Session Five

Major Prophets: Isaiah and Jeremiah

Objectives:

· to identify historical contexts of Isaiah and Jeremiah

· to identify major literary characteristics of Isaiah and Jeremiah

· to discuss the timeline of pre-exilic and exilic Isaiah and Jeremiah's texts

· to examine theological themes in Isaiah and Jeremiah

Outcomes 

· the student will examine the personal characteristics of Isaiah and Jeremiah in their calling as prophets

· the student will appreciate the formation of prophetic text through studying the outline of the material in Isaiah and Jeremiah 

· the student will examine the development of theological focus of messiah and covenant in these texts

Reading Assignment:


NJBH  ch. 15, 18, 21


CSB  RG  Isaiah, Jeremiah


CSB  
Isaiah 1, 6-11, 24, 27, 30, 40-42, 44, 50, 53, 59-61, 66 



Jeremiah 1, 3, 7, 11-13, 16, 18, 20,  23, 26, 30-31, 38-39, 50, 52 


Hutton ch. 4, 5, 8-12


Brueggemann  ch. 14, 15

Isaiah

A Brief Introduction to the Book of Isaiah


The book of Isaiah is one of the longest and most commonly referenced books of the Old Testament.  It is very familiar to Christians, even those who have never opened it, due to the extensive use of it by the evangelists (especially Matthew) and the apostle Paul.  A brief introduction to the prophetic work is difficult for a number of reasons including its length, its historical breadth, and the variety of topics addressed.  For the purposes of this discussion we will look at it first from a historical context and then from the intertwined thematic perspectives of judgment-exile-return and messianic expectation..

The Historical Context


There is no one, clear time in which to date the book of Isaiah. Rather, what we find when we begin to look for clues as to the historical context of the work is three separate messages which were apparently written at three different times. Scholars have taken to generally refering to these three sections of the Book of Isaiah as First (ch. 1-39), Second (ch. 40-55), and Third (ch. 56-66) Isaiah. A number of clues have helped in the identification of these three sections (although some scholars still hold to only two, ch. 1-39 and 40-66) including historical references to such things as cities, kings, battles and empires, literary style, the repetition of a call to prophesy and the general themes of each section. 


As a whole the book of Isaiah covers a period of some 200 to 250 years, from approximately 740 to 500 BC. That is, from the time prior to the Assyrian conquest of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, through that conquest, the Babylonian conquest of Judah and ensuing Exile, the Return, the rebuilding of the Temple and the Judaism's self-evaluation in the early 2nd  Temple period.  As with other books of the Bible, the final editorial hand has smoothed the transitions between all of these by linking the message and language of all three contributors to produce a whole that can be seen as a retrospective realization of the guiding providence of God through even the darkest periods of history pointing forwards to a time of restoration and renewal, and eventually to a longed-for future in which all peoples will worship YHWH in peace.  As a consequence, when we read even the most vehement castigations of the original Isaiah, we can read them with hope in the knowledge that God has a plan for the salvation of  the chosen people and of all humanity. 

First Isaiah


The original Isaiah is recorded as having received his vocation in the year in which King Uzziah (Ahaziah) of Judah died, that is, in 742 BC, according to the vision described in ch. 6 . This was still some twenty years before the kingdom of Israel would fall to the Assyrians. However, scholarship is not in consensus as to this being the origin of his ministry, considering that it might rather have been a renewed call to a specific aspect (approaching destruction) of his ministry. 


The most concise way to approach Isaiah may be a rough timeline with a few side notes.

745-742
ch. 1-5  Oracles against hypocrisy, idolatry and social injustice



contemporary with Amos and Hosea in the Northern Kingdom



reign of  Uzziah in Judah, similar social circumstances to Jeroboam II in Israel 



5.1-10 allegory of the vineyard

742

ch. 6
Temple vision

734-730
ch. 7-8

Syro-Ephraimite War on Judah



7.13-15
Immanuel prophecy



8.3

Isaiah's child



reign of Ahaz of Judah, Pekah of Israel 

c720-700
ch. 9-12
the Assyrian crisis



reign of Hezekiah of Judah



Assyria seen as the implement of God's justice



repeated refrain “Yet His anger has not turned back, His arm is outstretched still” 

540? 

ch. 13-14
the fall of Babylon 



messianic oracle centering on the 'stump of Jesse

undated

6th C. BC?
ch. 15-23
Oracles against the Nations

undated
ch. 24-27
Apocalyptic Hymn

final redaction?

Alternating prayer and prophetic vision centering on the ultimate kingship 



of YHWH





possible early reference to afterlife in 25.6-8 and 26.19

705-701
ch. 28-33
Woes against the People (Samaria, Jerusalem)




the series of laments alternates with assurances of God's compassion and  of eventual 


restoration; some scholars identify post-exilic glosses in many of the restoration 



passages

587-539?
ch. 34-35
Chapter 34 is an edict of destruction against Edom





Chapter 35 is very familiar due to its close affinity to ch. 40-55

705-701
ch. 36-39
final advice and warnings to Hezekiah





parallels narrative of 2 Kings 18-20, 
narrative until 37.22





context is the withdrawal of Sennacherib from the gates of Jerusalem





concludes in ch. 39 with a warning against Babylon 

Deutero-Isaiah  

540 BC
ch. 40-55
fall of reign of Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, rise of Cyrus of Persia



ch. 40

a hymn of comfort to Judah; praise to the eternal, merciful YHWH



ch. 41

God summons a champion from the east (Cyrus), God is the Redeemer 




ch. 42

the first Servant Song; the servant is variously interpreted as Cyrus, the 




Messiah, Isaiah, the people of Israel; some scholars postulate that the 4 




servant songs belong either to a separate tradition or to trito- Isaiah, 




others insist they should not be distinguished from their respective contexts



ch. 43

a promise of return and restoration after Exile



ch 44

begins with a call to “Jacob” to trust in YHWH, to turn away from idolatry





Cyrus called 'anointed'



ch 45 

continues the recognition of Cyrus as an 'anointed' instrument of God's 




redemption of His people



ch 46

YHWH alone is God




ch 47

oracle against Babylon



ch. 48 

God fulfills his promises



ch 49

the second Servant Song (vs. 1-7),  followed by promises of redemption



ch 50

the 3rd Servant Song



ch 51

trust in God who watches, waits, redeems



ch 52.1-12
a hymn of restoration



ch. 52.13-53.12
the Fourth Servant Song – the longest and probably most familiar 




of the 4 servant songs




ch. 54

another hymn of restoration, a vision of the New Jerusalem



ch. 55

Seek God and Live!, fulfillment of the David covenant

 Trito-Isaiah


This third segment of the book of Isaiah is distinct from the other two in a number of ways. It is much less anticipatory, less hopeful. Rather, third Isaiah confronts the disillusionment of those who returned from exile. The attitude of hope is refocused – it is not the Jerusalem of the here and now that is the fulfillment of God's promises, but a future and heavenly Jerusalem in which all nations shall recognize YHWH. Much of  chapters 56-59 bears familiar echoes to the words of Hosea, Amos and the original Isaiah. However, the corruption now is not that of a people indolent in a false peace, but the corruption of those too weak-willed to hold fast to the ways that God has shown and have therefore turned to the easier paths of idolatry. The prophet moves in chapters 60-66 to words of comfort and hope, not for an immediate end to the woes of the people, but for a future age of peace and prosperity in which sin and injustice will no longer exist, not even among the Gentiles. 


Jeremiah

Deutoronomic background, reforms of Josiah, Dt vs. Chr. historical perspective, dating of Jeremiah – 627 his birth or his vocation?, 

The Historical Context


The majority of Jeremiah's activity and speech occurred during the reign of Josiah and the tumultuous decades after his death. His call in ch. 1 is recorded as having occurred in the 13 year of Josiah (628) , when the young king would have been 21 and the prophet himself yet a youth (1.6).  Jeremiah's ministry as prophet persists until the fall of Jerusalem (587) after which he flees to Egypt, where he is killed by his fellow expatriates. Not long thereafter, though, the Israelites in exile begin to appreciate the value of his words. 

633 

death of Ashurbanipal of Assyria – last powerful king of Assyria

626-605  
Nabopolassar of Babylon reigns and rebels against Assyrian domination

640-609
reign of Josiah of Judah – renewal of Mosaic covenant, destruction of the 'high places'

614  

Asshur falls

612  

Ninevah falls 

609

Josiah killed in battle at Megiddo, trying to interfere between Neco of Egypt and 



Nebuchadnezzar

609

Neco deposes Jehoahaz(Josiah's son), puts Jehoiakim on the throne of Judah

609-605
Nebuchadnezzar (son of Nabopolassar) leads successful campaign against Egyptian army 

609-598
reign of Jehoiakim of  Judah, syncretism reenter Jewish worship

605-561
reign of Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, by 601 only Egypt resists him

598

reign of Jehoiakin of Judah, son of Jehoiakim who is exiled to Babylon

597

first deportation of important Judahites to Babylon 

597-587
reign of Zedekiah of Judah, uncle of Jehoiakin who is appointed by Nebuchadnezzar

587

Nebuchadnezzar conquers Judah, destroys Jerusalem

586

remaining Judeans flee to Egypt, Jeremiah among them 

568

Nebuchadnezzar renews aggression toward Egypt

539

Return from Exile under Cyrus of Persia's reign

The Prophet 


Jeremiah is recorded as the son of Hilkiah, a pries a Anathoth in Benjamin. This declaration places him in the lineage of Eli (the priest whom Samuel served) whose descendant Abiathar was expelled from the Temple by King Solomon.  


Jeremiah was favorable toward Josiah.  A number of his oracles, mostly ch. 106 date to the unstable years leading to Josiah's reforms. The prophet is then almost silent until the death of Josiah in 609. As the turbulent years of Egyptian suzerainty and  Babylonian aggression progress, Jeremiah speaks out against the growing idolatry of the people and the misguided political activity of the kings.

Jeremiah's message was increasingly less well received as the court split into factions. This lead him to a faith-crisis of his own, which is reflected in several of the passages in ch. 11-20,  as he was compelled to pronounce disaster upon his nation. 

The Message


The book of Jeremiah is one of the most difficult of the prophetic books to read. The narrative and oracles jump frequently from one era to another, from one object of address to another. This difficulty is compounded by the editorial process, and by the existence of wide variations  between the Septuagint (Greek) and Masoretic (Hebrew) manuscripts in the number and sequence of the oracles.


Yet, the book of Jeremiah gives us one of the fullest pictures of a prophet that we have. It also shows us more readily than perhaps any other book of scripture the complex editorial process of the text. The text itself tells us of the prophetic statements and actions of the prophet, the recording of these words on a series of scrolls, the use of scribes, the freedom of the scribe to alter the flow of the text, the succession of  future scribes who are anticipated to continue to record the words of the prophet and his successors. 

ch 1-6 echo language of Hosea and Isaiah

ch 7   call to reform (Temple Sermon), idolatry, worship of Asherah

ch 8
hypocrisy and shame; the prophet laments

ch 9
corruption and its consequence

ch 10
idolatry and its consequence

ch 11
a call to return to the covenant 

ch 12
Jeremiah's family plots against him, God abandons those who have abandoned Him

ch 13
Jeremiah wears a soiled loincloth as metaphor, fulfillment of the metaphor

ch 14
famine and false prophets

ch 15
unpitied Jerusalem; the prophet laments his task and fate

ch 16
the prophet is not to marry or to mourn or to rejoice; Judah will be punished, but redeemed, her 
tormentor tormented in turn

ch 17
trust only in God, the prophet prays for healing; keep the Sabbath to save Jerusalem

ch 18
allegory of the potter and clay, Judah's apostasy; the prophet pleas for vengeance as others plot 
to capture/kill him

ch 19
as the flask is smashed so shall Judah be

ch 20
Jeremiah arrested and flogged, 'you duped me, Lord!' lament 

ch 21 
concerning Zedekiah – urging acquiescence rather than resistance to Babylon 

ch 22
care for the widow and orphan or be vanquished; dirges for the fallen kings (Jehoahaz, 
Jehoiakim, Jeconiah)

ch 23
God will shepherd His people, a shoot from Jesse; false prophets 

ch 24
year 597, allegory of the fig baskets

ch 25
a call to return or face exile for 70 years; vision of the wine cup

ch 26
(597) Jeremiah again persecuted 

ch 27
(597-6) accede to Babylon or be subdued

ch 28   (595?)
Hananiah prophecies restoration of Jeconiah, Jeremiah argues

ch 29
(595?)
Letter to exiles

ch 30
after travail, restoration

ch 31
a promise of return, a song of consolation, the New Covenant

ch 32
(587) Jeremiah imprisoned for prophesying destruction, he buys a field – after banishment there 
will be a return

ch 33
a second prophecy from prison,  although Jerusalem will be destroyed God;s covenant with 
David will never be broken ( a just shoot)

ch 34
the sabbath year emancipation is a farce, Jerusalem will be destroyed because of its faithlessness

ch 35
the Rechabites have obeyed their forefather, but Judah does not obey God

ch 36
(605) Baruch and the scrolls

ch 37
(587) politics land Jeremiah in prison, Zedekiah removes him and puts him in protective custody

ch 38
(587) further conspiracy, Jeremiah urges submission to Babylon, Zedekiah protects him from 'the 
princes'

ch 39
(587) Jerusalem invaded, Zedekiah's sons killed, Zedekiah blinded, Jerusalem sacked, Jeremiah 
released

ch 40
Jeremiah not exiled, further conspiracy

ch 41
Jeremiah's protector(Gedeliah, grandson of Shaphan) assassinated by Ishmael the Ammonite; 
the remnant flees to Egypt

ch 42-44
Jeremiah warns against flight, the people flee taking Jeremiah with them, continued 
warnings of disaster

ch 45
(605)
Baruch and the scrolls – Jeremiah's lament

ch 46-49
Oracles against the Nations

ch. 50-51
Oracles against Babylon 

ch 52
reprise on the destruction of Jerusalem, a final note of hope as the captive King 
Jehoiakin is 
released from prison and given a seat among the other exiled kings in Babylon 

