Isaiah: an Introduction: Advent 2021: Richard Lamey
1. what is prophecy? 
And one thing you have learnt this term about prophecy?
A role that changes over time- in cultic context in Israel and in exile they are different. In this book you see three key roles- pre exile (like Amos), during exile (Ezekiel) and post-return (Haggai).  
3Is has as much of a challenge as 2Is- what do we say or think or do when God does not seem to have kept his promises and Zion has not been as wonderfully restored as we expected? It is an often undervalued section of Isaiah- and it might speak powerfully to us know in a post-lockdown world when it feels as if the great hope and promise and sense of community of 2020 has frittered away. (Thanks to Mary Cassidy for that insight). 
3Is says: how you live affects what God chooses to do. Wake up!

2. Who is Isaiah? What do we know of him?

Oral proclamation, to Jerusalem and Judah, and royal family. Clear roots here, whatever else is true- a real person with a voice and a message around whom ideas gather. 
6-8 and 36-39 show his access to power, unlike any other prophet but Nathan in 2 Samuel. He is at the heart of the kingdom, and of the political world, and he has his finger on the pulse. He knows what is going on, he sees how people respond under pressure and he helps to guide the response of the King. 
He is interested in Judah, Zion and the House of David, and God’s power over the nations around. Assyria is rising and prophecy emerges as a response to that- to guide and protect Israel: proper and improper behaviour and response to God’s word under pressure, so Hezekiah good and Ahaz bad, but this is also advice for all of the hearers and not just kings.
Judgement is a cleansing with a broader final purpose. 
3. What is the Book of Isaiah?

What parts can people remember? 

When have they heard Isaiah read in Church? 

Divided into three parts- and whenever you hear that it is from Isaiah you need to establish which section it is from. 
1-39

6 is call, also 28.16-17, 29.17-24

      742-700 BC

40-55

40.1-11, 52-13-53.12
        in exile in Babylon, 540s BC

56-66

61 is the heart of it


      back in Israel, c 520 BC

The ‘manifesto’ for each is their first words- 1.1-2, 40.1-11 and then 56. 1-2. Each of those sections captures and focuses the voice and direction of each section. 

Content, themes and style of writing support this idea of 3 books, since the concerns and setting are clearly different.  

E.g. the enemy in 1 is Assyria (collapsed in 612 BC), in 2 it is Babylon. The king in 2 is Cyrus of Persia and the people in 2 are in Babylon and not Israel. The message is to leave Babylon, cross the desert and go home to Jerusalem.   
4. Main themes of the book-

All of book is about God’s power and control over whole earth, and interest in Israel, in a time when Israel is declining. 
1st Is: he is humbled by God’s glory and power, wants others to feel the same, to lay aside pride and self and worship him, and him alone, and trust God and stop trying to sort out own salvation- rooted in daily politics. Zion/ Jerusalem/ King are key themes. Injustice offends him because it offends God, and because the nation needs to be pure if they are going to keep their side of the bargain. 
2nd Is: in distressing exile he sings of a passionate and miraculous God who brought Israel out of Egypt and will give them an Exodus again. We only have his speeches and no autobiography or call narrative. He calls himself “the voice who cries”. Good News. God is tender. New exodus. Cyrus is the Messiah, working for God. Clear program and message- of return and restoration. And there is structure- 40.1-11 starts with God acting and calling them together and then the last scene is a banquet in Zion. 

Most of the Advent readings are in this section because it is looking forward to what God is going to do.  
Can be precisely dated because we know when Cyrus was ruling. 

He is clearly in exile himself because he calls people to join him in the return to Zion (49.1-12). Like Ezekiel in many ways, only with more focus on the return. 

Suffering Servant- 20 times- 13 refers to Israel, 7 to an individual. 

5 polarities- First and Last things, Babylon and Zion, Yahweh and the gods, Israel and the nations and The Servant and Israel. 
3rd Is: after return they struggle to build a confident nation without a sense of mission. Temple worship strong, and Sabbath and law, hope of a glorious future. He is warning them to get their worship right and to be as active spiritually as possible to make the most of their return. God’s action has been delayed, they are not flourishing as they expected because their lives are imperfect.
Cf 46.13 and 56.1b to see the different emphasis- that in 3Isaiah the focus is on ethics- ready yourselves for the coming of God by practical action- a call to live and to live well. Ch 58 is all about exhortation to Godly living.

And so all three sections are clearly about linking events to our lives and challenging us to be faithful- in which sense all 3 books clearly cohere and are a firm part of the prophetic tradition. 

In summary, 1Isaiah is trying to help people and a nation behave well as their part of the contract with God who is their glory and power and strength and hope: 2Isaiah is saying that God is about to act to return them to Zion and that they should continue to hope and watch: 3Isaiah comes after they have returned and are beginning to lose their sense of hope and possibility, calling on them to act justly so that God will be generous.  
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