David Heywood's Introduction to the Old Testament Session 10b

Session 10: The Unknown Prophet of the Exile

B. Second Isaiah’s theology

The prophet in exile had the enormous task of convincing a generation who had grown used to
living without hope that the time of renewal and restoration was about to arrive. He had to
convince a people used to living under the domination of the powerful gods of Babylon that
their own God, Yahweh, was even more powerful. How was he to go about it? There are four
main elements in his explanation - the ‘theology” or picture of God, with which he aims to
convince the doubting exiles. We will look at the first three in this section and then focus in
detail on the fourth and crucial part of the jig-saw.

1. Yahweh is the sole creator of the world

Activity 10.2
Read Isaiah 40:12-end

Israel had always believed that Yahweh was creator of the world. At least part of the creation
narratives of Genesis, which we will be looking at in a future session, had been existence for
hundreds of years. In the 8th century Amos interjected praise to Yahweh the creator among his
prophetic oracles:

But the prophet wants the exiles to give these traditions full weight. After the introductory
oracle he places this long poem on the majesty of Yahweh as creator. It is a theme that recurs
throughout the book:
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Part of the background to the thoughts the prophet expresses here is the first commandment:
“You shall have no other gods beside me.” He uses this traditional belief of the Judaean
community in exile to develop a polemic against Babylonian religion. In Babylonian mythology
the world was made by a committee in which several gods co-operated. Yahweh, on the other
hand, does not need help from anyone else (verses 13-14). The stars are not gods influencing
human destiny, and the Babylonian astrologers thought them to be, but simply part of the
created order (26). In fact the prophet’s polemic against astrology recurs in several other
passages:

In verse 18 the prophet begins his polemic against idol-worship, which again he will continue
throughout the book, most notably in chapters 44 and 46. Here he is drawing on the second
commandment, “You shall not make for yourselves graven images,” and giving it a rationale.
Unlike the idols of Babylon, Yahweh is not a god you can see. No image can fully convey his
reality because he is incomparable. He sits above the earth and pours contempt on those who
think that a man-made image is capable of conveying anything of the divine. Chapter 46
brilliantly compares the gods who have to be carried (in sacred procession) with the God who
carries his people:
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thirdly, because Yahweh is creator, the nations are nothing: they are like a drop in a bucket,
dust on the scales (verse 15). Yahweh brings their rulers to nothing (23): if he wants to save his
people from Babylon he is perfectly capable of doing it.

Finally, he points the immediate application for his people: Yahweh the great creator is the one
who gives power to his people. In exile, Israel is faint and weak, with no might and no hope. But
Yahweh is the creator who never grows weary. He gives strength to those who “wait’ for him, or
as we would put it, who ‘trust’ or “put their faith” in him.

2. Yahweh has revealed what he is about to do through the prophets

Activity 10.3
Read Isaiah 41
Make a note of the key themes occurring in these verses that we have already encountered.
Make a note of other new themes occurring for the first time in this chapter.

Here the prophet is claiming to stand in the tradition of his predecessors, who have stood in the
heavenly council and revealed Yahweh’s plans to his people. Hosea had foretold that the exile
would become a second wooing; Isaiah of Jerusalem had foretold that Yahweh would use
Assyria to punish the proud and the oppressors among his people; Jeremiah had foretold that
Jerusalem would fall but also that the exiles would eventually return. These are the servants of
Yahweh, who foretell ‘the end form the beginning’ (46:10). Now he is continuing in that
tradition.

His specific prophecy is that Yahweh is raising ‘one from the east” (verse 2) to serve him. Cyrus
the Persian is on his way and to prove that this is Yahweh’s doing the unknown prophet is
revealing it to his people beforehand, something the so-called prophets of Babylon are
completely unable to do (verses 21-29). Later in the book, the predictions become even more
specific:
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The fact that Yahweh does these things and that his prophets predict them is not separated in
the prophet’s mind: the one who does them is the one who gives the power to foretell. In 45:1 he
even calls Cyrus Yahweh'’s ‘messiah” or anointed: he is to be used to fulfil Yahweh'’s purpose,
even though he does not acknowledge him.

3. Yahweh’s great love for his people

So Yahweh has to power to set his people free, but does he want to? The prophet’s third great
theme is the Lord’s undying love for his people. This theme includes their forgiveness, since
they have to acknowledge that all their suffering is punishment for sins in order to believe that
the punishment can come to an end and salvation come.

This theme begins to be developed in chapter 43:

Activity 10.4
Read Isaiah 43

Yahweh, Israel’s creator calls them not to fear. He is their ‘go-el” or ‘redeemer, the near relative
with the task of looking after members of the family who fell on hard times (verse 1). Israel is
more precious to him than any of the other nations: in fact, he is going to judge all the nations
that are hostile to Israel and they will become tributary to Israel and recognise him as the only
God:
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In verses 8-13 the prophet goes on to say that Yahweh's purpose in doing all this is that Israel
are to be witnesses to all the other nations, even though at present they do not realise it and
Yahweh is having to work without their co-operation. Similarly in chapter 49 the purpose of
Israel, Yahweh’s servant, is to bring his salvation to the ends of the earth.

In the second part of the book the prophet develops the theme of the forsaken bride, which
occurs in the introductory oracle in 40:1-2, when the prophet is told to woo Jerusalem. The next
mention comes in 49:18 when those who come to Jerusalem to rebuild the city are compared to a
bride’s ornaments and in the following verses to the returning children of a bereaved and barren
mother. In 50:1 the prophet asks whether Jerusalem has been divorced or sold to a creditor that
she finds herself without a husband or children. The answer is No: Yahweh does not have any
creditors; it was for her sins that Jerusalem, the unfaithful wife, was put away. In 51:1-2 comes a
reminder of Abraham and Sarah: Sarah was barren but now has many descendants. finally in
chapter 54 the theme comes its full expression. Again with Sarah in mind, the barren woman is
about to bear many children: her humiliation is over. Her maker is her husband (54:5) the Holy
One of Israel is her redeemer: he has fulfilled his obligation by marrying the deserted wife and
she is to have children. Her abandonment was for a brief moment, but his love is for eternity.
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