ‘Israel’ of 43:4. Moreover, a vocative reading of 

‘Israel’ in 49:3 would suggest understanding the servant of 49:1-13 as the servant Jacob-Israel of 

chs.41-48. However, 49:5b where the servant is called to bring Jacob-Israel back to YHWH and 

49:6a where the servant is to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to bring back the preserved of Israel 

seem to distinguish the servant from Jacob-Israel. Jewish commentators Ibn Ezra, Rashi, and Kimhi 

all consider the servant here as an individual. This conflicts with a vocative reading of לארשי  in ידבע 

לארשי התא  (v.3), thus many scholars tend to treat the word ‘Israel’ as a gloss.508 However, as 

Muilenburg states, ‘the poetic parallelism, the witness of the versions, similar passages elsewhere 

(41:8; 43:10; 44:2, 21), and meter all argue for its retention.’509 Williamson’s treatment of the ‘Israel’ 

in v.3 not as a vocative (‘you are my servant, O Israel’), but as a predicative (‘you are my servant, 

 
506 To take one commentator for an example, Westermann, 208 writes, ‘Thus, the two metaphors in vv. 2a and 2b, c must 
mean that God has endowed the Servant’s word with the power to penetrate (a ‘sharp sword’) and to range far and wide 
(‘a polished arrow’). This is exactly the same thing as is said of a prophet’s word in Jer. 23.29 (cf. also Jer. 1.9f), and, in 
the New Testament, of God’s (Heb. 4.12; Rev. 1.16; Eph. 6.17).’ Italics added. 
507 The terminological echoes between chs.49 and 42 are highlighted as follows.  

Isa 49 Isa 42 
םיוג רואל ךיתתנו  םיוג רואל םע תירבל ךנתאו 49:6   42:6 

םע תירבל ךנתאו  49:8 
ולגה ךשחב רשאל ואצ םירוסאל רמאל ךשח יבשי אלכ תיבמ ריסא רגסממ איצוהל תורוע םיניע חקפל 49:9   42:7 

הנר םירה  ונר  וחצפו וחצפי ץרא יליגו םימש וחוצי 49:13  םירה  ונרי  שארמ עלס יבשי  42:11 
 
508 Westermann (Isaiah 40-66, 209) states Israel is added to interpret the text, and he also refers to 44:23 where God says 
he will be glorified in Israel. 
509 Muilenburg, “The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 40-66,” 565. 
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[you are] Israel’),510 solves the conflict between vv.5-6 and v.3. Further, considering the similarities 

and distinction between the servant of ch.49 and chs.41-48, McConville maintains this individual 

prophetic-servant ‘me’ in 49:1-13 takes on the status and role of the corporate servant ‘Jacob-Israel’ 

in chs.41-48.511 

Another noteworthy characterization of the servant is his ‘hiddenness’ (v.2b). Being hidden could 

mean ‘waiting,’ or ‘for protection,’ or both.512 The ‘hiddenness’ of the servant here prepares for the 

‘astonishment’ at the servant in 52:13-53:12. It is because he is hidden for his servant role that when 

he appears, no one esteems him as a special servant.  

Moreover, while in v.4a the servant voices his despondency which is highlighted by the maintaining 

and fronting of ינאו  and by the fronting of קירל  and of יחכ לבהו והתל  before their predicate verbs, he 

states his trust in YHWH in v.4b.513 This faith-based perception (v.4b) comes before his perception 

of his mission and its effect extending from Israel to nations (vv.5-13).514 

4.5.2.2 A Literary-Thematic analysis of 49:14-26 

Vv.14-26 make good use of rhetorical questions, personification, and similes/mixing metaphors. 

After quoting Zion’s speech, in which she assumes that she has been forsaken and forgotten by 

YHWH (v.14), YHWH negates Zion’s thought, firstly, by rhetorical questions and answers, in which 

Zion is personified as YHWH’s children (v.15). Secondly, in v.16, YHWH draws Zion’s attention to 

the fact that he has engraved her on the palms of his hand, and her walls are continually before him. 

Here, Zion is simply the name of a place called Zion. Thirdly, personifying Zion as the mother of the 

people of Judah, YHWH promises Zion that her children will hasten to come back, and that her 

 
510 Williamson, Variations, 151. 
511 McConville, Isaiah, 550. 
512 See respectively, Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40–66,” 428 and Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 208 where he makes a 
strong case that v.2b must be parallel with v.2a, meaning equipment of the servant, hence ‘protection’.  
513 As the table shows below, there are echoes between ch.49 and ch.40. Firstly, while the servant claims he has toiled 
( עגי ) in vain (49:4a), the recalling of YHWH’s claim in 40:28-31 where עגי  occurs three times may contribute to the shift 
from 49:4a to 49:4b. Secondly, as YHWH’s recompense ( תלעפ ) is before him (40:10), so is the servant’s with YHWH 
(49:4b). Thirdly, while Israel complains their טפשמ  is ignored by YHWH (40:27), the servant knows his טפשמ  rests with 
YHWH. The first two echoes bind the servant’s mission and vindication with that of YHWH while the third echo 
contrasts the servant of ch.49 with Jacob-Israel of ch.40. 

Isa 49 Isa 40 
יתילכ יחכ לבהו והתל יתעגי קירל יתרמא ינא  49:4a עגיי אלו ףעיי אל  40:28aβ (YHWH as the subject) 
יהלא תא יתלעפו הוהי תא יטפשמ ןכא  
 

49:4b וינפל ותלעפו ותא ורכש הנה  40:10b (YHWH as the subject) 
רובעי יטפשמ יהלאמו  40:27 (Israel as the subject) 

 
514 The global horizon of 49:1 is soon picked up in 49:7 and 49:13. 
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destroyers will be far away (vv.17-18). Then, Zion is again a place in v.19, again a mother in v.20-

21, and a combination of both in v.23, 25, 26.  

It is from 49:14-26 that we see the family metaphor that runs throughout chs.49-55: YHWH as 

Zion’s mother (49:14-16); Zion as Mother of Zion’s children (49:17-22, 25; 50:1-3; 51:18, 20) and 

kings and queens as Zion’s fathers and mothers (49:23). The first metaphor finds its synonyms in the 

metaphor of ‘Daughter Zion’ (1:8; 10:32), as a metaphor of vulnerability, hope, and the need for 

salvation, of Zion, and as a metaphor of YHWH’s protection, care and intervention for Zion. By 

contrast, the metaphor of ‘Mother Zion’ portrays the city as the source of spiritual and national life 

for the people of Israel; it emphasizes the idea that Jerusalem provides shelter and sustenance to its 

inhabitants, and the hope that God’s blessings and protection will extend to the city and its residents, 

hence a metaphor of comfort, nourishment, and divine blessing. 

Besides, the end of 49:14-26 confirms again that the restoration of Zion will result in all flesh’s 

knowledge of the relationship between YHWH and Zion.515 This echoes and testifies 49:1-13 where 

the servant has a mission to both Israel and nations (vv.5-6), and where kings of nations will see 

(v.7), and where the restoration of the exiled community will provoke heavens and earth to praise 

(vv.8-13). 

4.5.2.3 The Perception Theme in Isa 49 

The servant himself is called yet hidden in his role among Israel, though he will be a light to the 

nations, that is, public in his role to the nations. As shown above, the servant in ch. 49 links 

backward to the servant in chs. 41, 42, and forward to 52:13-53:12. Seitz observes,  

v.7 appears more prospectively related to the final servant poem at 52:13-53:12 than 
retrospectively afflicted with 42:5-9. The reverse is true of 49:8-12, which shares with 42:5-9 
the singular expression “covenant to the people,” positively anticipating the servant’s success to 
liberating God’s people everywhere, rather than pointing to the destiny of suffering and affliction 
at the hands of the nations (cf. 49:7 and 52:13-15),516 

He is right about v.7. Concerning vv.8-12, it should be noted that while it positively anticipates the 

servant’s success, it also assumes םילשמ דבעל יוג בעתמל שפנ הזבל  of the proceeding v.7 which indicates 

the servant’s suffering and affliction. The themes of the suffering servant and the seeing of the king 

are then combined and further elaborated in Isa 52:13-53:12. What the kings will see (v.7) in the 

context of ch. 49 is then illustrated at vv.8-26. It is noteworthy that titles of YHWH at v.7 (  רשא הוהי

 
בקעי 515 ריבא  ךלאגו  ךעישומ  הוהי  ינא  יכ  רשב  לכ  ועדיו   (‘Then all flesh shall know that I am the Lord your Savior, and your 
Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob’.) 
516 Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40–66,” 428. 
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ךרחביו לארשי שדק ןמאנ ) and v.26 ( בקעי ריבא ךלאגו ךעישומ הוהי ) bracket the contents within. Kings will 

see how Israel is redeemed, and then understand YHWH as the only true God. This perception is 

made possible through YHWH’s servant. 

4.5.3 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 50:1-52:12 

4.5.3.1 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 50 

Isa 50 can be further divided into vv.1-3, 4-9 and 10-11. The questions and answers, together with 

two different metaphors (Zion as the divorced mother, and Israelites as the children who have been 

sold), in v.1 suggest that the addressees’ mother Zion was sent away not because of a divorce-

paper,517 and that the children, the addressees, were sold not because of debt, but rather both because 

of the addressees’ iniquities and transgressions. The statements in vv.2b-3 demonstrate the effect of 

YHWH’s rebuke. In between, rhetorical questions of v.2a indicate that the addressees do not believe 

that YHWH who brought them to the current exiled situation can also save them, and that YHWH is 

persuading them that he, who is mighty in rebuking, is also mighty to deliver. Then, while the focus 

of vv.4-9 shifts to the servant, vv.1-3 and vv.4-9 are related through the contrasts between the 

imperception of Zion’s children and the perception of the servant. Firstly, while no one was present 

( שיא ןיאו ) or answered ( הנוע ןיאו ) YHWH when he came and called (v. 2), the servant is there and 

attentive to YHWH. Even though the phrases עמשל ןזא יל ריעי רקבב רקבב ריעי  (v.4) and יל חתפ הוהי ינדא 

ןזא  (v.5a) indicate that YHWH takes the initiative to awaken and open the servant’s ears to hear, the 

maintaining and fronting of יכנאו  in v.5b518 suggests that the servant himself does not turn YHWH 

down. The responsiveness of the servant to YHWH (vv.4-5) is vividly contrasted with the 

irresponsiveness of the people (v.2a). Secondly, when Zion’s children may think YHWH’s hand is 

too short to redeem or has no power to deliver (v.2b), the servant is convinced that God helps and 

vindicates him so that he will not be put to shame (vv.7-9), even when he suffers the attackers’ 

shaming treatment upon him (v.6). Lastly, vv.10-11exhort the addressee to fear YHWH and obey the 

voice of his servant where there is also a contrast between the servant and people: the former trusts 

and leans on YHWH even when walking in darkness without light, while the latter self-provide light 

 
517 It is debated whether the divorce paper existed or not. 
יתגוסנ 518 אל  רוחא  יתירמ  אל  יכנאו    
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and are asked sarcastically to walk in their self-provided light only to lie down in torment.519 

Therefore, the contrasts between the servant and Zion’s children, and the exhortations, in Isa 50, 

function together to persuade Israel to follow the servant’s example and to obey his voice.520  

4.5.3.2 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 51-52 

What is especially noteworthy is that the three ‘escalating appeals’ of 51:1-8 – addressed to the 

‘pursuers of קדצ ’ (vv.1-3); God’s own people (vv.4-6); ‘knowers of קדצ ’ and those in whose hearts 

God’s law is found (vv.7-8) – find their backdrop in ch. 50,521 and are a further development from 

ch. 50. The first appeal resorts to the ancestral narrative, and especially to Abraham and Sarah, with 

an emphasis on how YHWH blessed and multiplied them from barrenness.522 Besides, it also recalls 

the imagery of Eden. They together exhort the addressee to believe that YHWH will re-people Zion 

as he gave offspring to Abraham and Sarah, and revive the desolate Zion to be like Eden (vv.1-3). 

The second appeal, vv.4-6, strongly calls for the addressees’ attention in terms of hearing and seeing. 

Observe especially וניזאה ילא ימואלו ימע ילא ובישקה  in v.4 and וטיבהו םכיניע ... ואש  in v.6. Besides, it is 

worth noting in vv.4-5 that the root אצי  occurs both before and after the adjective ָבוֹרק  (‘near’). 

Furthermore, אצת  is governed by both הרות  and יטפשׁמ  in v.4, while אצי  occurs in parallel with ָבוֹרק  in 

v.5. That is to say, the object of their hearing, as indicated by vv.4-5, is the going out, and the 

nearness, of YHWH’s law, טפשׁמ קדצ , , and salvation. Then, v.6, through the twofold calling upon 

their seeing523 – similar to v.4 which has a twofold calling upon their hearing – draws the addressee’s 

attention to the contrast between the impermanence of the heavens/earth/people and the permanence 

of YHWH’s salvation and קדצ . The former is depicted vividly through two metaphors, וחלמנ ןשעכ  

(‘will vanish like smoke’) and הלבת דגבכ  (‘will wear out like garment’), to be followed by ןותומי ןכ ומכ  

(‘like this they will die’). Therefore, vv.4-6 draw upon the perception of the addressees who are 

called ימואלו ימע  to the nearness of YHWH’s law and טפשׁמ , and his everlasting קדצ  and salvation. The 

third appeal, vv.7-8, addresses the knowers (cf. pursuers of vv.1-3) of YHWH’s righteousness, to 

encourage them in their hardship, as indicated by the explicit exhortations וארית לא  and ותחת לא , 

followed by a יכ  clause. As observed by Seitz, ‘the same language used by the servant to describe his 

 
519  

ויהלאב ןעשיו הוהי םשב חטבי ול הגנ ןיאו םיכשח ךלה רשא ודבע לוקב עמש הוהי ארי םכב ימ  50:10 
ןובכשת הבצעמל םכל תאז התיה ידימ םתרעב תוקיזבו םכשא רואב וכל תוקיז ירזאמ שא יחדק םכלכ ןה  50:11 

 
520 Cf. McConville, Isaiah, 568. 
521 Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40–66,” 441. 
522 It is noteworthy that the theme of the shift from barrenness/desolation to re-inhabitation, initiated in 49:15-26, is re-
capitulate in 51:1-3, and later in 53:10 and 54:1-3. 
523 Goldingay, Message, 426, observes that the ‘seeing’ here in 51:6 combines both the senses of the seeing in 40:26 (the 
creation) and of that in 49:18 (the future), the twice commands of seeing before 51:6. 
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own conviction of God’s vindication (50:9) is here applied to the circumstances of those 

addressed.’524 It is noteworthy that 51:1-8 share with ch.50 some similar phrases – see especially ידי  

(50:2) vs יערזו  (51:5); הלבת דגבכ vs (50:9)  ולבי דגבכ םלכאי שע ;(51:6)   (50:9) vs שע םלכאי  (51:8). Ch.50 

ends up with a contrast between a believing servant and self-relying people, aiming to persuade the 

audience to follow the servant’s example to trust YHWH in every challenge. 51:1-8 back up this 

persuasion by salvation oracles which draw the addressees’ attention ‘backwards and forwards’ in 

time (vv.1-3), and ‘upwards’ to the heavens and ‘downwards’ to the earth (vv.4-6), and by the 

exhortation not to fear.525 The same is true of 51:9-16, 17-23; 52:1-12. 

51:9-16 begin and end with the theme of YHWH’s creation and salvation (vv.9-10, 16). The appeal 

to YHWH’s ancient treatment of Rahab and the dragons  in relation to YHWH’s mighty deeds in 

creation (v.9), and the appeal to YHWH’s mighty deed at the Red Sea in relation to YHWH’s 

redeeming the Israelites from Egypt (v.10), work to denote together that, as YHWH established 

heaven and earth from Rahab and dragons in old days, and redeemed the ancient Israelites from 

Egypt, so will he re-establish and redeem Zion from her enemies (vv. 16). Then, vv.11-12 parallel 

with vv.14-15: both are composed of YHWH’s promise of salvation and YHWH’s announcement of 

who he is; and they complement each other. The centre of this chiastic structure of vv.9-16 is the 

rebuke with sarcasm in vv.12b-13 which strengthen the exhortation not to fear enemies but to trust 

YHWH. Observe especially the contrast between the description of what they fear (‘you fear the man 

who dies and son of Adam who is made like grass’) and of who they forgot (‘but you forgot YHWH 

your Maker, the one who stretched out the heavens and established the earth’). Besides, the sarcasm 

is further enhanced through the transience of the oppressor whose wrath they fear (v.13b).526 

Therefore, vv.9-16 functions again to exhort them not to fear enemies but to trust YHWH.  

51:17-23 take up the motif of ‘wrath’ of v.13 to be integrated with the motif of the ‘cup’, hence סוכ 

ותמח , though it is not the cup of the oppressor’s wrath of v.13, but of YHWH’s wrath, which carries 

the connotation of judgement (cf. Jer. 25:15-29).527 Noteworthily, both 51:17 and 51:22 proclaim 

that the cup of YHWH’s wrath is also a cup of staggering ( הלערתה סוכ ), while ןיימ אלו תרכשו הינע  (‘you 

afflicted and drunken but not because of wine’) recall Isa 28:7 and 29:10.528 As drunkenness 

 
524 Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40–66,” 448. 
525 This is done by how 51:1-8 start and end. 
526 “You fear continually, all the days before me, the wrath of the oppressor who sets himself to destroy! Where is the 
wrath of your oppressor?” 
המחה 527 ןייה  סוכ   in Jer 25:15 is very similar to ותמח סוכ   in Isa 51:17. The same cup also falls upon Nebuchadnezzar (Hab. 
2:16), Judah (Ezk. 23:31–34), Edom (Jer. 49:12; Lam. 4:21). Cf. G. Mayer, “ סוֹכּ ”, TDOT 7:103.  
528 The former states the priests were drunken because of wine, while the latter states prophets were drunken not because 
of wine but the spirit YHWH poured out so that they did not have perception. 
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symbolizes imperception in chs. 28-29, that the fury and staggering cup and their drunkenness have 

now been removed from them in 51:17-23 indicates both the removal of their punishment and 

imperception. In such a way, the perception theme is woven into the message of salvation and 

encouragement. 

The beginning and end of 52:1-12 both start with imperative appeals and a comment on ָאמֵט  (vv.1-2, 

11-12). In vv.1-2, the charge to put on beautiful garments (52:1) is an ‘unmistakable’ contrast with 

‘the garments consumed by moth and worm’ (50:9; 51:8).529 Besides, the appeal to ‘rise’ also vividly 

contrasts with 51:23 where the tormentor commanded  bow down so that we may pass‘)  הרבענו יחש

over’). Moreover, רפעמ ירענתה  of 52:2 (‘shake yourself from dust’) also reverse the saying of 51:23 

םירבעל ץוחכו ךוג ץראכ ימישתו  (‘and you made your back like the ground and like the street for them to 

pass over’). While 52:3a echoes 50:1 through םתרכמנ  (‘you were sold’), 52:3b announces that they 

will be redeemed now ולאגת( ). Similarly, 52:4-5 looks backward to the time when Israel was in 

Egypt, Assyria, or now in exile, when YHWH’s name was despised. However, after the transition of 

v.6, vv.7-10 look forward to the future salvation. As vv.7-10 depict, with (good) news-bearers and 

(salvation-)proclaimers arriving upon the mountains of Zion, watchmen will raise their voice to sing 

for joy, because they will see YHWH’s returning to Zion ( ןויצ הוהי בושב וארי ןיעב ןיע , v.8). Moreover, 

the whole of Jerusalem will sing for joy, and all nations will see God’s salvation (  וארו םיוגה לכ יניעל

וניהלא תעושי תא ץרא יספא לכ , v.10). 52:11-12 end up with an appeal to leave their current place, which 

puts an emphasis on the contrast with Israel’s ancient exodus: ועגת לא אמט  (‘you shall not touch the 

unclean’),530 ןוזפחב אל  (‘not in haste’, cf. Ex 12:11) and ןוכלת אל  (‘not flight’). As McConville 

observes, these three phrases depict Babylon as “the ritually unclean in an allusion to the holiness of 

Jerusalem,” and indicate “no threat from a pursuing enemy” on the returning journey.531  

4.5.3.3 The (Im)perception Theme in chs. 50-52 

Isa 50 demonstrates the development of the (im)perception theme in various ways. Firstly, the 

servant’s ears being opened by YHWH contrasts with the condition of Jacob-Israel in 48:8 and 

6:10.532 Secondly, the servant’s knowledge of sustaining the weary comes from YHWH’s provision 

 
529 Cf. Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40–66,” 453. 
530 Something new in this appeal puts the exodus in a new light: Egypt is unclean just like Babylon. Thus, this appeal 
asks the audience to accept a new thing, and to rethink what is like to be in a foreign land. 
531 McConville, Isaiah, 582. 
532 Cf. Cf. Uhlig, Hardening, 234-5. 

50:5 48:8 6:10 
ןזא יל חתפ הוהי ינדא ךנזא החתפ אל זאמ םג  דבכה וינזאו   
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of a tongue of the taught (v.4a),533 while his willingness to suffer is ascribed to YHWH’s awakening 

and opening his ears (vv.4b-5).534 Here in 50:4-5,  םידומל  is used for the servant sustaining the weary 

and hearing properly hence not rebelling. This denotes the significance of the servant’s being taught, 

which prepares for his exhortation to the audience to hear his voice in 50:10. Thirdly, the exhortation 

of 50:10 takes up 30:8-14 to reverse the imperception which is ascribed to their listening and 

reliance.535 Besides, Isa 50 also takes up 8:11-9:6. The similarities they share include the concept of 

‘fearing YHWH’ (50:10, cf. 8:12-13) and the concept of םידומל  (50:4; cf. 8:16)536 and the imagery of 

light and darkness. Reading ch.50 in light of 8:16-9:6 highlights the significance of 

perception/responsiveness (cf.50:1-3) and God-provided light (9:1-6) and leads the audience to 

expect God to provide light in the new circumstance,537 which will be addressed in 51:1-8. 

The perception theme in ch. 50-52 is explicit through the theme of darkness and light in 50:10-11, 

and the ‘seeing’ of YHWH’s salvation by both Israelites and nations in 52:8-12.  

The motifs of ‘darkness’ ( םיכשׁח ) and ‘brightness’ ( הגנ ) in 50:10-11 mean ‘terrible circumstances’ and 

‘salvation’ respectively. The terrible circumstances that either the people or the servant were in have 

already been hinted at in vv.1-9. For example, the two metaphors in v.1 hint at the people’s exiled 

situation. Besides, YHWH’s deeds in vv.2b-3 also take up images of destruction. Note, especially, 

תורדק  (darkness, blackness) and קש  (sackcloth) are used in v.3, which have already brought a dark 

 
533 In v.4a ( רבד ףעי  תא  תועל  תעדל  םידומל  ןושל  יל  ןתנ  הוהי  ינדא  ), note the fronting of the subject and also note the purposeful 
infinitive construct תעדל  (‘to know’) after םידומל ןושל  (‘a tongue of the taught’).  
534 In v.4b-5 ( יתגוסנ אל  רוחא  יתירמ  אל  יכנאו  ןזא  יל  חתפ  הוהי  ינדא  םידומלכ  עמשל  ןזא  יל  ריעי  רקבב  רקבב  ריעי  ) contrasts with 48:8 
535 Cf. Uhlig, Hardening, 236. 

םישחכ םינב אוה ירמ םע יכ   
הוהי תרות עומש ובא אל םינב  

ול הגנ ןיאו םיכשח ךלה רשא ודבע לוקב עמש הוהי ארי םכב ימ 30:9   
ויהלאב ןעשיו הוהי םשב חטבי  

50:10 

לארשי שודק רמא הכ ןכל   
הזה רבדב םכסאמ ןעי   
וילע ונעשתו זולנו קשעב וחטבתו  

30:12 

 
536 Apart from the double use of the adjective דומל  in 50:4 (in the absolute form), its other occurrences in Isaiah are only 
8:16 and 54:13 (though both in the construct form) which leads scholars to read 50:4 in light of 8:16 where the teaching 
is sealed among the taught. For example, Williamson, Book, 108 understands the servant of 50:4-9 as “one of those who 
witnesses the sealing of the prophetic teaching…and one of those who is ‘qualified’ to unseal the document.’ 
537  

 Isa 8:16-9:6 Isa 50 
circumstance YHWH’s hiddenness (v.17) Zion’s children’s irresponsiveness to YHWH (vv.1-3) 
self-relying action  
 
and its result 

enquire of the mediums and the 
necromancers (v.19) 
darkness (vv.20-23) 

kindle fire and provide light for themselves (v.11) 
torment (v.11) 

Darkness  as the result of their self-relying 
action (v.20-23) 

as the result of their irresponsiveness (v.3), and the 
reason of their self-reliance 

Light The birth of the child ? 
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connotation into the picture. Moreover, as for the servant’s suffering, though ‘the agents and purpose 

of the humiliation are not in focus here,’538 v.6 does suggest the servant was enduring humiliating 

acts others inflicted upon him.  

In the similar terrible circumstances, the servant’s and others’ responses differ: the former םשב חטבי 

ויהלאב ןעשיו הוהי  (‘trusts in the name of YHWH and relies on his God’) while the latter  םכשא רואב וכל

םתרעב תוקיזבו  (‘walk by the flame of your fire, a brand that you have lighted’). Seitz rightly observes 

that there exists a contrast between ‘the servant, who walks without a torch through darkness but is 

nevertheless a light to the nations (49:6)’ and ‘those who seek to provide their own light for 

endeavours.’539 Besides, the contrast between the servant and others is not only in vv.10-11, but also 

in vv.1-9. While no-one waits for YHWH when he comes, or answers him when he calls, not trusting 

that YHWH is mighty to save (v.2), the servant mentions he was taught by YHWH, his ears 

awakened by YHWH morning by morning; he was not rebellious, he did not turn backward when he 

was suffering, for he believed YHWH would help him and he would not be ashamed (vv.3-9). 

Besides, while v.1 acknowledges that the Israelites are exiled because of their wrongdoings and 

transgressions, the servant’s trust in YHWH’s pardon (v.9) makes it clear that no one can declare 

them guilty when their God YHWH helps them. Therefore, ch. 50 is rhetorically aiming to persuade 

people to trust and fear YHWH, and obey the voice of his servant, rather than relying on themselves, 

so that, as Goldingay observes, ‘the community may learn from a model of faithfulness and from the 

certainty of YHWH’s support.540 Through the theme of darkness and brightness, ch. 50 takes the 

‘darkness’ as the situation, the servant’s trust in YHWH in spite of suffering as perception, and the 

people’s providing their own light as the imperception.  

Concerning chs. 51-52, as narrated above, the dominant ‘salvation’ theme in these chapters starts by 

appealing to their hearing and seeing backward and forward, upward and downward, and ends with 

both Zion’s and the nations’ seeing YHWH’s salvation (52:8-10). Here, the perception theme is 

appealed to a physical and coginitive sense. Besides, there is some movement from זע ישבל ירוע ירוע 

הוהי עורז  (51:9) to םלשורי ימוק יררועתה יררועתה  (51:17) to ןויצ ךזע ישבל ירוע ירוע  (52:1) to םשמ ואצ ורוס ורוס  

(52:11). Among these four appeals, only the first one is addressed to YHWH, while three are 

addressed to the exiled people, either in terms of Jerusalem or Zion or unnamed. This reflects the 

speaker’s view that YHWH well understands his people’s unbelief or doubts, and how 

 
538 Goldingay, Message, 408. 
539 Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40–66,” 438. 
540 Goldingay, Message, 408. 
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comprehensively and patiently he encourages them, and urges them to respond with faith like the 

servant in ch. 50 in YHWH his God.  

4.5.4 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 52:13-54:17 

As mentioned in 5.4.1, 49:1-26; 50:1-52:12 and 52:13-54:17 loosely parallel each other in terms of 

all constituting a servant passage and a passage on the restoration of Zion-Jerusalem.  

4.5.4.1 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 52:13-52:13 

In chs.40-48, the servant Jacob-Israel is on the one hand appointed with the nations-related mission 

(42:1-9) and as YHWH’s witness (43:8-16; 44:8), while on the other hand they are imperceptive and 

sinful (42:18-25; 43:22-28; 46:12; ch.48), despite which YHWH still keeps proclaiming salvation 

oracles to them. Similarly, in chs.49-55, on the one hand, 50:1 claims that it is because of the 

people’s transgressions and iniquities that they have been brought into exile; 50:9 affirms that no one 

can declare the servant guilty as YHWH has vindicated him; 51:17-23 proclaim that YHWH’s cup of 

fury upon Israel has been moved to their tormentors; 52:1, 11 both mention the unclean, which is 

regarded as a cultic uncleanness or impurity by Goldingay as associated with Babylonian gods.541 On 

the other hand, chs.49-55 are even more urgent on the proclamation on salvation than chs.40-48. 

Even though earlier chapters ascribe YHWH’s redemption of the imperceptive and sinful Jacob-

Israel for the sake of his own name and glory (48:9-11), there still leaves a lingering question: how 

the Israelites’ transgressions and iniquities and the cultic impurity of the nations are to be solved, that 

is, through what or who does YHWH offer the means of purification for his people (cf. in 6:6-7, 

YHWH offers a burning coal to atone the prophet Isaiah), which is now answered in ch.53.  

Ch.53 is often structured by five stanzas with three verses each, that is, 52:13-15; 53:1-3, 4-6, 7-9, 

10-12,542 or by a middle part (52:1-9) with a prologue (52:13-15) and an epilogue (53:10-12) as its 

frame.543 Both are defended on thematic grounds.544 I take the second view, because 53:10-12 

 
541 Ibid., 459.  
542 Cf. North, The Second Isaiah, 234–246; Lindsey, “The Career of the Servant in Isaiah 52:13-53:12,” 313–314; Raabe, 
“The Effect of Repetition in the Suffering Servant Song,” 77-78; Ceresko, “The Rhetorical Strategy of the Fourth Servant 
Song (Isaiah 52:13–53:12): Poetry and the Exodus-New Exodus,” 50-51 fn3. 
543 Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah 40–66,” 462-468. 
544 Bergey, “The Rhetorical Role of Reiteration in the Suffering Servant Poem (Isa 52.13-53.12),”: 177. Pikor, 
(“Theological,” 411) mentions other criteria for structuring Isa 52:13-53:12, including ‘(2) those identifying speakers (the 
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conclude vv.1-9 and echo 52:13-15. It is a summary and climax of vv.1-9 because of the repetitions 

of the words describing how, to what extent and why the servant has suffered, see especially the 

roots אכד  (v.10, v.5), הלח  (v.10, vv.3-4), תומ  (v.12, v.9), לבס  (v.11,4), אשנ  (v.12, v.4) and עשׁפ  (v.12, 

v.8). 53:10-12 echoes 52:13-15 through the usage of םיבר  (which occurs nowhere else in 52:13-53:12 

but only at the beginning and the end of it).545 

52:13 starts with an attention-marker הנה , drawing the audience’s attention to something about the 

servant, though ידבע  is not fronted to follow הנה  directly but follows the predicate verb ליכשי  (cf. 42:1 

which starts with ידבע ןה ). Since both the only two other occurrences of לכש  in Isa are in hiphil form 

like 52:13 and mean ‘to understand’ (41:20; 44:18), I take this meaning for 52:13 as well. 

Understood in this way, 52:13 links the servant’s understanding/perception (v.13a) with his 

exaltation (v.13b). This lines up with 53:11b-12 which relate his knowledge to the justification of 

‘the many’ and to his rewards. Therefore, both 52:13 and 53:11b-12 take understanding/knowledge 

as a reason for rewards. 

Right after portraying the servant’s exaltation to the highest degree (v.13), through the prepositional 

conjunctions ( ןכ… רשאכ , ‘as…so…’), 52:14-15 link the astonishment of ‘the many’ at the servant’s 

dehumanised appearance546 with the servant’s sprinkling547 (hence purifying) ‘many nations’ and 

with the kings’ unprecedented perception. 52:15b indicates the kings will see something untold and 

understand something unheard, which is in stark contrast to 6:9-10 where people see/hear but do not 

understand, which also indicates what they will see and understand is totally new/different from what 

 
voice speaking in the song); (3) the poetic ones (stanzas); and rhetorical ones with the focus on (4) recurring words or (5) 
concentric ones.’ In Pikor’s thorough study of the structure of 52:13-53:12, he evaluates the limitations of the first four 
criteria and then proposes his own concentric structure (52:15-53:3; 53:4-7; 53:8-12) which is based on, yet slightly 
different from, Meynet’s concentric structure (52:15-53:3; 53:4-7a; 53:7b-12). Pikor tries to bring out dynamics between 
each small piece in each of his proposed three concentric parts, which have not been elaborated by Meynet. This, 
together with other reasons, opens for him a necessity of a slight modification and reinterpretation of Meynet’s structure. 
However, it is surprising that he does not apply these similar dynamics between each of the pieces within each concentric 
part into between each of these three concentric parts. It is indeed very difficult to draw out a neat structure, not least 
because of the ambiguity of identifications, the sudden changes of persons, complicated by the relationship between ‘we’ 
and ‘I’ – who are ‘we’/‘I’, and where does the ‘we’ speech end? – but also because of the repetitions which interlock 
every piece in 52:13-53:12 so closely with each other. 
545 If לכש  in 52:13 is to be understood as ‘to prosper’, and if 52:15 reads הזנ  (‘to sprinkle’), then 52:13-15 and 53:10-13 
also echo through the motif of ‘success’ through humiliation and the motif of purification. 
546 In c.14aβ ( םדא ינבמ  וראתו  והארמ  שיאמ  תחשמ  ןכ   ), the noun with negative connotation ( תחשמ , related to the verbal root 

תחש , meaning ‘to corrupt’ or ‘be corrupted’, hence translated as ‘marred’ or ‘disfigured’) governs two synonymous 
phrases והארמ שיאמ  (lit. ‘his appearance [was disfigured] beyond man’) and םדא ינבמ וראתו  (lit. ‘and his looking [was 
disfigured] beyond sons of Adam’). As McConville (Suffering, 51) states, “he was so disfigured and deformed that he 
scarcely looked like a human being.”  
547 The unexpectedness of the idea of הזנ  (‘to sprinkle’) in current text has prompted the alternative meaning of (‘to leap’ 
or ‘to startle’), which would parallel ׁםמש  of v.14a, and ‘kings’ shutting their mouths’ of v.15aβ. However, the idea of 
sprinkling/purification is not totally unfit in the context, especially in light of the development of his sacrificial suffering 
to bear ‘our’ transgressions/iniquities and to make many righteous (vv.4-12). Cf. McConville, Suffering, 54-6. 
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chs. 40-52 have proclaimed, e.g., YHWH’s sole divinity, the redemption of Jacob-Israel. As the 

context of 52:14b is about the servant, so what many nations and kings shall see and understand must 

also be about the servant.  

The rhetorical question of 53:1a functions to invite the audience to believe ונתעמשל . While ונתעמשל  is 

literarily ‘the hearing of ours’ which can both mean ‘what we have heard’ (NRSV) or ‘what he has 

heard from us’ (ESV), I take it as ‘report/message’, an equivalent of ‘what he has heard from us’, 

because the immediate context does not denote the hearing of the ‘we’-group, but only a report of 

their perception of the servant in retrospect; and even v.15b does not highlight the kings’ hearing 

( םהל רפס אל רשא  and ועמש אל רשאו ), but their seeing and understanding.  

The parallel relationship between 53:1a and 53:1b suggests that ‘our report’ is ‘the revelation of 

YHWH’s arm’ and that it is to the believer that Yhwh’s arm has been revealed.548 The association of 

Yhwh’s arm almost always with salvation in the immediate context of 53:1 (esp.51:5, 9; 52:10) 

indicates the report or revelation may also concern salvation, which is later unfolded through the 

servant. 

The depiction of the servant in 53:2-3 develops from his unattractive origin and appearance to his 

being despised and isolated, which also highlights ‘our’ attitude/perception about the servant: not 

looking on, desiring, or esteeming him.549 However, ןכא  (v.4a) embarks on a shift of the tone, and 

every line of vv.4-6 begins with fronted-noun or pronoun,550 emphatically depicting how the we-

group has changed their perception of the servant and themselves: ‘the servant suffers because of us 

– our rebellion, iniquities’. 

 
548 Ibid., 68-70. 
549 Although the focus of v.2 is heavily laid on the unattractiveness of the servant in terms of his origin, growth and 
appearance, והארנו  and והדמחנו  also indicate our attitude on the servant: neither looking on, nor desiring, him. Besides, as 
shown below, v.3 forms a chiastic structure (a-b-c-c-b-a) before the unparalleled end, hence laying the emphasis on our 
attitude towards him, that is, not esteeming him. 

והנבשח אלו הזבנ  ונממ םינפ רתסמכו  ילח עודיו  תובאכמ שיא  םישיא לדחו  הזבנ   
and we 

esteemed him 
not 

he was 
despised 

and like one from 
whom one hides 

one’s face 

and 
acquainted 
with grief 

a man of pain lacking men he was 
despised 

 a b c c b a 
 
550 A translation faithful to Hebrew syntax of v.4-6 could be: ‘Yet it is our griefs that he is bearing, and it is our sorrows 
that he is shouldering. However, it is we who considered him stricken, smitten by the Lord, and afflicted. It is he who 
was pierced because of our rebellion and crushed because of our iniquities. The chastisement of our peace is upon him, 
and because of his wounds, we are healed. It is all of us who like sheep have gone astray, each to his own way we have 
turned, but Yhwh has laid on him the iniquities of us all.’ 
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53:7-9 pick up from v.4-6 the theme of substitution/sacrificial suffering and add to it the emphases 

on the servant’s silence amidst suffering (twofold ויפ חתפי אלו ), on drawing ‘his generation’ and the 

audience to reflect on his suffering ( חחושי ימ ורוד תאו , v.8) and on the injustice between his 

action/speech and his treatment (v.9). Since v.7 also testifies to the non-violence and non-deceit of 

the servant of v.9, vv.7-9 thus work rhetorically to generate a perception of him.  

53:10-12 denote the will of Yhwh shall prosper through the servant’s reparation suffering; his will 

includes both the fate of the servant and that of ‘the many’. The servant’s seeing/knowledge is 

emphasised in vv.10, 11, respectively denote that it is “out of the anguish of his soul that he sees” 

and that ‘it is his knowledge that brings the many to be accounted righteous.’ Goldingay suggests 

this knowledge includes and extends beyond “knowledge/acknowledgement of Yhwh”, and that “the 

servant’s experience of weakness has contributed to his possessing the insight whose fruit will now 

be described.”551 It is precisely this insight of the servant (cf. the servant’s insight in 49:4b; 50:7-9), 

that encourages him to be submissively silent in his reparation/sacrificial suffering. This silence lines 

up with the emphasis on kings’ not being told in 52:15. 

While the beginning and end of this poem highlight the servant’s perception (52:13a, 53:11) and 

rewards (52:13b; 53:10, 12), the portrayal of the servant through the perspectives of we-group and 

Yhwh emphasizes his submission and silence in his reparation/sacrificial/vicarious suffering, which 

respectively in 50:5-6 and 42:2. Simultaneously, ch.53 also emphasises the effect of the servant’s 

suffering/ministry upon the perception of ‘we’ (53:2-6/11a)552 and ‘the many’ (52:15; 53:11), which 

echoes 42:1-4553  and 49:1-7. Therefore, ch.53 draws together features of the servant in earlier passages.  

4.5.4.2 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 54 

Ch.54 is addressed to a female figure. As Goldingay maintains, even though the female figure of 

ch.54 is differentiated from the male servant of ch.53, they are related in many ways, particularly, 

‘humiliation-exhalation/shame-beautification’, ‘peace’, ‘offspring,’ ‘ הקדצ /קדצ ’, ‘servant/servants’, 

with these deliberate links suggest understanding the suffering and rewards of the servant as key to 

the female figure’s destiny.554  

 
551 Goldingay, Message, 514. 
552 While ‘we’-group speaks throughout 53:1-6 and Yhwh speaks 52:13-15 and at least 53:11b-12, the speaker of vv.7-
11a is unclear: it could be the prophet who is identified with and speaking on behalf of ‘we’, or it could be Yhwh. 
553 Stern, “Blind Servant,” 229 observes that in Isa 42 the blind servant who has been trapped in darkness will be a light 
to nations, and similarly, the suffering servant who has been despised will blot out others’ sin. For Stern, the suffering 
servant’s suffering and its effect is the way in which the blind servant becomes a light to nations. 
554 See Goldingay, Message, 466. 
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Besides, though she is not named, the previous chapters (chs.49-52) and particularly, the parallel of 

ch.53-54 with ch.49 and ch.50-52, invite us to understand ‘her’ as Zion-Jerusalem. However, not-

naming ‘her’ explicitly at the outset helps to focus on the metaphor of a mother and a wife with its 

implications.555 A combination of the metaphorical female figure and the material city comes at 

vv.11-12 where stones, gates and walls denote a material city, while these precious stones are 

adornment for women’s appearance.556 The comparisons between the emphases of 49:14-50:3 and 

ch.54 (see below) provoke the audience to perceive her new destiny, the relationship between Yhwh 

and her, and his love and great compassion.  

 49:14-50:3 Ch.54 
the metaphor of ‘mother’ the children were once bereaved but 

now returned 
the mother was once barren but now 
prolific 

the metaphor of ‘wife’ was sent away because her 
children’s sins 

was once deserted but now 
back/reconciled (vv.4-8) 

Yhwh in the family metaphor as Zion’s mother (49:14-15) as Zion’s husband (v.5) 
Characteristics of Yhwh his mighty power (vv.24-26) his great compassion (vv.7-8) 
Zion’s children are 
characterized by 

sins and unresponsiveness (50:1-3) Being taught by Yhwh; having great 
peace (v.14); servants of Yhwh (v.17) 

4.5.4.3 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 52:13-54:17 

Ch.53 presents we-group’s changed perception of the servant, though it does not articulate what made 

that change. However, the emphasis on not-being-told but seeing and understanding (52:15), on his 

unimpressive appearance (52:14; 53:2-3), and on his silence (53:7) might indicate the key to their 

(im)perception is their seeing of the servant who inactively, submissively and silently accepts unjust 

suffering. As Clines states, ‘the poem is about seeing, not hearing; so it is about vision rather than 

verbal communication.’557 Besides, the perception of the servant himself, that is, his trust in Yhwh’s 

vindication (mentioned earlier in 49:4b, 50:7-9, but not in ch.53) underlines his suffering and its 

rewards. Therefore, ch.53 overall provokes every individual in the audience to obtain a correct 

perception of the servant: the perception that the we-group has now gained, and the perception which 

sustains the servant to suffer sacrificially, reparably, and silently.  

Ch.54 invites the audience to sing for, and also to perceive, how Yhwh has made the barren mother 

to be prolific, the deserted wife to be reconciled, how he turned anger to great compassion. The 

renewed Zion will bear children who will be taught by Yhwh. The links of 54:13-17 back to 53:10-

11 through ‘offspring’, ‘servant(s)’ and ‘ הקדצ ’ invite the audience to witness the servant’s reward, 

and to follow him in servanthood. Besides, 54:17 is the first use of ‘servants’ (plural) in the book, 

 
555 Cf. Goldingay, Message, 521. 
556 Ibid., 535. 
557 Clines, I, He, and They, 43-4. Cited in Ibid., 506. 
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and it is significant that it follows so soon after the picture of the suffering servant in Isa. 53. It is 

also important because ‘servants’ (plural) will come back in 63:15-19 and 65:9, 13-14. After ch.53, it 

seems that servanthood entails silent, unjust suffering; and perhaps also that true perception comes 

through such suffering. 

4.5.5 Summary 

Isa 49-55 develops the perception theme mainly through the servant figure in the plan of Yhwh’s 

salvation which will not only comfort Zion herself, but which kings will all see as well. In ch.49 the 

prophetic servant is commissioned to take on the role of the servant Israel to be a light and covenant 

for nations, while indicating his suffering which further develops in ch.50 and comes to its full force 

in ch.53. These passages on the suffering servant alternate with the exhortation to the people to trust 

in Yhwh’s salvation (49:14-24; chs.51-52, 54-55), while Isa 55 concludes the whole DI with Yhwh’s 

thoughts and ways being higher than the addressees’. Indeed, the thought/way that it is through the 

suffering servant that people finally come to acknowledgment of and trust in Yhwh is a higher one. 

4.6 Conclusion: The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 40-55 

As is shown in this chapter, the (im)perception theme is associated with Yhwh’s scheme of 

comforting the exilic Israelites whose faith crisis is mentioned in 40:27 and 49:14.  

Ch.40, the introduction to DI, proclaims that the comfort for, and Israelites’ returning to, Jerusalem 

will reveal Yhwh’s glory which all flesh will see (40:1-11), and, through rhetorical questions related 

to perception, it provokes Israelites to perceive Yhwh as the creator with incomparable wisdom and 

knowledge, as the only God and a God never weary or faint (40:12-31).  

In chs.41:1-44:23, the audience is further challenged, firstly, to perceive Yhwh as the governor of 

creation and history and the international political sphere (41:1-7, 21-29); secondly, to perceive what 

lay behind their status as Yhwh’s servant (41:8-20; 42:1-9): Yhwh’s protection and provision on the 

one hand, and the mission commissioned by Yhwh on the other hand; thirdly, to perceive their 

current blind, deaf and captivated situation (42:18-25), yet with an appointment as Yhwh’s witness 

(43:10,12; 44:8): it is the redemption of the sinful and captivated Israelites which testifies to Yhwh’s 

sole divinity and sole saviour, and testifies to Yhwh’s blotting out their transgressions and iniquities. 

The undertaking of court disputations addressed to nations and peoples, together with the 

appointment of Jacob-Israel as YHWH’s witness, also indicates that nations and peoples will also 

perceive YHWH as the only God. 
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In chs.44:24-48:20, firstly, in 44:24-45:25, Yhwh’s plan is revealed in a more concrete way: his 

triumph through Cyrus is for Cyrus’ and the nations’ perception of Yhwh (44:24-45:8), hence 

inviting the whole humanity to perceive him via his plan through Cyrus (45:9-13), and a 

development of their perception of Yhwh (45:14-25). Secondly, ch.46 and ch.47-48 parallel each 

other: the fall of Babylon’s gods (46:1-2)//the fall of Babylon (ch.47), followed by the address to 

Jacob-Israel to perceive (46:8-13; ch.48). Each starts with the fall of Babylon’s gods and the fall of 

Babylon is ascribed to their imperception (chs.46-47). In ch.48, Jacob-Israel is also characterized as 

imperceptive. However, unlike Babylon, Jacob-Israel is assured of YHWH’s salvation for the sake of 

his own name and glory. This thus leaves the question of how this could be possible.  

In chs.49-55 the servant-passages are intertwined with Zion-passages, closely linking their fates 

together. The servant’s perception of his mission and his suffering, and his trust in YHWH behind 

these give him the strength to suffer, which finally elicits the we-group’s confession and perception 

of this servant’s mission, which further invites the broader audience to such confession and 

perception. 

Thus, the perception theme in Isa 40-55 is interwoven with the central theme of comforting. There is 

a development and even a transformation from 42:18-25 to ch.53 concerning the (im)perception 

theme. The audiences are unavoidably drawn to wonder how this transformation comes, and hence 

drawn to read the texts in between to answer this question. When the audiences do so, they will find 

the transformation that lies in YHWH’s reiterative salvation oracles to counter against Israel’s doubts 

and suspicions so as to persuade them as well as in the revelation of an individual servant. 

Meanwhile, Stern maintains that through the imagery of “light and darkness, the hidden and seen, the 

witness and the blind or unseeing”558 –all related to the (im)perception theme –  there is a 

progression from ‘worm’ (ch.41) to ‘blind servant’ Israel (chs.42-48) and to ‘the suffering servant’ 

(Isa 49-53, climaxing at ch.53).559 In particular, he shows that the “blind servant” of 42:19 is really 

the same figure as the “suffering servant” of 52:13-53:12. He makes the point that the term “blind” 

occurs seven times within Isa 42:7-43:8, out of 22 times in the whole OT.560 He thinks the idea of the 

“worm Israel” (41:14) implies blindness, and that that idea is developed first in 41:20 (“so that all 

may see”) and later in the “suffering servant” (53:10b). The motif is part of Isaiah’s extended 

imagery of light and darkness, e.g. in Isa 2 (darkness in 2:18-21) and 8:22-9:1[2]. He concludes: 

 
558 Stern, “Blind Servant,” 224-5, citing Muilenburg. 
559 Stern, “Blind Servant,” 226.  
560 Ibid, 225. 
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“…visual imagery in connection with the two servants…is strong and convincing evidence that 

Isaiah 53 is a continuation of the ‘blind servant’ prophecies and not a radical new departure.”561 And 

Isa 53 is “a bold development of the prophet’s themes…The suffering servant was built using 

materials from the image of the ‘blind servant’ in a way both subtle and bold.”562 Stern’s argument is 

essentially from language and style. It takes no special view of the composition of Isaiah, but it 

strengthens the “blindness” theme that runs through the whole book, and is deeply integrated into DI. 

It also relates to the question whether the figure of the suffering servant stands for Israel itself (rather 

than an individual). It is a form of the idea of a development of a theme, mainly within DI, but also 

drawing on imagery in Isa. 2. 

  

 
561 Ibid, 229. 
562 Ibid, 231-32. 
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5 The Theme of (Im)perception in Isa 56-66 

While many scholars now agree that Isaiah can be read as a whole book, there is no one agreed way 

of doing it. Sommer undertakes an allusive approach,563 while Rendtorff a canonical-critical 

approach.564 Although Sommer and Rendtorff have different methodologies, interestingly, they both 

think 56-66 should be read in the light of 1-55, and also that the authors (of 56-66) were able to 

change and develop themes that they found in those preceding chapters. This fits very well with my 

thesis about a developing theme, in which the reader can discern both continuities and discontinuities 

with 1-55 in 56-66. 

The perception theme in TI can be investigated through four main passages, firstly, 56:9-57:2 in the 

context of chs.56-57, secondly 58:2 and 59:9-15 in the context of chs.58-59, thirdly, 60:1-3 in the 

context of chs. 60-62, and fourthly, 63:17 in the context of 63:7-66:24. The first two passages are 

selected as there are words falling into category of (im)perception, or as linked to the light and 

darkness motif, and the clear echoing of Isa 6.  

5.1 The Structure of Isa 56-66 

There is a degree of consensus on the a-b-a macrostructure of TI that 60-62 stands in the centre 

surrounded by two symmetrical units 56-59 and 63-66.565 I basically agree with Goldingay’s 

structure of 56-66 below, though I maintain that there is an upward development from the left to the 

right in this concentric structure.566 

a 56:1-8 inclusion of foreigners 66:18-24 

b 56:9-59:8  YHWH’s rebukes on the community 65:1-66:17 
 

c 59:9-15a 
recognizing their sins 

voices from the 
community 

63:7-64:11[12] 
praying for mercy 

d 59:15b-21 YHWH as warrior 
and vindicator 

63:1-6 

e 60  salvation oracle 62 

f 61 the gifted individual prophetic discourse 

 
563 Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture. Also see fn.373 in this dissertation. 
564 Rendtorff, “Isaiah 56:1,” 181-9. In his canonical-critical approach he follows C. R. Seitz, who in turn was indebted to 
B. S. Childs. Rendtorff believes chs. 56-66 never stood alone, but that the first readers of that section were also 
reading chs, 1-39 and 40-55. This, then, is a warrant for modern readers also to read the book as a whole. 
565 Stromberg, Introduction, 42-48; Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66, 2.  
566 Cf. Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66, 2. 
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In a, both 56:1-8 and 66:18-24 suggest the inclusion of foreigners in the community of YHWH. 

While the former emphasizes that there is hope of inclusion and acceptance into God’s temple for 

foreigners and eunuchs, the latter goes further by emphasizing that they will see and proclaim God’s 

glory among the nations, and that there will be priests and Levites from them. Thus, the latter is a 

development of the former. 

In b, 56:9-59:8 and 65:1-66:17 both contain YHWH’s rebuke to the community, though the former 

focuses very much on the wicked or sinners, while the latter is more balanced in rebuking the 

unfaithful and promising restoration for the faithful. Besides, 65:1-66:17 further identify the 

righteous (57:2) and the forgiven and healed (57:14-20) as the faithful servants and mourners of 

Zion. These two parallel with an upward developing movement, functioning to persuade the 

addressees to choose God’s way and path, not only by warning them of bad consequences for the 

unfaithful, but also by presenting the rewards God reserves for the faithful servants. 

In c, 59:9-15a and 63:7-64:11,567 as Berges maintains, “While the communal lament of Isaiah 59 is 

limited to the representation of the unjust conditions without mentioning repentance to YHWH, 

precisely this move is accomplished in the collective confession of 63.16a: ‘Yes, you are our Father!’ 

(cf. 64.7).”568 In addition, this perception at 59:9-15a enhance the urgency and necessity of the 

prayers at 63:7-64:11. 

In d, 59:15b-21 and 63:1-6 both depict YHWH as a warrior, vindicator and revenger with motifs of 

clothing, and affirm that YHWH alone brings salvation; there is no one to help him. However, the 

former is targeted at the impenitent in Israel with a more general description of the scene, while the 

later at Edom with more specific and concrete details of the scene.  

In the centre of this progressing concentric structure are the salvation oracles (chs.60-62), within 

which the gifted individual prophetic discourse (ch.61) stands at the centre, as seen by e and f in the 

table above. In e, both chs. 60 and 62 refer to renaming, while the latter is more detailed and specific 

than the former.569 Besides, ch. 60 depicts a vision of the nations who are drawn by the light and 

glory of YHWH shining upon Zion for a pilgrimage to it with treasures, while ch. 62 emphasizes the 

urgency of the restoration and transformation of Zion. At the centre of chs. 60-62, chs. 61 opens with 

 
567 Goldingay (Ibid.) understands both texts as prayers. However, the former is more the people’s realization, finally the 
perception, of their sins, their injustice and unrighteousness in the society and their current state of darkness, than their 
prayers. 
568 Berges, The Book of Isaiah, 395. 
569 Cf. 60:18 (“you shall call your walls Salvation, and your gates Praise) and 62:2-4 (“you shall be called by a new 
name …You shall no more be termed Desolate, but you shall be called my Delight Is in Her, and your land Married”) 
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a proclamation of an individual about his anointment and mission (vv.1-3) and a vision of a future 

full of peace, joy, טפשׁמ  and קדצ  with both Israelites and foreigners as participants.  

Vertically, as Berges states, in the development from a to f, the foreigners’ inclusion in God’s 

community to the prophetic accusation and exhortation against post-exilic Israel precedes the 

salvation oracle, suggesting that “salvation is offered on the one hand to YHWH’s disciples from the 

nations, and on the other hand only to those in Israel who are willing to repent!”570 These two aspects 

are not contradictory, but they together redefine who Israel really is. This is the major distinctive 

development of the (im)perception theme in TI from PI and DI, which I will demonstrate in the rest 

of this chapter through three major subsections, Isa 56-69, 60-62 and 63-66.  

5.2 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 56-59 

The previous subsection on the structure of Isa 56-66 shows the unity and progressiveness of these 

chapters through a concentric structure. In the analysis below, I will investigate the (im)perception 

theme through subsections 56:1-8; 56:9-57:21; 58:1-59:8; 59:9-15a and 59:15b-59:21.571 

Structurally, 56:1-8 opens and ends with a divine speech formula (56:1, 8) while 56:9-57:21 and 

58:1-59:8 are two prophetic indictments to which we-group’s confession in 59:9-15a serves as a 

proper response, followed by Yhwh’s proclamation of salvation. 

5.2.1 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 56-59 

5.2.1.1 Isa 56:1-8 

With the co-occurrence of three thematic terms of Isa, הקדצ ,טפשמ  and העושי , 56:1 links to both PI and 

DI, because the pair of טפשמ  and הקדצ  echoes PI while that of העושי  and הפדצ  echoes DI.572 Besides, 

the verbal pair רמש  and השע  in v.1 are repeated in vv.2, denoting that keeping טפשמ  and doing הקדצ  of 

v.1 are interpreted as keeping sabbath and not doing evil in v.2. Then, vv.3-7 concern the foreigners 

and eunuchs in a chiastic order with a divine speech formula in the centre (‘let not foreigners say… 

let not eunuchs say… For thus says Yhwh … eunuchs… foreigners …’). In the shift of foreigners’ 

fates from v.3aβ to v.7 and the shift of eunuchs’ fates from v.3bβ to v.5, ‘keeping ( רמש ) sabbath’ and 

‘holding fast to ( קזח ) my covenant’ (vv.4,6) are the shared characteristics of foreigners and eunuchs. 

 
570 Berges, The Book of Isaiah, 395. 
571 Cf. Isa 56-57 is often divided into three middle units: 56:1-8; 56:9-57:13; 57:14-21. See Smith, Rhetoric and 
Redaction in Trito-Isaiah, 68-69 and Uhlig, Hardening, 271-274 for evidence of the unity of 57:14-21 with 56:9-57:13.  
572 Rendtorff, Canon and Theology, 181-89. 
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As the pair of רמש  and קזח  (vv.4, 6) is synonymous to the pair רמש  and השע  of v.1,573 their keeping 

sabbath and holding fast to Yhwh’s covenant (vv.4,6) thus further explain what is the keeping טפשמ  

and doing הקדצ  of v.1a.  

Besides, the causal relationship between v.1a (‘command’) and v.1b (‘reason’), the explanatory 

relationship between v.2 and v.1a, and the ties between vv.1-2 and vv.3-7 together explain why 

foreigners and eunuchs’ behaviour could now lead into a change of their fates: it is because of the 

approaching/revealing of Yhwh’s salvation and הקדצ .  

Finally, in v.8, the divine speech and the term Israel resume, though the foreigners and eunuchs in 

vv.3-7 undoubtedly form part of the ‘more/others’ ( דוע ) that Yhwh will gather to Israel. 

Therefore, 56:1-8 includes the foreigners and eunuchs within ‘Israel’, challenging both the Israelites’ 

perception and the perception of foreigners and eunuchs. For the former, earlier, only ethnic 

Israelites were accepted as Yhwh’s people; but now, it is those who keep Yhwh’s sabbath and 

covenant who are accepted. For the latter, their lamented fates are antithetically countered-against. 

This new perception is distinct from earlier passages of Isaiah, and will further develop as Isa 56-66 

unfold. 

5.2.1.2 Isa 56:9-57:21 

There are three addresses in the first round of rebukes and exhortations (56:9-57:21), respectively 

56:9-57:2; 57:3-13 and 57:14-21. The first address (56:9-57:2) is directed to ‘the beasts of the field 

and in the forest’ to ‘come to devour’ which leads further to the rebukes on the imperception of three 

groups of people – the watchmen ( ויפצ ), the shepherd ( םיער ), and indefinite everyone (by means of 

ןיא , ‘there is not one’) – where terms that fall into the category of perception or understanding ( םירוע , 

ועדי אל ןיבה ועדי אל , בל–לע םש , ןיבמ , ) abound. The description of the watchmen ( ויפצ ), immediately 

followed by two םלכ  phrases and two negation אל , suggests that all the watchmen are unable to fulfil 

their duties (v.10-11ab). Besides, the statement of their lack of knowledge is then followed by a 

simile that compares the watchmen to dogs, which further develops the characterization of the 

watchmen – silent yet greedy.574 Likewise, the description of the shepherds starts with a statement of 

their lack of understanding, followed by further characterization of them as seeking their own gain 

and pleasure.575 As the images of ‘watchmen’ and ‘shepherds’ commonly stand for the political and 

 
573 A new verb קזח  is introduced as a synonym to השע  in v.2, transitioning the pair of רמש  and השע  (v.1) to the pair of רמש  
and קזח  (vv.4,6), and synonymising these two pairs. 
574 Cf. Uhlig, Hardening, 260. 
575 Cf. Ibid. 
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religious leaders, 56:9-12 targets at the imperception of the leaders in the community. Then, 57:1-2 

highlights that no one in the community of Israel takes to heart the perishing of the righteous, hence 

denoting that the ordinary leaders are imperceptive too. Therefore, 56:9-57:2 depict the imperception 

of both leaders and ordinary people in the community. 

The second address (57:3-13) is aimed at those who practise idolatry and ally themselves with others, 

which echoes Isa 30. For them, there is no real salvation (57:13a), contrasting with those who rely on 

Yhwh (57:13b).  

The third address (57:14-21) begins with terms reminiscent of 40:1-3, which as McConville 

maintains, ‘trades on the idea of a physical return of exiles, but here it has become a conventional 

preparation for a divine word assurance.’576 57:15 denotes that the exalted, eternal, and holy God 

(these descriptive terms for Yhwh in 57:15 recall Isa 2, 6 and 9) dwells with the contrite and the 

lowly so as to revive them. 57:16 explains why he will not contend for ever, while v.17 

acknowledges his punishment upon their iniquities. Vv.18-19 show Yhwh’s determination to heal 

and comfort them, while a contrasting result, ‘no peace,’ will be reserved for the wicked. Therefore, 

57:14-21 overall denote that among Yhwh’s salvation, comfort and healing are no longer offered on 

the basis of ethnicity, but by whether they live with a contrite spirit and lowly heart, penitent for their 

iniquities. The contrast between ‘peace, peace to the far and to the near’ (v.19) and ‘no peace for the 

wicked’ (v.21) highlights this new defining norm. This echoes the theme of 56:1-8. 

Overall, 56:9-57:21 begin with the rebukes on the imperception of leaders and people (56:9-57:2) 

and end with Yhwh’s exhortation in which healing occurs twice (57:18, 19), while in the middle it is 

their idolatry and alliance that they are accused of. The imperception-healing deliberately echoes 6:9-

10 while idolatry-alliance Isa 28-30. Simultaneously, 57:14 is reminiscent of 40:1-3 and 57:21 of 

48:22. Thus, like 56:1-8, 56:9-57:21 also witness the influence of, and develops from, both PI and 

DI. Like among the pre-exilic community, there exist imperception, idolatry and alliance-making 

exist among the post-exilic community, and salvation and healing are announced, though a distinct 

development of the (im)perception theme is the redefinition of who will receive the salvation and 

healing. 

 
576 McConville, Isaiah, 642. 
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5.2.1.3 Isa 58:1-59:8 

Isa 59:1-8 follows Isa 58 through the same attention-drawing marker ןה  (cf. 59:1; 58:3b, 4a)577 and 

the thematic relationship between קדצ  and שעי  (cf. 59:1-2; 58:6-12), hence 58:1-59:8 is taken as a 

subsection here.  

In Isa 58 the introductory vv.1-2 draw attention to the sin of hypocrisy of God’s people. An 

imbedded quoted speech (v.3a)578 reveals the rhetorical situation of the people – they are 

complaining to YHWH of his imperception ( תיאר אל  and עדת אל ) of their fasting and humbling, 

recalling 40:27. However, v.4b raises the accusation that it is exactly their fasting that makes their 

voice not heard on high (also through a perception word, עימשהל ). Their complaining is countered by 

YHWH’s pointing out firstly the nature of their fasting (v.3b, 4)579 and secondly the fasting that he 

has chosen (vv.5-7), between which there lies a stark contrast – the former is to oppress others and 

seek self-pleasure while the latter is to liberate the oppressed and care for the needy. The ֲה–  

rhetorical questions at the beginning of vv.5, 6, 7 call upon their perception/understanding of the true 

fasting – its essence lies at self-humbling and social ethics – and make their ostentatious observance 

of fasting culpable. Two ָזא  (‘then’) phrases tell the rewards of true fasting: ‘your light’, ‘your 

healing’, ‘your קדצ ’ and ‘the glory of YHWH (v.8) are all metaphors of salvation, and Yhwh’s 

responsiveness to their calls and cries (v.9a) are signals of salvation. These rewards also make 

explicit the purpose of people’s fasting which is only implied behind the question of v.3a: they are 

forcing Yhwh to bring about salvation by fasting. Like the logic of vv.6-9a, vv.9b-12 again relate 

righteous and compassionate behaviour (vv.9b-10a) with the promise of salvation (vv.10b-12), while 

vv.13-14 deal with how to honour the Sabbath (v.13) with Yhwh’s promises (v.14). Though the 

thematic turning from ‘fasting’ to ‘the Sabbath’ may appear abrupt, there lie similar features in the 

observance of these two, including that the observant can be indulging in their own delight rather 

than seeking Yhwh’s delight and that the observance of these two are not merely ceremonial but also 

substantial where the observant’s attitudes towards Yhwh and towards other people are closely 

 
עומשמ ונזא הדבכ אלו עישוהמ הוהי די הרצק אל ןה 59:1 577  (‘behold, YHWH’s hand is not too short that he could not save, nor 
his ears too dull that he could not hear’). Uhlig, Hardening, 269 states, as following and juxtaposed with 58:3b and 
58:4a, ןה  in 59:1 is YHWH’s responses to the people’s complaint of 58:3a, and he even maintains that 59:1 makes 
explicit what is implied in the complaint of 58:3ab – their complaint is not just about YHWH’s imperception, but more 
about his ‘saving intervention … hearing and saving’. 
עדת אלו ונשפנ ונינע תיאר אלו ונמצ המל 578  (“why have we fasted, but you do not see, and we humbled our soul, but you do not 
know”). 
ןה 579  at v.3b and v.4a draws attention to the reality of their fasting: “behold, you seek your own pleasure and oppress all 
your toilers; behold, you fast to quarrel and fight, to hit with a wicked fist” (v.3b-4a). 
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linked together.580 Therefore, Isa 58 reveals what is the true observance of fasting and Sabbath, and 

why their seeking of Yhwh is merely ostentatious hence not receiving response or salvation from 

Yhwh. 

59:1-2 confirms that it is not Yhwh’s powerlessness in saving, but rather their iniquities and sins that 

have separated them from YHWH and made YHWH hide his face from them.581 Then, 59:3-8 

elaborate upon their sins and iniquities in greater detail, where most aspects are a travesty of true 

fasting, as Uhlig observes, 

Instead of giving bread to the hungry (58:7), they hatch eggs that one dies from eating them 
(59:5). Instead of not pointing the finger ( עבצא , 58:9), their hands are covered with blood and 
their fingers ( עבצא ) with guilt (59:3). Instead of avoiding speaking mischief (58:9), their lips 
speak lies and their tongues utter injustice (59:3, 13). And instead of removing the yoke of 
oppression [58:6, 9], there is even fiercer violence and bloodshed (59:3, 7).582  

Noteworthily, three synonyms ( ךרד לגעמ , , and הביתנ ) in v.8 signify their way of life and their 

behaviour, while the abb׳a׳ structure relates their imperception of the way of peace to their lack of 

טפשמ . The former could be both the cause and the result of the latter.583 Besides, as 59:8 alludes back 

to 58:2 with the co-occurrence of טפשמ  and דעי , 59:1-8 serve as an illustration of 59:2. 

Therefore, 58:1-59:8 overall answer an embedded question of the people concerning why Yhwh has 

not yet responded to their prayers and saved them, through the prophetic indictment that their 

injustice and unrighteousness in their daily life and society could not be overlooked by their 

ostentatious fasting. 

5.2.1.4 Isa 59:9-15a  

In 59:9-15a, the prophet identifies with the people, acknowledging their situation (vv.9-11) and 

confessing their sins (vv.12-15a) on their behalf. As Goldingay observes, this response is not only to 

59:8 or 58:1-59:8, but to the whole 56:1-59:8, because the frame of vv.9-11witnesses the occurrence 

 
580 Cf. Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66, 183-4. The vocabulary links between 58:1-12 and 58:13-14 include especially (i) the 
root ץפח  (cf. vv.2a, 2b and v.13 – vv.13-14 also use the root גנע  as a synonym to ץפח : ‘[to] delight/take pleasure in’); (ii) 
the paronomasia between the last word of v.12 ( תבֶשָׁ , ‘to dwell in’) and the key word in v.13 ( תבָּשַׁ , ‘Sabbath’); and (iii) 
the inclusio of Jacob (cf. vv.1, 14). 
עומשמ םכמ םינפ וריתסה 581 םכיתואטחו םכיהלא ןיבל םכניב םילדבמ ויה םכיתנוע םא יכ  . While v.1 denies YHWH’s powerlessness, v.2 
confirms his hiddenness, though what the people regarded as the imperception, and fundamentally powerlessness, of 
YHWH, is actually due to their own sins and iniquities. 
582 Uhlig, Hardening, 266. The italic is a rewriting of Uhlig’s sentence, “Instead of giving bread to the hungry, (58:7) one 
dies when eating from the people addressed (59:5)”, for the consideration of English grammar. 
583 See Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66,196-7: “Directly, people are refusing to acknowledge the way that leads to the šālôm or 
well-being of those they are scheming against, in order (for instance) to deprive them of their land by making sure that 
there is no exercise of judgment or authority (mišpāṭ) in the community of the kind that would stop them implementing 
their will. This is the way people are making crooked paths for themselves to tread. But indirectly, it is their own well-
being they are failing to recognize, they will find that the community’s failure to exercise judgment works against them, 
and they are carving out paths that will turn out to be crooked in their effect on themselves.” 
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of three key words which open Isa 56: טפשמ הקדצ ,  and העושי  (cf. 56:1b).584 Besides, v.9 undertakes 

‘light’ and ‘brightness’ as images of salvation, and ‘darkness’ and ‘gloom’ as that of judgment, 

hence tracing back to 8:21-9:1, whereas the vivid description of their blindness in 59:10 picks up 

from 6:9-10 and 42:18-25. The latter two occurrences focus more on the state of blindness whereas 

59:10 distinctively focuses on its fatal effect – ‘stumbling at noon’ and ‘are like dead men’. In 59:12-

15a the Hebrew words טפשמ  and הקדצ  recur in v.14, and many ‘sin’-related terms have occurred 

before and with a high repetition ratio in Isa 1, 53 and 59, like עשפ  (‘transgression,’ or ‘to transgress,’ 

vv.13, 14; cf. 1:2, 28; 43:27; 46:8; 48:8; 53:12); אטח  (‘sin’ or ‘to sin,’ v.12; cf. 1:4, 18, 28; 5:18; 

ןוע ;(53:12 ;43:27 ;42:24 ;38:17 ;33:14 ;31:7 ;29:21 ;13:9  (‘iniquity,’ vv.1:4; 5:18; 6:7; 13:11; 14:21; 

קשע ;(12 ,3 ,59:2 ;57:17 ;11 ,6 ,53:5 ;50:1 ;43:24 ;40:2 ;33:24 ;30:13 ;27:9 ;46:21 ;22:14  

(‘oppression,’ v.13; cf. 30:12; 54:14); הרס  (‘to rebel,’ v.13 cf.1:5); רקש  (‘lie,’ v.13; cf. 9:14; 28:15; 

32:7; 55:20; 57:4; 59:3). The perception of sins ( םונעדי וניתנועו , v.12) is a sound summary for vv.12-

15a.  

5.2.1.5  Isa 59:15b-21 

As Yhwh’s response to 59:9-15a, 59:15b-21 declare that having seen their situation, Yhwh himself 

intervenes and sends a saviour. In vv.15b-16a585 the repetitive use of the terms of physical perception 

once again counters against their accusation of Yhwh’s imperception and confirms his perception (cf. 

58:3), while the recurrence of טפשמ העשי ,  and הקדצ  again reveals what is lacking in society. Like 

vv.9-11, the twofold repetition of עשי / העושי  and הקדצ  in vv.16b-17a closely relates הקדצ  and טפשמ  to 

העושי , whereas v.20 distinctively suggests that “the promised salvation is limited to Israelites who 

turn from transgression.”586 While vv.15-18 note Yhwh’s intervention for salvation and judgment 

with the image of the warrior Yhwh, an image which powerfully emphasizes its urgency,587 the 

 
584 Ibid., 208. 

  הקדצ ונגישת אלו ונממ טפשמ קחר ןכ לע
ךלהנ תולפאב תוהגנל ךשח הנהו רואל הוקנ  

Therefore, טפשׁמ  is far from us, and הקדצ  does not overtake us; 
we hope for light, but behold, darkness; and for brightness, but we walk in gloom.  

  הששגנ םיניע ןיאכו ריק םירועכ הששגנ
םיתמכ םינמשאב ףשנכ םירהצב ונלשכ  

We grope for the wall like the blind, we grope like those who have no eyes. 
We stumble at noon like in the twilight; among the vigor, we are like dead men 

  הגהנ הגה םינויכו ונלכ םיבדכ המהנ
ונממ הקחר העושיל ןיאו טפשמל הוקנ  

We all roar like bears; we moan and moan like doves; 
We hope for טפשׁמ , but there is none; for salvation, but it is far from us. 

 
585 V.15b: טפשמ טפשׁמ and Yhwh saw it, and it was evil in his eyes that there is no‘)  אריו עריו הוהי ויניעב ןיא יכ ’), v.16:   אריו

והתכמס איה ותקדצו וערז ול עשותו עיגפמ ןיא יכ םמותשיו שיא ןיא יכ  (‘and he saw that there is no mam, and appalled that there is 
no one to intercede; then his own arm brought him salvation, and his הקדצ  upheld him.’) 
586 As Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 197 observes, this is “a qualification absent from other texts featuring Yhwh as 
warrior.” 
587 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 198 states that this image draws “on a long tradition nourished by cosmogonic combat 
myths and traditions about ‘the wars of Yhwh’ (Num 21:14-15; Exod 14:16) commemorated in heroic verse (Exod 15:3-
4; Deut 33:2-3; Judg 5:4-5; Ps 68:8-9, 18; Hab 3:3-15) … includes the violent psychological transformation induced by 
the anticipation or experience of combat.” 
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causal relationship between vv.15b-18 and v.19 indicates it is this intervention that results in 

peoples’ fear for Yhwh’s name and glory. Finally, vv.20-21 closely relate the redeemer’s coming to 

the repentant Israelites with the prophetic inspiration upon them,588 which highlights the significance 

of living according to Yhwh’s words. 

5.2.1.6 Summary  

To conclude, in the development from Isa 56 to 59, there are some intertwined catchwords/motifs, 

e.g., ַׁתבָּש תירב ,(58:13 ;6 ,4 ,56:2)  טפשמ ,(59:20 ;56:4)  הקדצ ,  and העשי ץפח ,(14 ,11 ,59:9 ;58:2 ;56:1)   

(56:4; 58:2, 3, 13). Concerning the development throughout these chapters, while 56:1-8 takes the 

right attitude/behaviour towards Yhwh as the key to define Yhwh’s community, Isa 58 further relates 

the right attitude/behaviour towards Yhwh with that towards other people in the community. In 

addition, the foreigners and eunuchs in 56:1-8 and the righteous in 57:1-2 are in stark contrast with 

the watchmen, shepherds, general community in 56:9-57:13 and those who fast and pray in 58:1-59:9 

in terms of their behaviours and their fates.589  

5.2.2 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 56-59 

The deliberate structure that the denunciation on the leaders’ and the community’s imperception 

(56:9-57:2) precedes the rebukes on their idolatry and political alliance (57:3-11) and the lack of 

טפשמ  and הקדצ  in their daily life and society (58:1-59:8) functions to ascribe all these other sins to 

their imperception. Besides, the we-group’s confession of the situation and sins on behalf of 

Israelites (59:9-15a) begins with the metaphor of the blind  while using the imagery of light/darkness 

for salvation/judgment (v.9b-10), picking up and developing the imperception theme from Isa 6, 9 

and 42. Besides, ‘we know our iniquities’ (v.12) is followed by their wrong attitude and behaviour 

towards Yhwh and the people (vv.13-15a). Furthermore, Yhwh’s intervention with salvation and 

 
588 While some scholars (e.g., Ibid., 201) argue for an individual prophet as the referee of the single ‘you’ in v.21, I, with 
Paul (Isaiah 40-66, 512-3), argue for the ‘collective’ sense of the single ‘you’, who will later be identified with ‘the 
servants of Yhwh’ in the later part of TI. 
589 With regards to their behaviours, the foreigners and eunuchs come to YHWH worship through holding fast to his 
covenant, observing the Sabbath, ministering to YHWH, loving his name and being his servant, whereas the watchmen, 
shepherds, and the community seek their own pleasure and help from other gods or nations. Concerning their fates, the 
previously excluded-from-community foreigners and eunuchs will be accepted as long as they hold fast to YHWH’s 
covenant and observe Sabbath. Though the righteous perish and are taken away, they will enter into peace. However, the 
watchmen or the shepherds are among the convicted who are doomed to YHWH’s judgment (57:11-13, 20-21). The 
sarcasm is vivid, conveying that though watchmen and shepherd, the guards of the entrance to a community, may 
exclude foreigners and eunuchs from their community, YHWH has included the latter (the previously-excludee) while 
excluded the former (the previously excluder). 
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judgment (59:15b-21) also initiates from his twofold seeing. These all highlight the significance of 

perception. 

Concerning the (im)perception theme, in Isa 56-69, firstly, the audience is invited to a new 

perception on the definition of Yhwh’s people/community, which, as 56:1-8 reveal, is not based on 

ethnicity (Israel or non-Israel), but rather on keeping Yhwh’s Sabbath and following his covenant, 

which is further paraphrased as choosing what pleases Yhwh, ministering to him loving his name and 

being his servant. This new definition lines up with the promise of Yhwh’s dwelling with the humble 

and contrite in spirit (57:15), and of light/healing/ הקדצ  to those who fast as Yhwh pleases (58:8), and 

of Yhwh’s salvation to the repentant (59:20). Secondly, as Isa 58 shows, the audience is invited to a 

new perception on the essence of the observance of ‘fasting’ and ‘the Sabbath’, which relates closely 

the right attitude/behaviour towards Yhwh with that towards other people in the community. 

Imperception is associated with seeking personal interest and having faith in other gods or nations 

and is the source of other sins, while true perception concerns seeking YHWH’s delight and having 

faith in him.  

Noteworthily, these two aspects of the development of the (im)perception theme in Isa 56-69 are 

intertwined with their post-exilic rhetorical setting in which major social problems include how to 

deal with the relationship between the Israelites and non-Israelites, and relationships among the 

Israelites. 

Thus, all these above indicate that the (im)perception theme can vary in Isaiah in the light of new 

issues. 

5.3 The Perception Theme in Isa 60-62 

5.3.1 A Literary-Thematic Study of Isa 60-62 

Isa 60-62 stand in the centre of Isa 56-66 with their outstanding visions of the glorification of Zion. It 

is worth noting that while the second feminine singular pronominal suffix stands out in Isa 60 (51 

occurrences in 20 verses out of 21 verses)590 and Isa 62 (20 occurrences in 8 verses of 12 verses)591, 

no occurrences of the second singular pronominal suffix appear in Isa 61. Besides, while the second 

plural pronominal suffix occurs 5 times in Isa 61, clustered in particular in vv.5, 6, 7, none occur in 

Isa 60 and only one in Isa 62 (v.6). That is to say, the addressee is invoked as a collective in Isa 60 

 
590 Only not in 60:8. Besides, v.9 also witnesses one occurrence of 2nd masculine singular.  
591 Isa 62:2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 11, 12. 
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and 62 while as an individual in Isa 61. The mentioning of Zion in 59:20 and that of Zion and 

Jerusalem in 62:1, 6, 7 help to identify the collective “you” in Isa 60 and 62 as Zion/Jerusalem, while 

the addressees of the good news of Isa 61 are the poor, the captive, the bound and the mourners. 

Moreover, הגנ  (‘brightness’) from 60:3, 19 reappears in 62:1, adding to another link of Isa 62 to 60. 

As observed by Blenkinsopp, Isa 60-62 “as a unit replicates the same envelope scheme (a-b-a) 

according to which chs. 56-66 as a whole are organized: 56-59, 60-62, 63-66.”592  

In Isa 60 vv.1-3 serve as the prologue to Isa 60, inviting Israel to shine because the light has come, 

and Yhwh’s glory has risen and will be seen, upon Israel. Then, vv.4-9593 call them to see the coming 

of their sons and daughters with the wealth and tributes of nations. Later, vv.10-18 are characterized 

by the reversal of nations and Israel’s fates and of Israelite society. Finally, vv.19-22 function as an 

epilogue and a conclusion to Isa 60, picking up the motifs of light, glory and reversal.594 In and 

among the lines of Isa 60, the six-times repetition of ראפ  (v.7 [two times], 9, 13, 20, 21) indicates an 

emphasis is laid on Yhwh’s glorifying and beautifying his sanctuary. Besides, in the syntax of vv.1-2 

and 19 (respectively in the prologue and epilogue), ‘light’ and ‘glory’ are equivalent syntactically, 

that is, the light that has come to Israel can be interpreted with the glory of Yhwh.595 In such a way, 

in Isa 60, Zion is assured of her rising through YHWH’s glorification of its sanctuary and the 

restoration of its people who are not defined by ethnicity and who are all righteous. 

A transition is made at the outset of Isa 61 in that the I-speaker shifts from Yhwh in Isa 60 to an 

anointed figure in Isa 61. The spirit recalls the expected Davidic king (11:1-5), the servant of YHWH 

(42:1) and a prophetic speaker (48:16; 59:21), who are all on YHWH’s commission. Structurally, 

vv.1-3 function as a prologue which introduces the idea that through the anointed figure, good news 

is proclaimed to the poor, liberty to the bound, joy to the mourners. They will be called the oaks of 

קדצה  and the planting of Yhwh. It is noteworthy that the final line of 61:3 is echoed in 60:21: the 

former reads קדצה יליא םהל ארקו , while the latter םיקידצ םלכ ךמעו ; and the former הוהי עטמ  while the 

latter יעטמ . This denotes “your people”, namely, Zion’s people, in Isa 60 are the possessors of the 

promises, the “they” in Isa 61. Then, vv.4-7 illustrate in more concrete terms of these promises: they 

will rebuild the ancient devastations (v.4), foreigners will do the agricultural work for them (v.5), 

 
592 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 208. 
593 v.4a, v.5ab as introductions, while v.4bcd and v.5c-8 as the main contents, v.9 as epilogue. 
594 Cf. Muilenburg, “The Book of Isaiah,” 697 divided it into vv.1-3 (introduction), and vv. 4-9, 10-16, 17-22, each with 
three strophes of roughly equal length, while Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 203-205 corresponded with Muilenburg’s main 
divisions, divided it further into 6 sections, constituting vv. 1-3, 4-7, 8-9, 10-16, 17-20, 21-22.  
595 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 210, observed the connection of Isa 60 with Isa 59 is that ‘the light and glory coming over 
Zion give vivid expression to the coming of YHVH as Judge and Redeemer in 59:19-20.’ 
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they will be called priests of Yhwh and ministers of God (v.6), they will receive a double portion 

(v.7, cf. their double punishment in 40:1). Vv.8-9 explain YHWH’s anointment and commissioning 

and salvation arise from his own nature of loving טפשׁמ  which results in the nations’ perception of 

Zion’s offspring as the blessed by YHWH. Last, in vv.10-11, “I” appears again, reassuring them of 

God’s salvation by endorsing the promises above with the phenomena in the nature. Therefore, in Isa 

61, Yhwh’s promises of salvation and revival are given through the anointed figure to the poor, the 

bound and mourners in Zion.596  

Isa 62 proclaims the imminence of Yhwh’s action and salvation, which is strongly emphasized firstly 

by the tidy parallelism of השחא אל ןויצ ןעמל  and טוקשא אל םלשורי ןעמלו  in v.1a. In v.1b, קדצ  is again 

parallel to/interpreted with העושׁי , taking the imagery of light, a metaphor of salvation. In vv.1-5 Zion 

is assured of vindication in the nations’ eyes, of Yahweh’s delight and of new names. While vv.6-9 

set watchmen into unresting attention to the safety and establishment of Zion-Jerusalem, vv.10-12 

conclude ch.60-62 in ways that “reiterate the theme of the return to Zion that runs through chapters 

40-55.”597 

To sum up, firstly, Isa 60 and 62 parallel each other to some extent to bring the focus back to the 

collective Zion. Secondly, the emphases of the salvation oracles are nuanced from Isa 60 to Isa 62. 

The emphasis of Isa 60 is laid more on the glorification of the sanctuary, the revival of its cult and 

reconstruction, while Isa 61 on promises to the needy individuals, and Isa 62 to the whole society, 

characterized by the new name that Zion/Jerusalem will receive from the nations. Thirdly, in the 

development from Isa 60 (revival of the sanctuary) to Isa 62 (revival of the whole society), Isa 61 

(promises to needy individuals through an anointed figure) plays a significant role.  

5.3.2 The Perception Theme in Isa 60-62 

In Isa 60-62 the perception theme is closely associated with the central theme of Isa 60-62, that is, 

the glorification of Zion. Isa 60 reveals that the rising of Zion (due to the shining of YHWH’s light 

and glory upon it) is so visible that nations are drawn to its light and brightness. 60:2 echoes 8:22-9:1 

on the counterpoint of darkness and light, though the latter denoted a change within Israel’s fortunes, 

 
596 Cf. Berges, Isaiah: the Prophet and his Book, 78, writes “[T]he gift of the spirit to the congregation of the righteous in 
Zion is the central theme of Isaiah 61” and “hidden behind the identity of the one who has been gifted with the spirit is 
not an individual but a group”, he seems not to distinguish the anointed figure “I” from the group to whom he proclaimed 
the promises. 
597 McConville, Isaiah, 686. 
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while the former distinguishes the redeemed people from the rest of the earth in 60:2.’598 Besides, the 

combination of the rising of Zion and the ‘pilgrimage’ and ‘light’ metaphor in 60:1-4 recalls the 

vision of the exaltation of Zion (2:2-5), while its emphases on the gathering of Zion’s sons and 

daughters, and on the nations’ tributes and wealth to Zion, are closely interwoven with the post-exilic 

situation. In Isa 60, Zion is called to perceive YHWH’s glorification of Zion through the pilgrimage 

and tributes that nations pay to Zion.  

In comparison to the whole Zion in Isa 60, the addressees of the promises of Isa 61 are narrowed 

down more specifically to the poor, the bound and mourners in Zion, which corresponds to the exilic 

or post-exilic situation. The anointment and commission of the prophetic servant for the 

proclamation of salvation oracles to the needy people in Zion, whose offspring will be seen and 

known by nations as blessed by YHWH. 

In comparison to Isa 61, Isa 62 denotes nations and kings will perceive Zion’s קדצ  and glory. 

YHWH’s delight in and new names for Zion indicates a total overturn of the previous shameful 

exilic Zion.  

Therefore, Isa 60-62 develops from a call to Zion to perceive its glorification which is manifested in 

the gathering of its population and in nations’ pilgrimage and tributes to Zion, which is the light and 

the glory of YHWH that will shine upon it (Isa 60), to the nations’ perception of  Zion’s blessed 

offspring (Isa 61) and to the nations’ perception of Zion’s restored קדצ  and glory (Isa 62). In such a 

way, the perceptions of Zion and nations are intertwined: they are both to perceive YHWH’s glory. 

5.4 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 63-66 

The perception theme mainly in 63:17; 64:1b, 3 and 6 with words falling into the category of 

‘perceiving’ ( בל עדי , עמש , האר , ), while chs.65-66 attest the conceptual perception theme. This leads us 

to investigate this theme in 63:7-64:11 and 65-66 to unfold how the perception theme develops 

throughout, and what roles it plays in, these chapters. 

5.4.1 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 63:7-64:11 

63:7-64:11 is composed of two major parts, 63:7-14 and 63:15-64:11. The former is mainly a recount 

of YHWH’s mercies and mighty salvation in history while the latter a prayer to YHWH for the 

 
598 Ibid., 665. 
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present. The former is recounted to motivate YHWH to answer the prayer in the latter, hence they 

together persuade YHWH to act.   

5.4.1.1 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of 63:7-64:11 

After recalling YHWH’s goodness (v.7), 64:8-9 describe the harmonious relationship between 

YHWH and his people. However, v.10 reveals that the harmonious relationship has deteriorated 

because they rebelled and grieved his spirit. Then v.11a states ומע השמ םלוע ימי רכזיו , which is 

expected of YHWH by the people as represented by the petitioners who are here resorting to 

YHWH’s mindfulness to protest against YHWH at his current seeming absence, and thus vv.11-14 

denote the sense that “he is indeed mindful of the days of Moses and his people. But where is then 

the one who…”599 

There is a chiastic structure in v.7, as it is framed by YHWH’s דסח  and his granting (the root למג ), 

and centred by לארשי תיבל בוט–ברו . Besides, הוהי ידסח  is paralleled with הוהי תלהת  in v.7a, while with 

וימחר  in v.7b. These poetic devices serve to draw the audience’s attention to YHWH’s loving 

kindness to Israel.  

Vv.8-11a are linked with waw-consecutive verbal flow. However, המהו  at the beginning of v.10, 

breaks this waw-consecutive verbal flow in vv.8-11, functioning as an attention marker. Besides, the 

harmonious relationship in vv.8-9 is spoiled by the people’s rebelling and grieving YHWH’s spirit 

(v.10a), which leads into a contrast of v.10b with vv.8-9: םב–םחלנ אוה  (‘he himself fought against 

them’, v.10b) vs. םלאג אוה  (‘he redeemed them’, v.9), and ביואל םהל  (‘he became their enemy’, v.10b) 

vs. עישומל םהל  (‘he became their savour’, v.8). Furthermore, vv.8-9 highlight YHWH’s salvation via 

the triple םעישוה םהל  (v.8), םעישוה  (v.9) and םלאג אוה  (v.9), whereas םלוע ימי  (v.9a – YHWH’s saving 

in the old days; and v.11a– YHWH’s remembrance of the old days) frames v.10 in a way that 

highlights the seriousness of the people’s rebellion. These literary devices in vv.8-11a, including the 

(breaking of) waw-consecutive verbal flow, attention marker, contrast, repetition and frame, function 

rhetorically to persuade the audience of YHWH’s faithfulness and goodness and of the people as 

deserving judgment. 

 
599 V.11a “presents a variety of textual problems on which there is no consensus toward resolving” (Childs, Isaiah, 524), 
including: who is the subject of רכזיו ; what are the roles of השׁמ  and ומע ; is תא  in v.11bα a direct object marker or a 
preposition; is it a singular הער  or plural יער ? The most difficult exegetical decision is who is the subject of רכזיו . As 
Goldingay (Isaiah 56-66, 397) states, “while a third-person singular can be used with indefinite subject, suggesting 
‘people were mindful’, it is hard to justify appeal to that usage in this context where a w-consecutive follows on the third-
person verb in the preceding line… Indeed, after a description of YHWH’s becoming angry with and taking action 
against Israel, one would almost expect to hear that YHWH then ‘became mindful’ (zākar; cf. Gen 9.1 [P]; Lev 26.42, 45 
[H]). There has to be chastisement; there also has to be mindfulness.” 
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V.11b are composed of two tidy parallels: an interrogative היא  followed by a definite participle 

( םלעמה  and םשה ), a word with a preposition ( –מ  and ב– ), an object marker ( תא ) and finally nouns in 

construct-absolute relationship with a 3ms pronominal suffix. Besides, the interrogative היא  in v.11bα 

and v.11bβ introduces the further details of the powerful saving deeds of the great YHWH. Then, 

v.12 and vv.13-14 both start with a participial form of ךלמ  ( ךילומ  in v.12 vs. םכילומ  in v.13) and end 

up with an infinitive construct phrase denoting purpose in relation to ‘name’ ( םלוע םש ול תושעל  in 

v.12 vs. תראפת םש ךל תושעל  in v.14). The three participles opening v.12ab and v.13a focus on 

YHWH, while the two similes in v.13aβ and v.14aα focus on the people that were under the 

protection of YHWH. They are addressed in the relational term, ךמע , in v.14b. An image of peace is 

manifest between the lines. Thus, a development from provoking YHWH’s presence to an image of 

peace under YHWH’s leading is revealed in vv.11b-14 with the use of parallelism integrated with 

rhetorical questions, participial verbs, and infinitive construct phrases. 

Therefore, every line, contrast, parallel, transition, simile and image are intricately designed in 63:7-

14. In particular, v.7 and v.11a echo each other with רכז  and have a structurally significant role. 

While vv.8-9 and v.10 form a vivid contrast denoting how and to what extent the harmonious 

relationship between YHWH and his people has deteriorated, the transitional v.11a concludes the 

bleak condition of v.10 with some glimpse of hope, while introducing the provoking questions and 

peaceful image of v.11b-14 with the possibility that YHWH may launch a similar salvation for his 

people at their current bleak situation as in the event of exodus. 

5.4.1.2 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 63:15-64:11 

63:15-64:11 can be further divided into two parts: 63:15-19a, 63:19b-64:6 and 64:7-11.  

The first subunit (vv.15-19a) is an intricately designed prayer. The request through the imperatives 

טבה  and האר  at v.15a aims at catching YHWH’s attention, while v.15b indicates they are currently 

not seeing YHWH’s zeal, might and compassion. Thus, v.15 functions in a way to “simultaneously 

honour and challenge YHWH”600 to look and see from his heavenly holy and beautiful abode, with 

his zeal, might and compassion, upon his people whose earthly habitation is in no way beautiful, but 

desolation and ruins. V.16 resorts to YHWH as their father in comparison with their earthly 

ancestors Abraham and Israel. The image of YHWH as father, in the OT, has the connotations of 

warm personal relationship and care (Ps 103:13; Isa 63:16) and the mutual commitment between 

 
600 Cf. Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66, 403. 
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father and child (Deut 32:6; Jer 3:4,19; 31:9; Mal 1:6).601 Here, with these connotations in mind, the 

contrast between YHWH and Abraham-Israel is shown by the structure of v.16,602 and also by the 

image of father itself versus knowing or recognizing. There is no way would a father not know or 

recognize his child, while earthly ancestors surely do not know their descendants after their passing 

away. Besides, the final colon in v.16 brings together the frequently occurring words in 63:7-64:11, 

not least including the םולע  and ׁםש .603 Then, the accusatory question in v.17a seems abrupt. No 

further evidence is given to support their accusation, but only another request (v.17b), and 

description of their current miserable state (vv.18-19a), which indicates that the paramount purpose 

of v.17-19a is to provoke YHWH to act. Besides, as Goldingay observes, חשׁק  (only used here and 

Job 39:16) is only interested in divine responsibility, while the more common השׁק קזח ,  or דבכ  “allows 

for an interaction between phenomena (‘his heart was hard’), personal responsibility (‘he hardened 

his heart’) and divine action (‘YHWH hardened his heart’).”604 The choice of word here is 

noteworthy. Moreover, even though the hiphil verbal forms of העת  and חשׁק  suggest a causative 

sense, which is kept in the translations in LXX and Vg, it is also noted that they are used following 

the interrogative המל , a question designed to provoke a response. Furthermore, v.17 recalls Isa 6:9-

10. Therefore, when all these are considered, the rhetorical significance of v.17 needs to be noted. As 

Goldingay rightly states, the petitioner is employing here 

any means to goad YHWH into a reaction, charging YHWH with the paradoxical intent of 
hindering people from revering the one who commands such revering. … In 6.9-10 the prophet 
is seeking to provoke the people to respond to YHWH; here the prophet is seeking to provoke 
YHWH to respond to the people.605  

Thus, what lies behind the accusatory questions of v.17a is the idea that YHWH permits their 

wandering and not-fearing rather than directly causing them. Concerning v.17b, the choice of word 

בושׁ  and images ( ךידבע ךתלחנ יטבשׁ , ) is significant. As Goldingay observes, ׁבוש   

is what Israel is supposed to do when it wanders from YHWH’s ways and fails to revere 
YHWH. … here the verb is used absolutely in the form that is commonly translated ‘repent’ (e.g. 
Jer 3.12, 14, 22), so that the plea almost urges YHWH to repent.606  

The petitioners identify themselves as YHWH’s servants and tribes of your possession. Both images 

emphasize the initiative and authority of YHWH and the passiveness of the people who are to obey 

 
601 Ibid., 404-405. The father image can also connote authority over the child, as in Exod. 20:12; Deut. 21:18-21. 
602 The a-b-b-a-c structure in v.16 lays the emphasis on c where םולע  and ׁםש  recurs and simultaneously contrasts b and a. 
םשׁ 603  occurs in 63:12, 14, 16, 19; 64:1, 6 all referring to YHWH’s name, while םולע  in 63:9, 11, 16, 19; 64:3, 4, the first 
three occurrences of which all refer to YHWH’s saving deeds. 
604 Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66, 408. 
605 Ibid. 
606 Ibid. 
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the master and have no sovereignty over themselves. This enhances the request for YHWH’s 

response so that they may change and be saved. Finally, the contrast between רעצמל  (v.18a) 

and שׁדק the twofold use of ,(v.19a)  םלועמ  in ךשדק םע  and ךשדקמ  in v.18, and the reoccurrence of ׁךמש  

in v.19a, all strengthen the note of urging YHWH to act.  

Secondly, 63:19b-64:6 is composed of 63:19b-64:2 and 64:4-6. The latter is demarcated by קדצ  and 

הקדצ  (v.4a and v.5a) as well as the repetition of ןוע  (v.5b and v.6b) while the former by a parallel 

structure of a-[parenthesis]-b-a-b as follows.  

a- ולזנ םירה ךינפמ תדרי םימש תערק אול                                               63:19b 
      [parenthesis- שא העבת םימ םיסמה שא חדקכ  ]                               64:1a 
  b- וזגרי םיוג ךינפמ ךירצל ךמש עידוהל                                                 64:1b 
a- ולזנ םירה ךינפמ תדרי הוקנ אל תוארונ ךתושעב                                     64:2 
  b- ול הכחמל השעי ךתלוז םיהלא התאר אל ןיע וניזאה אל ועמש אל םלועמו   64:3) 

As seen above, while the second colon of both 63:19b and 64:2 reads verbatim ( ולזנ םירה ךינפמ תדרי ) , 

their first column are both related to wish/hope: 63:19bα expresses a wish607 whereas 64:2a608 

contains a verb falling into the category of ‘hoping’. Besides, 64:1b parallel with 64:3 through the 

(im)perception theme to be followed by a complemented colon: the former denotes ‘when YHWH 

made known his name to his enemies, nations will quake at YHWH’s presence,’ while the latter ‘no 

one has heard, seen a God besides you, who acts for those who wait for him’. That is, in 64:1b the 

final colon adds the further outcome of the perception of YHWH’s name, while in 64:3 what they 

will perceive of YHWH. Concerning 64:1a, while the preposition ְּכ preceding infinitive construct 

denotes 1) comparing and 2) temporal,609 these two senses are actually combined in its usage in חדקכ  

at the beginning of 64:1a. Hence 64:1 denotes ‘like when fire kindles brushwood, fire will cause 

water to boil, so that you will make known your name to your enemies and nations will quake at your 

presence.᾽ This means, שא העבת םימ םיסמה שא חדקכ , with a-b-c-c-b-a structure, is a parenthesis to 

63:19b and the rest of 64:1. YHWH’s tearing apart the heavens and coming down will naturally 

cause the mountains to quake at his presence and his name to be known to his enemies, just as fire 

will naturally cause water to boil when fire kindles brushwood. Therefore, 63:19b-64:3 employ the 

rhetorical strategies of attention marker, verbatim repetition, parallel structure, parenthesis, and 

analogy, to relate YHWH’s theophany with the nations’ perception. 

 
םימש תערק אול 607  (‘if you have torn apart heavens’). According to Ibid., 411, אול  followed by a qatal verbal form 
expresses a wish relating to the past, though תערק–אול  in the context of 63:19b is not one wish reckoned impossible of 
fulfilment, but rather ‘the more impassioned expression’, denoting Yhwh should firstly tear apart the dome before 
descending into the earth.  
הוקנ אל תוארונ ךתושעב 608  (‘when you did fearful things we did not hope.’) 
609 HALOT, s.v. “ְּ2:454 ”,כ. 
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In vv.4-6, there is a striking contrast between what kinds of people YHWH meets and remembers 

(v.4a) and what kinds of people we are (vv.4b-6). Besides, the lengthiness of their sinfulness is spelt 

out by םלוע םהב אטחנו  (v.4b), while the comprehensiveness by the usage of the near-synonyms אטח , 

אמט  and ןוע , of the repetition of ונלכ , and the simile of וניתקדצ לכ םידע דגבכו  – even their הקדצ  is like 

filthy garment, not righteous at all (v.5)! Even though יכ  at v.6b seems to ascribe no one’s calling by 

YHWH’s name or rousing to take hold of YHWH (v.6a) to YHWH’s hiding his face from them 

(v.6b), it is noteworthy that it is not YHWH who is to blame, because those who truly repent and 

seek YHWH would not cease calling YHWH’s name until he responds. Thus, though v.6b seems to 

be a reason for v.6a, it is actually not. This expression is simply a rhetorical way, together with the 

whole of vv.5-6, to express their desperate sinfulness and its extreme result in order to urge YHWH 

to act. 

Thirdly, each verse of 64:7-11 takes different rhetorical strategies to urge YHWH’s response. V.7 

resorts again to YHWH-we relationship as father-son, potter-clay and worker-work (v.7); v.8 

undertakes three successive imperative colons to be followed by a note of ‘we are all your people’; 

vv.9-10 uses four times of root היה  and the synonyms רבדמ  and ׁהממש  (v.9), שׁא תפרשל  and הברחל  

(v.10) in contrast to ךשׁדק ירע ןויצ ,  and םלשׁורי  (v.9) and to וניתבא ךוללה רשא ונתראפתו ונשדק תיב  and 

ונידמחמ  (v.10); v.11 closes vv.7-11 with the interrogative ה questions, the adverbial דאמ דע , together 

with verbal roots קפא  and השׁח , to leave no room for YHWH to say no! Thus, the urge to YHWH to 

act reaches its climax in 64:7-11. 

Finally, it is noteworthy that disparity exists in each of the sub-sections. In 63:15-19a, its final notes 

(‘it seems you have never ruled us’) contrasts strikingly with its beginning note (v.16, ‘you are our 

father’). The same is true of the beginning and end of 63:19b-64:6:  YHWH’s theophany and 

presence (63:19b-2) contrasts with YHWH’s hiding (64:6). Besides, as Uhlig rightly observes,610 

“there is the tension between what YHWH is for the speakers (he is their father, their redeemer and 

their potter [63:16; 64:7]), and their actual condition ([that is, how the speakers are] they are in a 

terrible state, a desolate place, maltreated by their enemies [63:18-19a; 64:9-10]).” Besides, in the 

structure of 63:15-64:11, 64:7 and 63:18-19a frame the middle part (63:19b-64:6) while 63:16 and 

64:9-10 stands in the centre of 63:15-17 and 64:8-11 respectively. Thus, this intertwined structure in 

turn enhances that tension. 63:16 is a key verse in showing an emergent understanding of who Judah 

is and who Israel really is.  

 
610 Uhlig, Hardening, 293-294. 
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Repetition and contrast of catchwords 

Several terms are used repetitively in 63:7-14, in particular רכז  four times (63:7, 11; 64:4, 8), היה  

(63:8, 19; 64:5, 9, 10) and םולע  nice times. The way they are used is as follows.  

Firstly, רכז  occurs both at 63:7-14 and 63:15-64:11. In 63:7-14, it occurs at the beginning of 63:7 

( הוהי תלהת ריכזא הוהי ידסח ) and 63:11 ( ומע השמ םלוע ימי רכזיו ). While v.7 leads into the remembrance of 

YHWH’s steadfast love, v.11a the remembrance of YHWH’s mighty salvation in the event of 

Exodus in particular. In such a way, it calls to the fore both the abstract and concrete. These two 

remembrances function as the basis on which the petitioners make their petitions. In comparison, in 

63:15-64:6, it is mentioned that YHWH will remember those who walk in his ways (64:4) and 

prayed that he will not remember their iniquities (64:8). The former is what the people is in need of, 

hence necessitates the prayer of the latter. Altogether they function to reveal what is worthy of 

YHWH remembering, what YHWH remembers, as well as what they hope YHWH might not 

remember so that they might experience YHWH’s salvation again.  

Secondly, םולע  is used with ימי  in 63:9, 11 ( םלוע ימי ), with םש  in 63:12, 16 (respectively ׁםלוע םש  and 

ךמשׁ םלועמ ), with preposition ןמ  in 63:19 and 64:3 ( םלועמ ) in relation to ruling and perceiving 

respectively, while standing on its own in 64:4 in relation to ‘sin’. Through this catchword, the old 

days of YHWH’s mighty salvation and everlasting name of YHWH contrast with their seemingly 

never having been ruled by YHWH but sinning for a long time. Besides, it connects the ruling of 

YHWH, the perception of YHWH and sinning.  

Thirdly, היה  is used in 63:8, 19; 64:5, 9, 10. Only the occurrence in 63:8 refers to YHWH’s becoming 

their saviour, all other occurrences refer to the current miserable and gloomy state of the people, their 

city and nation. YHWH’s becoming their saviour brought them salvation and hope, while the 

desperate state they have now become needs YHWH’s salvation again. 

Fourthly, לכ  is used nine times in 63:7-64:11. 63:7 reads הוהי ונלמג רשא לכ  while 63:9 םתרצ לכב  and לכ 

םלוע ימי . These three occurrences recall the close relationship between YHWH and his people, either 

in all the goodness or afflictions, in all the days of old. The three occurrences in 64:5, ונלכ אמטכ יהנו  

and וניתקדצ לכ םידע דגבכו  and ונלכ הלעכ לבנו , depicts a total sinful and bleak situation of the people. Its 

use in 64:7 ( ונלכ ךדי השעמו ) and 64:8 ( ונלכ ךמע ) resorts to their relationship with YHWH to urge 

YHWH to response to their petition while in its use in 64:10 ( הברחל היה ונידמחמ לכו ) once again draws 

YHWH’s attention to their bleak situation. Therefore, overall, לכ  is used throughout in a pattern of 

relationship-bleak situation-relationship-bleak situation. It is striking when the corporate לכ  of 64:7 

and 64:8 encounters the distinction between non-servants and servants among them in 65:8ff.  
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Summary  

As analysed above, a variety of rhetorical strategies are taken, together with exodus tradition, 

YHWH’s character, the relationship between YHWH and Israelites, the description of their current 

bleak and desperate situation, the confession of their sins, etc., to persuade YHWH to hasten to act 

with his mighty salvation and zeal which was historically witnessed by Israelites. This is the 

rhetorical mode in which the perception theme is carried. 

5.4.1.3 The Perception Theme in 63:7-64:11 

The perception theme in 63:7-64:11 is, firstly, linked with Israelites’ wandering away from, and not 

fearing, YHWH (63:17). Uhlig thinks 63:17 accuses YHWH of leading them astray and hardening 

their hearts from fearing YHWH, and similarly, he interprets 63:4-6 as YHWH’s causing them to sin 

by stating that their not calling YHWH’s name is simply because YHWH has hidden his face from 

them.611 However, it is noteworthy that before the accusation of 63:17, the petitioners have already 

said in 63:10 that it is they themselves that rebelled and grieved the spirit of YHWH, so that YHWH 

became their enemy and fought against them, which means that 63:17 is simply saying in a 

rhetorical way: “YHWH, why do you allow us to be astray and without a heart of the fear in you?” 

Similarly, even though 64:6b writes, וננוע דיב ונגומתו ונממ ךינפ תרתסה יכ  (‘for you have hidden your 

face from us and you have made us melt in the hand of our iniquities’), 64:4b-5, 8 describe their 

confession of their sins and their prayer for YHWH’s forgiveness of their sins. Therefore, 63:4b 

would rather be the outcome, than the cause, of 64:4-5.  

It is noteworthy that as the petitioners know the hardness of their hearts in 63:17, which is a 

conceptual perception of their fundamental problem, so they know clearly YHWH’s might, salvation 

and kindness to them, and that it is their sinfulness which had deteriorated their relationship with 

YHWH yet he still remembers them and will save them. That is why they resort to all these, confess 

their sins, and pray that YHWH may not be terribly angry with, or remember for ever, their sins. 

Secondly, 63:19b-64:3 suggests that just as when YHWH comes in his theophany, mountains will 

tremble at his presence, so when YHWH reveals himself to his enemies, all the nations will know 

there is no other God beside YHWH, which is as natural as the fact that fire causes water to boil 

when fire kindles brushwood. Therefore, the perception theme here contributes to their praying for 

YHWH to reveal himself as if their current suffering is also due to his enemies’ imperception of 

YHWH.  

 
611 Ibid., 295. 
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Therefore, in 63:7-64:11, through echoing 6:9-10 the petitioners perceive their hardness of hearts; 

through remembering the exodus tradition, they perceive how good, mighty their God YHWH is, 

while perceiving how desperate their current situation is through reflecting their current state: in such 

a way, perception theme plays a significant role in their urging YHWH to act.  

5.4.2 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 65 

5.4.2.1 A Literary-Thematic Analysis of Isa 65 

65:1-7 characterize and contrast strikingly YHWH’s nearness to his people and their rejection of him 

(vv.1-5) and announce justly YHWH’s judgment/repayment upon them (vv.6-7). V.1 characterize 

the people through three אל  verbal phrases612 to introduce their unwillingness of worshipping YHWH 

in contrast to YHWH’s willingness to be near to them. Further, v.2a titles them as “a rebellious 

people”, and v.2b explicates their rebellion as “walking upon the way ( ךרדה ) that was not good, 

pursuing their own thoughts ( םהיתבשחמ ).” The way- thoughts language here recalls 55:8-9 which 

contrast YHWH’s way-thoughts with the people’s. While these two texts have nuanced emphases, 

they both indicate the audience should choose to follow YHWH’s way and thoughts rather than their 

own ones. The statement in v.3a concerning their provocation of YHWH is elaborated further 

through the description of their behaviour in vv.3b-5a. These behaviours indicate their practices of 

non-Yahwistic cults, including sacrificial worship (v.3b), seeking guidance from the dead (v.4aα), 

non-Yahwistic cultic sexual practices (v.4a), ritual impurity (v.4b) and self-deemed holy separation 

(v.5a).613 V.6a introduces sternly ( ינפל הבותכ הנה ) YHWH’s determination to act and repay (vv.6b-7).  

The divine speech formula הוהי רמא הכ  at the outset of v.8 introduces into a distinguishment of fates 

between YHWH’s servants who have sought YHWH and the people who have abandoned YHWH in 

an alternating way (vv.8-16), followed by a vision of new heavens and a new earth (the new 

Jerusalem) stored for YHWH’s chosen ones i(vv.17-25). It is the servants, the seekers, of YHWH 

who are called the chosen offspring of Jacob (v.9), and YHWH’s people (v.10), and who will inherit 

the ancient promises to Abraham and the patriarchs (vv.9, 21-22. cf. Gen.15:5; 28:13-14).  

 
612 The first two אל  phrases ( וּלאָשָׁ אוֹל  and ינִשֻׁקְבִ אֹל ) are both in active sense. While the third one is in passive sense in MT 
( ימִשְׁבִ ארָקֹ־אֹל ), there are textual attestments to its active form (see Goldignay, Isaiah 56-66, 426 fn2). Besides, as 
McConville (Isaiah, 705) observes, “‘looking,’ ‘seeking’ and ‘calling on my name’ amounts to a characterization of 
genuine worship that recurs throughout the chapter.” Moreover, not only the other verbs in v.1 but also those in v.2-3a 
that are used to characterize this people are all in active sense. Thus, I take the end of v.1b as ‘a nation that did not call 
upon my name.’ 
613 Cf. McConville, Isaiah, 706. 
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5.4.2.2 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 65 

With regards to the (im)perception theme, ch.65 depicts that among Israel there are a group of people 

who are imperceptive to YHWH’s calling and presence (vv.1-2) and to what his eyes really delight 

in (v.12b) by conducting non-Yahwistic cults (vv.3-5) and seeking other gods for fortune (v.11). 

Besides, ch.65 also calls into a new perception of who Israel, or the servants and people of YHWH 

really are. They are not defined by ethnicity, but by their seeking of YHWH and choosing what he 

delights in.  

5.4.3 The (Im)perception Theme in Isa 66 

It has been widely agreed and commented on how ch.66 conclude TI, DI and PI. My aim in this 

section is to demonstrate how ch.66 works as a rhetorical unit persuading the audience of something 

through the rhetorical strategies and in relation to the perception theme.  

Ch.66 consists of three small rhetorical units – each with a discernible persuasion – vv.1-6, 7-17 and 

18-24. What each of them tries to persuade the audience of is similar, though the persuasion is based 

on different grounds, yet with similar structures (each of them can be further divided into three sub-

units) and all with various rhetorical strategies and in relation to the perception theme.  

5.4.3.1 Isa 66:1-6 

The first small rhetorical unit, Isa 66:1-6, is demarcated by the inclusios formed by דרח  (vv.2, 5),  תיב 

(v.1) vs לכיהמ  (v.6), and הוהי רמא  (v.1) vs. הוהי לוק  (v.6) and more fundamentally by the discernible 

intent of persuasion when reading vv.1-6 together. It can be further divided into vv.1-2, 3-4, 5-6. The 

rhetorical strategies applied in these verses, and the unity of vv.1-6, and how the perception theme is 

involved, are shown as follows.  

Firstly, the prophetic rubric and the rhetorical questions at the outset of 66:1 effectively draw the 

audience’s attention to wonder what is wrong with the house that they are building for YHWH. 

Besides, the prophetic rubrics, הוהי רמא הכ  and הוהי–םאנ , frame the allusion to the Solomon’s temple 

and prayer at his dedication of the temple. While Solomon questions “does God really dwell on the 

earth. Behold, heaven and the highest heavens cannot contain you; how much less this house I have 

built” (1 Kgs 27), YHWH says “the heavens are my throne and the earth my footstool. … All these 

my hand has made; thus all these came to be” (Isa 66:1-2). The former indicates how Solomon 

humbly admits that what he has built is trivial, while the latter highlights that all come into being 

because YHWH made them so. That is to say, the focus is not on how great or trivial the temple is, 
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but rather on how everything comes from YHWH the creator God, who is also the maker of the new 

heavens and new earth. Then, with a syntactic emphasis on the object of טיבא , v.2b emphasizes that 

in comparison with the temple or the house that they are building for YHWH, it is for the poor with 

the contrite spirit trembling upon YHWH’s word that YHWH is looking.  

Secondly, vv.3-4 depict the behaviour and outcome of a group of people who are opposite to whom 

YHWH is looking for at v.2b. The parallelism of v.3b and v.4aα summarizes the nature of their 

behaviour and YHWH’s determination upon them. Moreover, v.4aβ-4b, led by ןעי  (because), ascribes 

their behaviour and outcome to their being imperceptive to YHWH’s calling/speaking (they do not 

respond when YHWH calls and speaks) and YHWH’s seeing (they do what is evil in YHWH’s eyes, 

what YHWH does not delight in). It is ironic that רחב , a term that usually depicts the special 

relationship between YHWH and his people, is now used here three times in vv.3-4 respectively in 

the summary of the nature of their behaviour, of YHWH’s determination upon them  and in the 

reason of their outcome.  

Thirdly, the call to hear in v.5a is rhetorically enhanced by what follows it, that is, the sarcasm of 

םכיחא  and the threefold לוק  which hasten rhetorically the judgment upon םכיהא . Besides, דרח  in v.5 

and v.2, and the temple in v.6 linking back to the house in v.1, make vv.1-6 a discernible unit 

highlighting the significance of having a contrite heart trembling upon YHWH’s words and being 

perceptive to YHWH’s speaking and seeing. As Blenkinsopp maintains, what 66:1-6 are against are 

neither the temple, nor the project of building it, but rather the temple personnel who are practicing 

syncretistic religion or those who bring these sacrifices to the temple.614  

Therefore, as analysed above, vv.1-6 undertake various rhetorical and the perception theme to 

persuade the audience to be attentive to YHWH’s looking and speaking, and to perceive what he is 

against and what he looks for. This persuasion starts from what temple personnel were concerned 

about, in particular, the temple, sacrifices and what they deemed as clean and holy, hence allowable 

in the temple. However, YHWH simply overturns all these and clarifies what he really looks for.  

5.4.3.2 Isa 66:7-17 

Vv.7-17 can be further divided into vv.7-9, 10-14, 15-17. The rhetorical strategies in, and the unity 

of, vv.7-17, and how the perception theme is involved, are explained as follows. 

 
614 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 296. 
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Firstly, vv.7-9 start with something that is not within people’s usual perception realm (v.7), while 

ending with what is sure and certain from the perspective of YHWH (v.9). The pair of ליח  and דלי  

repeats fourfoldly in vv.7-9. Besides, v.7a and v.7b are led by the same םרטב , v.8aβb and v.9 start 

with the interrogative ה ( ץרא לחויה  and ינאה ), while between v.7 and vv.8aβ-9 is v.8aα where two ימ  

rhetorical questions in relation to the perception theme draws on the audience’s thinking and 

reasoning. Throughout vv.7-9, the latter lines keep interpreting and clarifying the former ones. In 

such ways, vv.7-9 denote: Zion’s being in labour and giving birth means the land/the nation is in 

labour and giving birth; and furthermore, all these are enabled by YHWH. The parallelism 

established in every line, the personification of Zion, land and nation, the use of repetition, the 

literary and theological movement, the two parallel endorsements at the end of both lines of v.9 

( הוהי רמאי  and ךיהלא רמא ), and the ימ -questions in relation to perception theme all contribute 

rhetorically to the effect that their perception is provoked to understand that YHWH will repopulate 

Zion shortly.  

Secondly, vv.10-14 start with two parallel imperatives ( וחמש  and ושיש ) calling the addressees, who 

are further identified as היבהא  and םילבאתמה , to rejoice with Jerusalem. Besides, v.10 contains three 

synonymous verbs, חמש ליג ,  and שיש . The final one takes both an imperative and a noun form. The 

cluster of these indicates the irresistibility of ‘rejoicing’. Besides, the two parallel lines of v.11 led by 

the same ןעמל  and v.12 led by יכ  further explain the reasons for the invitation to rejoicing. The 

reoccurrence of the prophetic rubric in v.12, followed by the already attention-catching marker יננה , 

effectively catches the audience’s attention. The metaphors ( רהנכ  and לחנכ ) are also carefully chosen 

to evoke the sound effect. Besides, the two participles in v.12 bring a liveliness to the image: the 

action of YHWH in a participle form ( הטֶנֹ ) denotes YHWH is continuing to extend her peace like a 

river, while the liveliness of the vehicles is demonstrated by the participle ׁףטֵוֹש . In addition, through 

the use of the threefold repetition of םחנ , and of the analogy of a man comforted by his mother, v.13 

underlines that ‘you’ will be comforted in Jerusalem. Then, the perception theme comes again in 

v.14, linking the seeing with the heart’s rejoicing, which is further vividly expressed through the 

simile of bones sprouting like grass. In such a way, the hand of YHWH will be known to his 

servants. Therefore, vv.10-14 together have identified those who love and mourn for Zion with his 

servants, who will see, rejoice and know YHWH’s hand, that is, his power of salvation and 

deliverance.  

Thirdly, in comparison with the elevated tone about rejoicing for those who love and mourn for Zion, 

that is, his servants, vv.15-17 present a complete opposite fate for his enemies. V.15 starts with an 

attention-catching marker הנה–יכ . The images of fire and chariots like a whirlwind bring to the fore 
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the theophany in judgment. The juxtaposition of two synonymous nouns in construct and absolute 

relationship, like in ופא המחב  and in שא יבהלב , led by an infinitive construct verb בישהל  suggesting 

purpose, depicts God’s coming in such a terrifying manner. Moreover, v.16 adds to the forcefulness 

of that phenomenon by the use of ברח  and הוהי יללח וברו . The identity of his enemies announced at 

v.15 is delayed until v.17 as the syncretistic practicers who sanctify and purify themselves but follow 

the one in the midst to the gardens to practise abominations. The phrase הוהי םאנ  at the end of v.17 

endorses and marks the end of this sub-unit of judgmental scenery at the syncretistic practisers.  

Therefore, the persuasion of vv.7-17 starts with impossible things from peoples’ perception realm 

which are actually sure from YHWH’s perspective (vv.7-9), to be followed by the command for לכ–

היבהא  and םילבאתמה–לכ  to rejoice with reasons and purpose supplied (vv.10-14) as well as by the dire 

judgment oracle for the unfaithful (vv.15-17). The perception theme is invoked to rouse their 

reasoning and understanding in v.8a and is referred to as the purpose of YHWH’s great salvation and 

repopulation of Zion. As a whole, vv.7-17 function to persuade the audience to be aligned with לכ–

היבהא  and םילבאתמה–לכ  and his servants, and to distinguish themselves from his enemies, that is, the 

practisers of syncretistic cults. They also function to transform their understanding of who Zion 

really is. 

5.4.3.3 Isa 66:18-24 

The final small rhetorical unit, vv.18-24, can also be further divided into three sub-units: vv.18-19, 

20-22, 23-24. They each are demarcated by a link word, respectively, by ידובכ  (vv.18, 19); הוהי רמא  

(vv.20, 21) or הוהי–םאנ  (v.22); and רשׂב־לכ  (vv.23, 24).  

Firstly, vv.18-19 announce the coming of the ingathering of nations through the survivors from, and 

sent to, the nations, in relation to YHWH’s glory. V.18 starts with a pre-position of a first-person 

pronoun יכנאו .615 Though most Bible translations follow LXX to add a verb עדי  (‘to know’) between 

יכנאו  and םהיתבשחמו םהישעמ  in v.18aα, there are no Hebrew texts that support this addition. The 

syntax of v.18a is actually a deliberate rhetorical technique, aiming to signal something very 

important: it is because of the thoughts and deeds of the unfaithful (as mentioned in vv.15-17) that 

the ingathering of nations is coming (as elaborated in vv.18-23).616 This is a reversion to, and a 

development of, the beginning of TI – foreigners are acknowledged by YHWH and why. Then, 

 
615 It is noteworthy that in both the first two parts (vv.1-7, 7-17), YHWH speaks in the first person in their first and 
second sections (vv.1-2, 3-4; 7-9, 10-14), while YHWH is referred to mostly in third person in their third sections (vv.5-
7, 15-17). Here, at the outset of the final part (vv.18-19), YHWH again returns to speak in the first person: יכנאו  and ידובכ  
in v.18, יתמשו  and יתחלשׁו  and twofold ידובכ  in v.19. 
616 Cf. Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66, 512-13. 



 

210 

 

v.18b announces the nations’ future perception (‘they will come and see my glory’), while in v.19 

YHWH sends out survivors from the nations as missionaries to the nations for those who do not have 

such perception before to have it now. Here, the perception theme enters the picture in relation to the 

mission of survivors to nations. Commentators agree that the survivors here are not those who 

survive YHWH’s judgment in vv.15-17, but are gentiles617 coming from, as well as being sent to, the 

nations, as םהמ  in v.19b clearly indicates. What is the sign ( תוא ) and what is my glory ( ידובכ ) that 

survivors will proclaim, and that nations will see? It is noteworthy that תוא  is framed by ידובכ  in 

vv.18-19 and that תוא  and ידובכ  only occur together in Num 14.22 referring to the same thing, that is, 

the great deeds YHWH did in Egypt and the wilderness. Here in Isa 66, it is difficult to deduce from 

the text what exactly the sign refers to, though it is undoubtedly that תוא  will be recognizable and 

reflects ידובכ . Though Goldingay proposes different possibilities of the referents of תוא , he concludes 

that “‘splendour’ and ‘sign’ do refer to the same reality.”618  

Vv.20-22 take the language of temple rituals, as shown especially by the offering ( החנמ ), the mention 

of ‘clean vessels’, and ‘priests and Levites’. Besides, the standing of offspring and name is ensured 

through an analogy to the standing of the new heavens and new earth that YHWH is making. The 

new heavens and new earth are not referred to here in a cosmological sense, but rather the reference 

is to the peoples, inclusive of both Israelites and foreigners who are faithful to YHWH.  

In vv.23-24, though רשׂב־לכ  is mentioned twice, it is noted that only the faithful are to be saved, while 

the rebellious will endure eternal judgment. Two synonyms, ואבי  and ואציו , respectively at the 

beginning of the second line of v.23 and the first line of v.24, depict the picture of coming to worship 

YHWH and going out to see the corpses of the rebellious. What a stark effect of warning and 

persuasion it was likely to have had on the audience. No less effect on the audience is made by the 

climax from the two negative parallels הבכת אל םשאו תומת אל םתעלות  to the strong comment of ויהו 

רשב לכל ןוארד . The word האר  at the beginning of v.24 cannot avoid a connotation of understanding. 

They do not just see the dire condition of the rebellious but also understand the significance and the 

way to avoid the same fate. 

Therefore, vv.18-24 demonstrate two opposite fates for two groups of people. They are not 

categorized by nationality but rather by those who are responsive and perceptive to YHWH and 

those who are not. Survivors who understand the sign ( תוא ) will be sent to the nations. Thus the 

 
617 Cf. Ibid., 514-15, commented that in light of 45:20, these survivors “are people who have escaped the crushing of the 
nations by the Babylonians and/or the Persians”; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 314. 
618 Goldingay, Isaiah 56-66, 514. See 513 for his proposals of ‘the sign’.  
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nations and islands who have not heard about YHWH or seen his glory will now hear and see. 

However, among them, some will be priests and Levites while some others, the rebellious against 

YHWH, are destined for everlasting judgement.  

5.4.3.4 The Perception Theme in Isa 66 

As analysed above, the three rhetorical units in Isa 66 start from different grounds but use a similar 

structure and all link with the theme of perception to proceed their persuasion.  

Vv.1-6 correct the misunderstanding or misconception of the temple personnel who highly regard the 

temple and sacrifice but hate and exclude their brothers in the name of YHWH. They are indulged in 

their own way, yet disregard YHWH’s calling out and seeing of all their behaviour and sacrifice. 

Vv.1-6 function to persuade its audience to possess a contrite heart trembling upon his words, for 

that is what he really looks for. 

Vv.7-17 draw on the audience’s perception to ponder over the wonder of repopulating Zion in a 

glimpse of time which is impossible for human beings but sure and certain for YHWH, to be 

followed by the call for rejoice to all who love and mourn over for Zion, as well as by a destroying 

depiction of the practisers of non-Yahwistic cults. This will result in his servants knowing the 

hand/power of YHWH. Therefore, vv.7-17 persuade the audience to believe in YHWH’s might, 

power and promises of salvation while loving and mourning for Zion rather than to choose the non-

Yahwistic cults. 

In vv.18-25, the perception of YHWH’s glory will be extended to nations through survivors, so that 

nations and islands who have not heard about YHWH or seen YHWH’s glory will hear and see, and 

will in return, bring all the brothers of Israelites to Jerusalem as an offering to YHWH, which are like 

the offerings Israelites bring to YHWH with clean vessels, not like those depicted in vv.3,17. They 

will worship YHWH, and simultaneously they will see the dire condition of the rebellious against 

YHWH. 

The persuasion also works through the development throughout these three small rhetorical units. 

Firstly, it noteworthy that the unfaithful are described in quite similar terms throughout the three 

units – his enemies (v.6, 15) and the rebellious against YHWH (v.24) – while the faithful are called 

the poor, contrite in spirit, trembling at his words in vv.1-6, as those who love and mourn for Zion, 

and his servants in vv.7-17, and as survivors, your brothers, priests and Levites and worshippers of 

YHWH in vv.18-25. The elaboration of the faithful sheds lights on how we can be faithful to 

YHWH, while the essence of the unfaithful is to be YHWH’s rebellious enemies. This development 

contributes to the persuasion of the audience to be faithful with some concreteness. Besides, with 
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regards to the unfaithful, vv.1-6 is elaborate on characterizing them, vv.7-17 on their judgment, 

while vv.18-25 only briefly mention their thoughts and deeds as well as their eternal judgment. This 

progression from the elaboration of behaviour to that of judgment to a summary of behaviour and 

outcomes concerning the unfaithful also effectively dissuade the audience from being unfaithful. 

Moreover, in terms of the perception theme, vv.1-6 correct misperception, vv.7-17 draw on 

perception, while in vv.18-24, perceiving YHWH is extended to nations. This development witnesses 

the role of perception in effecting the above persuasions.  

5.5 Conclusion 

In Isa 56-66, the perception theme develops through its three major subsections, and is closely to be 

associated with the social issues occurring in the post-exilic period, including the integration of 

foreigners into YHWH’s community, religious affairs and conduct, and the full restoration and 

glorification of Zion. It is by addressing these issues that the audience are called to a new perception 

of the definition of YHWH’s people/community, and a new understanding of who Israel really is. 

They are no longer defined by ethnicity. They are characterized as the foreigners and eunuchs who 

observe the Sabbath and YHWH’s covenant, ministering to him and being his servants in 56:1-8, and 

as those who are of a contrite and lowly spirit in 57:14, and as those who seek YHWH’s pleasure 

rather than their own pleasure in their fasting and observance of the Sabbath in ch.58, and as those 

who confess their sins  and perceive their sin as the root of their current situation in ch.59, and as the 

righteous Israel in chs.60-62 and as the servants of Yhwh in chs.63-66 who are the humble and 

contrite in spirit and trembling at YHWH’s words (66:2, 5). 
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6 Conclusion  

The theme of perception and imperception occurred significantly as the message of the mission of 

the prophet Isaiah of 8th century BCE (6:9-10) develops in relation to different groups of people and 

different other motifs throughout the three main divisions of Isaiah. It is recognized by some scholars 

as a way in which Isaiah could be understood as a unity. However, there was a gap in the scholarship 

tracing systematically how this theme unfolds throughout Isa and why it unfolds in such a way. This 

dissertation has sought to answer these two questions with a literary-thematic approach. The different 

developments of the theme throughout Isaiah, to some extent, demonstrate the hints of their 

historical, or the first layer of the rhetorical, audience, situation, and purpose, while the final form of 

the book of Isaiah transcends its historical situations and speaks into other similar rhetorical 

situations.  

In PI, in particular in Isa 6-12 and 28-35, imperception is connected with 1) the judgement of 

Israelites, and 2) with the political and religious leaders of the kingdom of Judah who do not have 

faith in YHWH but rely on their political alliances on the occasions of their national crises of 

732BCE (Isa 6; 7:1-8:29) and 701 BCE (Isa 28-29) and 587 BCE, and 3) with the earthly kings’ 

arrogance (Isa 10:5-34), while the perception is related to the ideal king and his קדצ  as well as the 

salvation of Israelites (Isa 9:1-6; 11-12).  

In DI, the theme is linked more with the servant figure, because under the exile situation the political 

and religious leaders did not play as significant role as they did when Judah existed as an 

independent kingdom. The servant Israel should have been perceptive of the mission to enable others 

to perceive (42:1-9). However, as DI unfolds, the servant Israel is the most blind and deaf (42:18-

25), whose imperceptiveness is compared to the idols’ imperceptiveness (Isa 44), which in turn 

enhances the highlighted theme in DI, that is, there is no other God besides YHWH. In the second 

half of DI, that is, Isa 49-55, it is revealed that the truely perceptive servant is the one who has faith 

in YHWH in their bleak exiled situation, trusting that though they are currently in the darkness of 

exile, YHWH will bring them to home one day, and that there is reward for their perception (Isa 49, 

50-52, 52:13-53:12).  

In TI, the theme is related to the servants and YHWH’s community, redefined not according to their 

ethnicity but to whether they do קדצ , have a contrite heart or tremble at YHWH’s word. Embracing 

foreigners while not including all Israelites fitted well with the post-exiled situation when Israelites 

needed to consider their relationship with non-Israelites who had been living in their homeland while 
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Israelites were exiled. Besides, the reoccurrence of the ignorance of the priests and prophets who are 

mentioned in terms of ‘watchmen and shepherds’ (56:9-10), the clarification of true fasting and 

sabbath observance (Isa 58) and the fact that neither the temple nor the sacrifices were the most 

paramount (66:1-6), all cohere well with the post-exilic situation when rituals were re-emphasized as 

a sign of Israelites’ repentance and home-rebuilding. 

Therefore, on the one hand, Isa1-39 contrasts the imperception of political and religious leaders with 

the perception of ideal kings, DI the imperception of the servant Israel with the perception of the 

individual servant, TI the imperception of the non-servants with the perception of the servants, which 

respectively reflect their pre-exilic, exilic, and post-exilic historical situations, the first layer of the 

rhetorical situation. On the other hand, the final form of Isaiah transcends its historical situations and 

speaks into other similar situations. In addition, a perceptive person has the characteristics of trusting 

YHWH, being humble, reflective, and responsive. By contrast, an imperceptive person is the one 

who trusts himself or others, who is arrogant, not learning or responding. 

There are some other threads of continuity and discontinuity in the theme of (im)perception among 

PI, DI and TI. Firstly, while PI, DI and TI show the continuity of the theme of (im)perception, the 

concrete things that they misunderstand or misperceive speak of discontinuity. In PI Israelites did not 

perceive that in the circumstances of crises, what they should do is rely on and trust YHWH rather 

than call upon political alliances or turn to idols (chs.7, 28-32). In DI, the exilic Israelites mis-

perceived that God was not seeing their suffering (40:27); they did not perceive that YHWH their 

Lord was still the sole sovereign God who was in charge of the current political situation, including 

their being exiled in Babylon and the upcoming rise of Cyrus over the nations. In TI, the re-

definition of YHWH’s community in Isa 56:1-8 and of the true fast in Isa 58 is to correct their 

previous understandings that YHWH’s community equals Israelites and that fasting can be discrete 

from social responsibilities. Besides, the response of 65-66 to 63:7-64:11 also corrects their 

misunderstanding that all Israelites will inherit the promise of salvation by emphasizing that only the 

faithful can.  

Secondly, the continuity also includes the light-darkness theme, while some implications with 

nuanced different emphases show the discontinuity. The light and darkness imagery has two 

occurrences in PI. One is in Isa 2:5 and the other in 8:16-9:6. In the former, the light of YHWH that 

Israel should walk in is associated with the word and the teaching of YHWH which denotes a way or 
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lifestyle of טפשׁמ  and קדצ .619 In the latter, light and darkness symbolize respectively salvation and 

judgment: the darkness has the dimensions of the political, social darkness and spiritual blindness, 

whereas the light comes with the Israelites’ liberation from the political yoke and with the birth of an 

ideal Davidic king who is called ‘Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 

Peace’ and whose rule is characterised by טפשׁמ  and קדצ .620 Light and darkness in 40-55 are related 

respectively to the servant’s mission ‘to be a light to the nations’ and the peoples’ situation of 

blindness and bondage in 42:6-7; 49:6.621 Then, in 50:10-11, the light-darkness motif takes on new 

metaphorical and spiritual senses: it is a metaphor of their suffering exiled situation, while pointing 

to the significance of spiritual reliance on, and trust in, God. The association of light with טפשׁמ קדצ , , 

torah and salvation from Isa 2:5 and 8:16-9:6 is continued in DI, whereas the new development in DI 

from PI is the servant’s role. In TI, and particularly in 58:8, the image of light is associated with 

healing, which alludes to Isa 6:9-10. Before this association at 58:8, the healing motif has already 

occurred in 57:18, 19 in the context that God will revive the spirit of the lowly and the heart of the 

contrite and that he will heal those who were struck by him because of their iniquities, and that this 

healing is extended to the far and to the near. Besides, the light is a symbol of salvation, deliverance 

and restoration in ch.60. The calling to shine is not so much the ethical imperative as God’s promise. 

This light is a reflection of YHWH’s glory (60:1); it will draw nations to come to Zion (60:3). This 

light is not the sun or moon, but YHWH himself (60:19). While the light from the sun or moon may 

be strong or weak, seen or unseen, there would be no fading for this light, but it is everlasting 

(60:20).  

Thirdly, the motif of the hidden God in relation to the perception theme also shows its continuity and 

discontinuity. The former is demonstrated in God’s hiding himself due to people’s iniquities (1:15; 

8:17; 45:14-15; 54:7; 59:2; 64:6), while the latter in that several times in TI God says I looked/called 

but no one was there (63:3, 5; 65:12). 

To conclude, I have shown that the book has developed the theme of (im)perception in accordance 

with its different times and situations. The basic concept of (im)perception proved capable of nuance 

and variation. There was both continuity and change. This means that the theme of (im)perception in 

Isaiah cannot be summed up in a single text; nor can it be described simply as the sum of disparate 

texts. Rather, it takes the book as a whole to articulate the theme. So when we think of the 

 
619 Cf. Kil, “Light and Darkness,” 119-123. 
620 Cf. Ibid., 174-178. 
621 See Ibid., 226-231 for the elaboration of the ‘light’ image in 42:1-13.  
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foundational text of 6:9-10, its full meaning is not disclosed by an exegesis of its immediate context, 

but only by a perusal of the whole book. The reason that the theme can be so flexible and all-

pervasive is that it is undergirded by an absolutely basic premise, namely the vision of the God 

YHWH (as in 6:1-3). It is because Isaiah the prophet had seen YHWH in his vision that the whole 

book of Isaiah could ultimately come into existence, as a unity despite its variations, with the theme 

of (im)perception playing an essential part. 
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