
INTRODUCTION 

Personal Anecdote: 

¶ John 12:37-41 and Isaiah 53:1/6:1-13 | Isa 57:15; 52:13 

¶ Isaiah and the current world situation 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
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Key Historical Moments ς άƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ¦ȊȊƛŀƘΣ WƻǘƘŀƳΣ !ƘŀȊΣ ŀƴŘ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘέ: 

¶ 740 BC - King Uzziah died 

¶ 722 BC - Northern Kingdom (Israel) defeated by Assyria 

¶ 716/715 BC - Hezekiah begins to reign in Judah 

¶ 701 BC - Sennacharib's Invasion of Judah 

¶ 686 BC - End of Hezekiah's reign 

 

Based on Isaiah 1:1, Isaiah would have prophesied over a period of at least 25 years, and potentially as long as 
55-60 years. Depending on how we interpret Isaiah 6, this was either his calling as a prophet which would date 
the beginning of his ministry to 740 BC, or he had already begun his ministry earlier during the reign of Uzziah. 
Isaiah 1-5 give every indication of having been delivered during a historical situation much closer to that of 
YƛƴƎ ¦ȊȊƛŀƘΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ǘƘŜƴ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ƪƛƴƎΦ 

 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Three different historical situations sit in the background of the book: 

¶ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ LǎŀƛŀƘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜ όтпл-701 B.C.) 

¶ tŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ WǳŘŀƘΩǎ 9ȄƛƭŜ όслр-539 B.C.) 

¶ Return from Exile and beyond (539-500 B.C. and ?) 
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¶ 810 ς 750 represented a succession of weak Assyrian Kings, meaning a time of peace and prosperity in 

Israel (under Jeroboam) and Judah (under Uzziah). Also, a false sense of complacency about their 

condition, as warned by Hosea and Amos. 

¶ The ascension of a series of aggressive Assyrian kings forced the surrounding nations to choose 

whether they would be pro-Assyrian or anti-Assyrian. 

o Taking a pro-Assyrian stance was especially appealing to Judah given the tensions with Israel 

and Syria/Damascus to the North. This fear-driven alliance was the first major public activity of 

LǎŀƛŀƘΩǎ ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΦ όLǎŀΦ тύ 

o Following the rise of Hezekiah, the political mood in Judah shifted to a more anti-Assyrian 

stance with many looking to Egypt as a potential ally against Assyrian aggression. 

o Lƴ тмл./Σ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ƻŦ .ŀōȅƭƻƴΣ !ǎǎȅǊƛŀƴ YƛƴƎ {ŀǊƎƻƴ ƘŀŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ŀ άǇƛƴƴŀŎƭŜ ƻŦ 

ǿƻǊƭŘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǳŘƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ [ƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŜΦ /Ŧ LǎŀΦ мпΦ 

o !ŦǘŜǊ {ŀǊƎƻƴΩǎ ŦŀƭƭΣ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ ŀƴ ŀƴǘƛ-Assyrian alliance and rebelled, prompting 

{ŜƴƴŀŎƘŀǊƛōΩǎ ƛƴǾŀǎƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘΩǎ ǊŜǇŜƴǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴ 

YHWH resulted in a great deliverance. Sennacharib reigned for 19 more years but never again 

mounted a campaign in the west. 

DURING THE PERIOD OF THE EXILE 

¶ Ch. 40-55 are written as if to an audience of those in Exile 

¶ 700-600BC saw the shift of world power from Assyria to Babylon 

¶ Babylon briefly reigned before giving way to the Medo-Persian empire, but it is during this time that 

the Judean exile occurred. 

¶ The theme of these chapters ς ̧ I²IΩǎ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ς speaks to the heart 

of concerns brought about by the exile. 

AFTER THE EXILE 

¶ 56-66 speak as if to an audience either pre- or post-exile, although a lot of the concerns addressed 

were consistent with those of the post-exilic community.
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AUTHORSHIP AND DATE 

¶ άLǎŀƛŀƘ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ !ƳƻȊέ 

o άWŜǿƛǎƘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ !ƳƻȊ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ YƛƴƎ !ƳŀȊƛŀƘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ¦ȊȊƛŀƘΣ 

ǘƘǳǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ƻŦ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ōƭƻƻŘΧ hŦ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ 

!ƳƻȊ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŜŀƭΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ƛǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŎǊƛōŜΦέ ύ hǎǿŀƭǘΣ LƴǘǊƻ 

¶ Isaiah would have been been born at some time during the reign of Uzziah. His death is unknown, 

although Jewish tradition has Isaiah being killed early in the reign of Mannasseh and that it happened 

by him being sawn in two (cf. Hebrews 11:37). LǘΩǎ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ LǎŀƛŀƘ с 

is his prophetic call to ministry, or if he had been prophesying some time before that. The tone and 

content of the messages in the introductory chapters 1-5 would seem to hint that at least some of 

them were giving during the days of Uzziah (prosperity, no looming Assyrian threat, etc). 

¶ Most scholars over the past 150 years have concluded that Isaiah had at least two or three authors 

over the three historical periods mentioned above. As the theory goes, Isaiah gave the initial 

prophecies and they were preserved and compiled by his disciples, and additional prophecies added 

during the exile to Babylon. The final book would have been constructed from these various source 

materials after that. 

¶ When all the reasons are laid out, the fundamental driving reasons are: 

o The assumption that prophets spoke to the people and conditions of the time they were living 

in, whereas Isaiah 40-55 very clearly address people of a different time. 

o The difficulty in accepting that Isaiah could call out Cyrus by name 150 years in advance 

o The different character and tone of Chapter 40-55 from what precedes it. 

¶ Standing against the idea of multiple authorship is the structural and theological unity of the book 

itself. This book has a very tight structure that encompasses all 66 chapters, and although it very clearly 

is put together as an anthology of prophecies without clear chronological ordering, the book it itself 

exhibits a unity that would imply a single primary author. In so many ways, Chapters 1-39 stand 

incomplete on their own and rely on 40-66 to complete the picture. 

¶ The difference in language and style between 1-39 and 40-66 can be explained as the difference 

between a spoken word and a written word. Chapters 40-66 very much read like a message that was 

written first. You can imagine Isaiah late in his ministry, having foreseen what was to come, sitting 

down and penning a message to the people who would live through the exile he has prophesied giving 

them hope and encouraging their trust in God.  

¶ It is interesting to note that, although apparently speaking into the life situation of each of these three 

distinct periods, neither 40-55 nor 56-66 contain clear historical, geographical, or cultural markers that 

would be expected had they been written from within that context (as is the case with chapters 1-39). 

¶ The reality is that ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ м ƻǊ о ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ƻǳǊ approach to 

interpreting the book. There is and has only ever been a single book of Isaiah, and so in order to 

properly understand it, we need to approach it as a unity and not try to divide it into pieces. The 

perspective of this study is that the book was written by Isaiah, son of Amoz, and that the book is 

intentionally composed to conveȅ DƻŘΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ 

  



 

WHAT KIND OF BOOK IS THIS? 

WHO IS IT WRITTEN FOR? 

¶ Isaiah is a collection of prophetic oracles and writings given over an extended period to a diverse 

audience. The arrangement is not chronological, but there is usually some kind of a relationship found 

between oracles. The overall organization of the book reveals an intentional and meaningful structure 

and is helpful for interpreting and applying the book. 

¶ Who is the audience for the Book of Isaiah? While containing oracles given to the Jews in the 8th 

century and a message of hope for the post-ŜȄƛƭƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ǿƛǘƘ 

the appreciation that it is as much written to Christians. This is a theological perspective that should 

follow you throughout the Old Testament and is especially pertinent when reading Isaiah. Some things 

to consider: 

o Romans 15:4 (after quoting Psa. 69:9 in v3) 

o 1 Corinthians 10:11 (after discussing the Wilderness wandering) 

o 1 Peter 1:10-12 όάƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳέύ 

o ¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ LǎŀƛŀƘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭƭȅ ōƭƛƴŘ ς Isaiah 42:20, 43:8, 44:18 

o LǎŀƛŀƘΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōƭƛƴŘƛƴƎ ς Isaiah 6:9-10 (cf. Mark 4:11-12) 

o Isaiah knew his generation could not read it, but future generations would ς Isaiah 29:9-11 

όάCƻǊ ǘƘŜ [hw5 Ƙŀǎ ǇƻǳǊŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǳǇƻƴ ȅƻǳ ŀ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ ŘŜŜǇ ǎƭŜŜǇΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȅŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

covered your headsέ) (c.f. Rom. 11:7-8). Isaiah 29:18-19, 30:8, 20-нм όά¸ƻǳǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ 

ƘƛŘŜ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜέύ  

Á ά²ƘŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōƭƛƴŘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀŦƴŜǎǎ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜΚέ 

¶ Isaiah 2:2-о όάDŜƴǘƛƭŜǎ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ŀƴŘ ǿŀƭƪ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǘƘǎΦέ) 

¶ LǎŀƛŀƘ рпΥмо όά!ƭƭ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ [hw5έύ 

¶ Isaiah 42:1, 4, 6-7 (Eyes see, ears hear) 

¶ Isaiah 51:4-5 (Instruction goes out from the servant) 

Á /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ WŜǎǳǎΩ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻƭŜΥ 

¶ John 6:44-45 ό¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ WŜǎǳǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ άǿƛƭƭ ŀƭƭ ōŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ōȅ 

DƻŘέύ 

¶ Luke 4:18-19 (fulfilling Isaiah 61:1 



 

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK 

 

 

  

David A. Dorsey, The Literary Structure of the Old Testament: A Commentary on Genesis �t Malachi. 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1999).  p.234 


