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ABSTRACT 

This project examines the images used in the beginning and ending chapters of 

Isaiah. The purpose of this project is to trace the transformation of specific images from 

their introduction in Isaiah 1 to their re-interpretation in Isaiah 65-66. While this analysis 

uses the verbal parallels (shared vocabulary) as a starting point, the present project seeks 

to move beyond the analysis of verbal parallels. The discovery and analysis of these 

transformed images forges a deeper connection between the first and last chapters of 

Isaiah. The three images are as follows: The first image occurs in Isaiah 1:2-4 where 

YHWH is described as a spurned parent. This image is transformed and reinterpreted in 

Isaiah 66:13 where YHWH is described as a comforting mother. The second image 

occurs in Isaiah 1:15 which pictures YHWH as an unresponsive deity. This image is 

transformed in Isaiah 65:24 where YHWH is presented as an attentive god.  The third 

image occurs in 1:21 where Zion is pictured as a prostitute. This image is transformed in 

66:10-11 where Jerusalem is presented as a birthing and nursing mother. On this basis 

the present project proposes rhetorical and literary purposes behind the 

repetition/transformation of images in Isaiah 65-66. These purposes are explored in 

conjunction with the analysis of each image. In addition, this project identifies effective 

reading strategies for the book as a whole and contributes to a growing trend that sees 

Isaiah as a literary unity.   
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--INTRODUCTION-- 

 

Introduction 

The idea of writing a monograph on the book of Isaiah in order to contribute to 

Isaianic scholarship is analogous to trying to assist the recession of the Great Lakes with 

an eye dropper. Indeed the scholarship on the book of Isaiah is both vast and exhaustive. 

In the past 200 years, the interpretation of Isaiah has followed a somewhat predictable 

path through history. By predictable, I am noting that scholarship on Isaiah reflects the 

general currents in biblical scholarship over the past two centuries. In some ways, the 

interpretation of Isaiah has served as a barometer of sorts to measure the current state of 

biblical scholarship within a given historical period. It might be said that as Isaiah 

scholarship goes so goes that of the prophets and, to a certain degree, the rest of the 

Hebrew Bible. 

 As early as the 18
th

 century, Isaiah became something of a proving ground for 

critical theory. Outside the Pentateuch, no other book received the amount of attention by 

critical scholars as Isaiah. Johann Eichhorn published his work on the Hebrew Bible in 

1783 which set forth the idea that chapters 40-66 of Isaiah were composed by a different 

author than Isaiah, the son of Amoz.
1
 His initial work, along with that of Döderlein, 

opened an avenue of inquiry that sought to support this hypothesis.
2
 Scholars of this 

persuasion challenged centuries of consensus when they suggested that they saw in the 

                                                           
1
 Johann G. Eichhorn, Einleitung in das Alte Testament (Göttingen: Carl Eduard Rosenbusch, 

1823).  

2
 J. C. Doderlein, Esaias (Alsofi: Schupfelian, 1789). 
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latter chapters of Isaiah evidence that these chapters were written from a different 

historical perspective than the historical perspective presented in the earlier chapters. One 

such observation noted that, in some passages, the audience who is addressed in chapters 

40-66 seemed to already be in exile. Similar arguments were offered concerning the 

differences in theology and style between chapters 1-39 and 40-66. This analysis of 

Isaiah corresponded with work being done on the Pentateuch at the time, which 

challenged an age old consensus regarding Mosiac authorship.
3
 

This line of reasoning was developed further by Bernhard Duhm in his 

commentary on Isaiah published in1892.
 4

 His analysis of chapters 40-66 put forth at least 

two significant theses. The first sought to isolate the servant songs of chapters 42-53 as 

independent building blocks for these chapters. The resulting fragmentation of the 

chapters reflected the growing critical consensus that the book of Isaiah was a complex 

collection of oracles. Duhm’s second thesis proposed dividing chapters 56-66 from the 

previous chapters. He based this hypothesis primarily on what he viewed as a different 

historical situation. He argued that these chapters were written to an audience that had 

returned to the land. Duhm’s work launched a scholarly consensus concerning Trito-

Isaiah that lasted for more than a century.
5
 

                                                           
3
 For a summary of post-Enlightenment criticism of the Pentateuch see, Bill T. Arnold, 

“Pentateuchal Criticism,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Pentateuch, eds. T. Desmond Alexander and 

David Baker (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2003), 622-631. 

4
 Bernhard Duhm, Das Buch Jesaia (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck U. Ruprecht, 1922). 

5
 For a summary of Duhm’s contribution to Isaianic studies see, Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to 

the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 322; R. K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old 

Testament, with a Comprehensive Review of Old Testament Studies and a Special Supplement on the 

Apocrypha (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 764-770; Christopher Seitz, “First Isaiah,” in ABD 1: 474; 
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The winds of change began to blow in biblical scholarship in the second half of 

the twentieth century. In reaction to the atomization of the text by earlier generations, a 

new group of scholars examine the text from more holistic perspectives. One such 

perspective was presented by Brevard Childs in his 1979 publication Introduction to the 

Old Testament as Scripture.
6
 Among other things, this volume presented Isaiah as an 

essential unity. For Childs, the source of this unity is the concept of canon. While he 

would concede that the book of Isaiah may have been derived from a complex 

compilation and redaction, he places great emphasis on the book’s canonical form.
7
  

While Child’s approach to Isaiah was somewhat idiosyncratic, other scholars 

approached the unity of Isaiah in more mainstream ways. Marvin Sweeney argues for an 

essential unity of the book of Isaiah and does so from the perspective of redaction 

criticism.
8
 He sees the composition of the book falling into four distinct redactional 

periods, each with its own historical purpose. In the end, the final redaction that occurred 

around the time of Ezra and Nehemiah brought the book into its final form, all while still 

presenting itself as the work of the eighth century prophet.
9
 

In more recent years, holistic approaches to the book of Isaiah have become even 

more nuanced. H.G.M Williamson, for example, presents the book as the composite 

                                                                                                                                                                             

B.H. Lim, “Isaiah: History of Interpretation, ” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, eds. Mark J. 

Boda and J.Gordon McConville,  (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2012), 378-391; and many others. 

6
 Childs, Introduction. 

7
 Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah, OTL (Louisville: John Knox, 2001), 4; Childs, Introduction, 336-338. 

8
  Marvin A. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39: With and Introduction to Prophetic Literature, The Forms of 

Old Testament Literature, vol. 16 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996). 

9
 Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39, 60-62.  
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product of First Isaiah and Deutero-Isaiah.
10

 More specifically, he examines how the 

author of Deutero-Isaiah added his writing to an existing corpus of Isaiah. In order to 

achieve continuity, the author of Deutero-Isaiah engaged in frequent allusion to the 

earlier corpus. According to Williamson, this revision of the prophecy also involved 

reworking the earlier material and adding sections to it. One of Williamson’s more 

significant conclusions is that Deutero-Isaiah’s work is an integral continuation of First 

Isaiah, and consequently it was never meant to be understood apart from its connection 

with the earlier material. 

To summarize, the interpretation of Isaiah has followed a trajectory from unity at 

the hand of a single author, to a loose anthology at the hands of multiple authors, to an 

essential unity at the hands of later authors or redactors. From one perspective, this 

movement away from and back to an appreciation of the book’s unity might be 

characterized as a pendulum swinging one direction and then back again. But this would 

only capture part of the picture. The current trends in Isaianic scholarship view the unity 

of the book from the perspective of the authors and editors of second and third Isaiah. 

Scholars of this persuasion argue that the unity of the book is accomplished through at 

least two techniques. The first is editorial additions to first Isaiah. According to this view 

the authors and editors of Second and Third Isaiah added updated prophecies to the 

earlier sections of the book in an attempt to incorporate the early prophecies into their 

prophetic enterprise. The second technique is Second and Third Isaiah’s allusions to 

                                                           
10

 H.G.M. Williamson, The Prophet Called Isaiah: Deutero Isaiah’s Role in Composition and 

Redaction (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). 
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earlier prophecies. According to this view, Second and Third Isaiah appropriated the 

early prophecies in order to validate and authenticate their prophecy. This connection 

also served to forge a unity across the book as a whole.  

It is this second technique, the use of allusion within Isaiah, which forms the 

starting blocks of the present project. As will be demonstrated in subsequent sections, the 

identification and interpretation of allusion within Isaiah is the primary (and nearly 

exclusive) means by which the redactional unity of Isaiah is explored. To use a farming 

analogy, this is the only tool in the tool shed. The research for this project has unearthed 

an additional tool to be used alongside the identification and interpretation of allusion in 

order to explore Isaiah as a unity. This literary technique is what I am calling 

“transformed images.” In short, the theory is that authors/redactors of Isaiah 40-66 drew 

upon the imagery of Isaiah 1-39, but as the images resurface in chapters 40-66, they do so 

in a transformed manner. This project analyzes three transformed images that draw upon 

the images of chapter 1 and resurface in a transformed manner in chapters 65-66. 

Thesis and Chapter Summaries 

This project examines the images used in the beginning and ending chapters of 

Isaiah. The purpose of this project is to trace the transformation of specific images from 

their introduction in Isaiah 1 to their re-interpretation in Isaiah 65-66. While my analysis 

uses the verbal parallels as a starting point, the present project seeks to move beyond the 

analysis of verbal parallels. The discovery and analysis of these transformed images 

forges a deeper connection between the first and last chapters of Isaiah. On this basis the 

present project proposes a rhetorical and literary purpose behind the repetition of images 
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in Isaiah 65-66. These purposes will be explored in conjunction with the analysis of each 

image. In addition, this project identifies effective reading strategies for the book as a 

whole and contributes to a growing trend that sees Isaiah as a literary unity.  After a 

literature review, the three images are the subjects of three successive chapters. 

Chapter 1 reviews the relevant literature concerning intertextuality in Isaiah. 

Chapter 2 examines an image used in Isaiah 1:2-4 to describe YHWH: a spurned parent. 

This image is transformed and reinterpreted in Isaiah 66:13 where YHWH is described as 

a comforting mother. This chapter will explore a related issue of the feminine imagery for 

YHWH. The analysis will focus on Isaiah’s use of maternal imagery for YHWH. 

Chapter 3 examines the image in Isaiah 1:15 which pictures YHWH as an 

unresponsive deity. This image is transformed in Isaiah 65:24 where YHWH is presented 

as an attentive God. The transformation of this image brings up the larger question of 

Israel’s god among the gods of the other nations. When YHWH is pictured as an 

unresponsive deity, he takes on the characteristic of the false gods and idols Isaiah 

critiques.  

Chapter 4 examines the image used in 1:21 where Zion is pictured as a Prostitute. 

This image is transformed in 66:10-11 where Jerusalem is presented as a Birthing and 

Nursing Mother. The transformation of this image is examined for its contribution to 

Isaiah’s presentation of Zion. Chapter 5 will present the results of these findings and 

relate them to a holistic understanding of the book of Isaiah. We now turn to a review of 

literature. 



--CHAPTER 1— 

A SELECTIVE SURVEY OF SCHOLARSHIP ON ISAIAH 

 

Introduction 

One key matter presents itself as a prelude to the exploration of the transformed 

images in Isaiah 1 and 65-66: a review of Isaianic scholarship. As noted above, the 

literature on Isaiah is vast. Inasmuch as other scholars have summarized the scholarship 

on the book of Isaiah leading up to the turn of the millennium, a full review of Isaianic 

scholarship will not be presented here.
1
 In its place and presented below is a strategic 

review of various scholars whose work has appeared in the last twenty years or so. This 

scholarship is considered under four headings. First, under the heading “Recent 

Summaries,” is a review of a number of recent summary articles and monographs that 

have appeared around the ten-year mark of the new millennium. Each of these aims to 

summarize Isaianic scholarship since the year 2000, though Melugin’s article focuses on 

an earlier period. Second, under the heading “Intertextuality in Isaiah” is brief summary 

of some recent trends in the study of intertextuality within the Hebrew Bible. This section 

also presents a review of five scholarly works on the topic of intertextuality and Isaiah. 

All of them, with the exception of Hibbard, examine the intertextual references in Second 

Isaiah, Third Isaiah, or both. Third, under the heading “Approaches to the Connections 

between Isaiah 1 and 65-66” is a close reading of two scholars who have addressed the 

                                                           
1
 For summaries of previous scholarship on Isaiah see Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, AB (New 

York: Doubleday, 2000), 73-109; Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 1-39, NAC (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 

2007), 57-68; John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapter 1-39, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 

17-23; and H.G.M. Williamson, “Book of Isaiah” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, eds. Mark 

J. Boda and J.GordonMcConville (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2012), 364-378; among many others. 
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specific topic of the connectedness between Isaiah’s beginning and end. These are 

summarized in light of their respective contributions, while at the same time points of 

disagreement are noted. Fourth, under the heading “Three Related Studies in Isaiah,” is a 

reading of three recent articles that deal with metaphor in Isaiah. This section shows the 

connection between the thesis of this project and the three recent studies. It also 

demonstrates how the present thesis is a continuation of the work begun by Melugin and 

Chan and an application of the methodology deployed by DiFransico. The conclusion of 

this chapter takes up one final question. In light of vast scholarship on Isaiah and 

particularly the scholarship reviewed in this chapter, it answers the question “Why an 

analysis of Isaiah 1 and 65-66 in 2016?” 

Recent Summaries of Twenty-First Century Scholarship on Isaiah 

 It is a frequent occurrence for scholars of Isaiah to produce summary articles and 

monographs seeking to summarize the state of affairs within the discipline. This section 

examines four such summaries that have appeared in recent years. The purpose of this 

section is to investigate how the methodology of investigating transformed images fits 

into the current trends in Isaianic studies. 

Melugin’s Article 

In a collection of essays entitled, Recent Research on the Major Prophets, Roy 

Melugin presents a detailed review of recent scholarship on Isaiah 40-66.
2
  The title of 

the essay is “Isaiah 40-66 in Recent Research: the ‘Unity’ Movement” and, true to its 

                                                           
2
 Roy F. Melugin, “Isaiah 40-66 in Recent Research: The Unity Movement,” in Recent Research 

on the Major Prophets, ed. Alan J. Hauser (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2008), 142-94. 
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title, it traces the unity movement in the book of Isaiah starting as early as the 1950s. The 

initial portion of the essay is organized chronologically in order to show the movement’s 

historical roots.  Melugin traces the early roots of this movement to James Muilenburg,
3
 

Claus Westermann,
4
 and his own earlier work.

5
 Several other key authors take up the 

banner of what Muilenburg and others had begun. These authors include Peter Ackroyd,
6
 

Ronald Clements,
7
 and Rolf Rendtorff.

8
 As Melugin’s analysis progresses beyond 

Rendtorff, he groups various scholars according to their approach to the unity of Isaiah. 

His categories include “The Unfolding of the ‘Unity’ Movement In Form-Critical, 

Canon-Critical, an Traditio-Historical Approaches,” “Historical Method and the 

‘Unity’of the Book of Isaiah,” “‘Unity’ in Terms of Synchronic Interpretation,” and 

“‘Unity’ and Reader Response.” Under each category he summarizes the work of several 

scholars. 

The methodology of this project does not fit neatly into any one of these 

categories, but has a number of affinities with what Melugin presents as “‘Unity’ in 

Terms of Synchronic Interpretation.” In this section, Melugin presents the work of Peter 

Miscall
9
 whose commentary Melugin calls “thoroughly holistic and synchronic.”

10
 But 

                                                           
3
 James Muilenburg, “Isaiah 40-66” in IB (Nashville: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1956). 

4
 Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40-66: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 1969). 

5
 Roy F. Melugin, The Formation of Isaiah 40-55 (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1976). 

6
 Peter Ackroyd, “Isaiah I-XII: Presentation of a Prophet,” Congress Volume Gottingen, VTSup 29, 

(1978): 16-48. 

7
 Ronald E. Clements, “The Unity of the Book of Isaiah,” Int 36 (1982): 117-29. 

8
 Rolf Rendtorff, “Zur Komposition des Buches Jesaja,” VT 34 (1984): 295-320. 

9
 Peter Miscall, Isaiah, Readings, A New Biblical Commentary (Sheffield: Sheffield Press, 1993). 
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contrary to how synchronic approaches are often viewed, Miscall’s approach is not a-

historical. Melugin demonstrates how Miscall takes a nuanced position of the historical 

background of the text: 

According to Miscall, chapters 1-39 present in some detail presumed 

persons and events “from the beginning of the Syro-Ephraimite crisis in 

Ahaz’s reign to Sennacherib’s invasion during Hezekiah’s”…Isaiah 40-66, 

by contrast, “are set in the time of the exile and return, but it is impossible 

to be more specific”…Names used in 40-66 tend to be “traditional and 

specific rather than personal and individual.”
11

 

 

It is true that historical reconstruction is not the emphasis of Miscall’s interpretation. But 

it is also true that Miscall views the text historically, even if his interpretation does not 

emphasize it beyond the general strokes. This variety of historical synchrony mirrors the 

approach of the present project. This project will focus on the transformation of images 

between chapters 1 and 65-66 of Isaiah, but such a focus does not rule out an historical 

understanding of the relationship between the texts.  

In summary, this project falls most naturally under the strand of research Melugin 

calls “‘Unity’ in Terms of Synchronic Interpretation.” In addition, the brand of 

synchronic analysis that maintains a historical perspective represented by Miscall has 

specific affinities to the historical and synchronic perspective of this project. 

Williamson’s Article 

In a volume of essays entitled, Interpreting Isaiah: Issues and Approaches, 

Williamson, one of the editors, provides an introductory essay entitled “Recent Issues in 

                                                                                                                                                                             
10

 Melugin, “Isaiah 40-66 in Recent Research,” 171. 

11
 Melugin, “Isaiah 40-66 in Recent Research,” 171-72. 
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the Study of Isaiah.”
12

 In this article, the author tracks the progress of Isaiah studies since 

1994, the date of the publication of his monograph, The Book Called Isaiah. He surveys 

what he considers to be the major areas of investigation within Isaianic studies under the 

following headings: Reception History, The Book as a Unity, Isaiah 1-39, Isaiah 40-55, 

and Isaiah 56-66. In the section of his essay entitled “The Book as a Unity” Williamson 

identifies two areas of study, “themes” and “redaction criticism.” Of interest for the 

purpose of this project is his analysis of the work being done under the category 

Williamson calls “themes.” By this designation, he describes the study of the book that 

traces a theme or motif through the book and the various methodologies/approaches used 

to conduct this research. In parsing out the different kinds of projects that have arisen, 

which trace themes through the book and contribute to an understanding of the book’s 

unity, Williamson asks the following elongated question: 

Does unity mean that we can now engage in fully synchronic study, 

reading the book without regard to the hypothetical history of its growth, 

or should it be read sequentially, much in the way that we read a modern 

book, or should we still adhere to a diachronic approach, analyzing how 

one part builds upon another, while doing more justice to the book’s unity 

than was previously the case by acknowledging that one part of the book 

has been consciously influenced by another?
13

 

 

This question is impressive not only for its sheer girth but also for the striations of 

methodology which it lays out so succinctly. The first is what he calls a fully synchronic 

study. The examples he gives of this type of study include liturgical and canonical 

approaches to the text. These studies have in common a concern for the use and 

                                                           
12

H.G.M. Williamson, “Recent Issues in the Study of Isaiah,” in Interpreting Isaiah: Issues and 

Approaches, eds. David G. Firth and H.G.M. Williamson (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity, 2009), 21-40.  

13
 H.G.M. Williamson, “Recent Issues in the Study of Isaiah, ” 23-24. 
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interpretation of the text of Isaiah in communities that existed after the composition of the 

book was complete. This historical predisposition fuels their holistic approach to the text.  

The second is what Williamson calls sequential reading. This type of reading approaches 

a theme as it occurs through the course of the book, with little concern for the 

chronological variations (later passages inserted amidst earlier passages, etc.). In this 

category he offers a host of examples including Darr,
14

 Gray,
15

 Clements
16

 and 

Rendtorff.
17

 The final category, the diachronic approach, Williamson deems the most 

common approach. This approach traces a theme in the major section of the book and 

seeks to appreciate its development not just literarily, but historically as well. Williamson 

includes his own work in this category.
18

 

The methodology of this project is difficult to locate within the spectrum that 

Williamson has laid out. From one perspective, the methodology of this research is 

somewhat synchronic. The project compares images in the first chapter of Isaiah with 

related images in the final chapter of Isaiah. The project is not particularly focused on 

developing a working chronology that explains the historical relationship of the two 

passages. It simply seeks to appreciate the uses of metaphor as they occur in the texts.  

                                                           
14

 Katheryn Phisterer Darr, Isaiah’s Vision and the Family of God, LCBI (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 1994). 

15
 Mark Gray, The Rhetoric of Social Justice in Isaiah (New York: T & T Clark, 2006). 

16
 Ronald E. Clements, “A Light to the Nations: A Central Theme of the Book of Isaiah,” in 

Forming Prophetic Literature: Essays on Isaiah and the Twelve in Honor of John D.W. Watts, eds. 

J.W.Watts and P.R House, JSOTsup 214 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 57-69. 

17
 R. Rendtorff, “Isaiah 56:1 as a Key to the Formation of the Book of Isaiah,” in Canon and 

Theology: Overtures to an Old Testament Theology, ed. and trans. Margaret Kohl (Edinburgh: T & T 

Clark, 1994), 181-89. 

18
 H.G.M. Williamson, Variations on a Theme: King, Messiah, and Servant in the Book of Isaiah 

(Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998). 
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But at the same time, this project has a dimension of it that is similar to the sequential 

reading. In examining the first and the last chapters of the book, this research suggests a 

transformation of images. In other words, the author(s) of the final part of the book took 

into account the earlier images in Isaiah 1 and modified them. This modification signals 

an intentional unifying of the book by linking to the earlier images through image 

transformation. Finally, the present analysis has a diachronic dimension. While, as just 

noted, the historical relationship between Isaiah 1 and Isaiah 65-66 is not fully developed, 

this project assumes an awareness on the part of the author(s) of Isaiah 65-66 of the 

images of Isaiah 1. In this sense, the present analysis reflects a rudimentary diachronism. 

On the whole, this project is most closely aligned with what Williamson calls 

sequential reading. At least two differences exist. First, this project does not seek to 

develop a single theme and trace it across the entire book. Rather it focuses on the book’s 

use of imagery in specific chapters. However, the methodology that traces a specific 

theme is used at a number of key junctures. Examples of this methodology from the 

chapters that follow include tracing Isaiah’s maternal imagery for God, Isaiah’s 

presentation of idols, the call and answer motif in Isaiah, and the use of hnz in Isaiah. 

This type of sequential analysis of themes is used to substantiate the larger concept of this 

thesis and to contribute to a fuller understanding of the images as presented in Isaiah 1 

and Isaiah 65-66.  

Second, the aim of the project is different than that of Williamson’s category 

“sequential analysis.” Such an analysis normally aims to uncover a book’s presentation of 

a single theme. By the end of such a study, the scholar normally presents something of a 
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composite image that encompasses all of a biblical book’s use of that particular theme. 

The creation of this composite image brings together information from various historical 

strata of the book and functions as the culmination of the study. The aim of this project is 

somewhat different. It seeks to uncover the use and re-use of images in the beginning and 

ending of the book. In doing so, it highlights an intentional strategy on the part of the 

author(s) of the final chapters to unify the book’s message and to propose, by way of 

transformed image, a holistic reading of the entire book. The results, then, of the inquiry 

do not seek to fully integrate the images presented but to address the literary strategy 

behind their presentation.  

Hays’s Article 

Christopher Hays published an article in 2011 in the Religious Compass entitled, 

“The Book of Isaiah in Contemporary Research.”
19

 This article aims to be something of a 

primer for those entering the field of Isaiah studies and is written in such a way that it 

intends to “point beyond itself.”
20

 Hays begins his survey of the landscape of Isaiah 

studies since c. 2000 by investigating the tension between those that read the book as a 

unity and those that emphasize its diversity. The early part of his article progresses under 

the following headings: Theories of Composition and Redaction, Textual Criticism, 

Centripetal Approaches to Isaiah 1-66, and Reception History. The article finishes with 

three sections that follow the traditional divisions of the book.  

                                                           
19

 Christopher B. Hays, “The Book of Isaiah in Contemporary Research,” RC 5/10 (2011): 549-66. 

20
 Hays, “The Book of Isaiah,” 549.  



  

    9 

In the section on Centripetal Approaches, Hays notes how within the field of 

Isaiah studies a significant number of scholars have begun to emphasize the book’s unity. 

He presents this trend as proceeding along three trajectories. First, some scholars are 

calling into question the redactional methods that trend toward dividing the text. Lessing 

is given as an example of one who views the apparent discontinuities and gaps within 

Isaiah as being better explained by the author’s rhetorical purpose rather than by 

redactional layers.
21

 Second, another group of scholars approach the text from a canonical 

perspective which reads the book holistically as interpreted by confessing communities. 

Examples of this trend include Childs,
22

 Seitz,
23

 and Heskett.
24

 Third, still another group 

of scholars reads the book in a literary fashion, finding a broader cohesion by reading the 

book from a liturgical point of view or by tracing themes throughout the book. Hays 

offers several examples of this trend including Darr, Dille,
25

 Moughtin-Mumby,
26

 and 

Loland.
27

 It is within this final category that the present project finds the most similarities 

in terms of methodology. The present project approaches the text as a literary unity. 
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However, as noted above, the key item of investigation in this project is the use and re-

use of imagery, not a specific theme or motif.  

In a subsequent section of the article, Isaiah 1-39, Hays surveys some of the 

literary interpretations of Isaiah. He cites a trend toward holistic readings that has 

occurred by means of the method of intertextuality: 

Clearly the most notable fashion within literary criticism of Isaiah has 

been intertextual readings...This might be understood as a reaction to the 

uncertain dating of many texts in Isaiah 1-39 (and beyond); that is, given 

the difficulty of arguing direct influence of one text upon another, 

intertextuality has offered a less historically fixed way of talking about the 

interactions and intersections of texts. In the most accomplished hands, 

intertextuality becomes a way for the interpreter to recognize the interplay 

and interweaving of the books various sections.
28

 

 

The methodology of the present project has quite a bit in common with intertextuality, 

which will be explored later in this chapter. Several of Hays observations about 

intertextuality resonate with this project’s identification of transformed images. First, the 

notion that intertextuality is a reaction to the uncertain nature of dating texts in Isaiah 

likely contains a few grains of truth. The scholarship on the book of Isaiah has been 

grinding away at the dating of texts in Isaiah for more than a century and has yet to reach 

a high degree of consensus.
29

 But the impulse to compare texts within Isaiah is driven not 

so much by historical concerns but by the way Isaianic texts echo themes and images. 

                                                           
28

 Hays, “The Book of Isaiah,” 555-6. 

29
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indicated by other data that is generally accepted to establish the date of texts. To do otherwise is to prefer 

overambitious speculation to empirical data”; the fact that Hays, in 2011, senses the need to tamp down 

speculative dating of Isaianic texts is further evidence of a lack of consensus around the issue. 
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These themes, images, and texts echo across the traditional boundaries of Isaiah in such a 

way as to invite a more holistic reading. In the case of the transformed images that this 

project identifies, the presentation of these images suggests an intentional recasting of the 

metaphors found in the book’s first chapter and, as such, contribute to a holistic 

understanding of Isaiah.  

This leads to a second observation: Hays suggests that intertextuality is a way to 

appreciate the interplay of the various sections and themes of the book. The study of 

themes in Isaiah and the present study of transformed images make similiar contributions 

to the understanding of Isaiah. The text that we now study is one rich in 

interconnectedness, however one views the compositional history of Isaiah. As recent 

scholarship continues to unearth these points of connection, it might be argued that their 

very existence on a textual, thematic, and image level presents a not-so-veiled invitation 

to read the book as a unity. In Hays’ words, “For all the books obvious historical 

diversity, both the redactor’s weaving and our own habits of reading continue to make 

holistic interpretation not only possible but inevitable.”
30

 

Stromberg’s Monograph 

Stromberg’s recent monograph, An Introduction to the Study of Isaiah, is 

something of an extended version of the articles summarized and discussed above.
31

 The 

book aims to provide a useful introduction to those at the beginning of their study of 

Isaiah, to function as a guide to the myriads of secondary literature that have been written 
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on Isaiah, and to summarize the major issues concerning the book. A full summary of 

Stromberg’s volume cannot be provided here, but three sections of his study are of 

special interest to the present project. 

In the third chapter of his work, Stromberg surveys several major issues 

connected with the study of Trito-Isaiah. After he examines the issues connected with the 

formation of Trito-Isaiah, he considers the role of Trito-Isaiah in the formation of the 

book. In this section he presents the work of Steck on Trito-Isaiah,
32

 but then moves on to 

present his own work on the subject.
33

 His essential thesis is that when the author of 

Trito-Isaiah composed 56:1-8 and 65-66 he also redacted certain parts of Isaiah, 

including chapter 1. In particular he argues that Isaiah 1:27-32 was the composition of 

Trito-Isaiah. He bases this suggestion on a number of shared and rare vocabulary as well 

as on the structure of chapter 1 as a whole. 

Without commenting on the viability of Stromberg’s thesis, it seems that his 

thesis is quite compatible with the findings of the present project. If Trito-Isaiah had a 

hand in editing chapter 1 (or at the very least connecting chapter 65-66 to it through 

careful composition), then the possibility is opened that the connection between these 

chapters is forged in additional ways. The three transformed images that this project 

identifies occur in the earlier portions of Isaiah 1. In terms of their composition, it seems 

more probable that the author(s) of Trito-Isaiah draw on the imagery in Isaiah 1 in 

                                                           
32
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33
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creating the transformed images of Isaiah 65-66 than the other way around, though such a 

determination is not essential to this study. 

In a later chapter entitled “Reading Isaiah Holistically,” Stromberg explores the 

basis for holistic readings of Isaiah. In the first place, he argues that some holistic 

readings are the result of a reader-oriented approach to hermeneutics. Examples of a 

reader-oriented approach include the work of Exum,
34

 Conrad,
35

 and Darr. In the second 

place, Stromberg argues that other holistic readings are fueled by a re-evaluation of 

redaction and, in particular, the skills of the redactor. This reassessment has taken place 

over the last 30 years allowing the redactional connections in Isaiah to be appreciated 

more fully. Stromberg notes, “it is clear…that this redactional reappraisal of Isaiah has 

opened the door to holistic readings of the book. The redactors are thought to have put 

clues into the book that would help the reader get the ‘big picture.’”
36

 The present project 

aims to uncover some more of these “clues” left by the author/redactor of the text. As 

noted above, the discovery of these clues has normally followed the trajectory of shared 

vocabulary and allusion. But to leave it there would be to fall short of a full appreciation 

of the author/redactor’s skills. This project seeks to demonstrate that the author(s) of 

Isaiah 65-66 have drawn upon the imagery of Isaiah 1 and transformed those images to 

coincide with the new context of book’s final chapters. This transformation of images 
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 J.C. Exum, “Isaiah 28-32: A Literary Approach,” SBL 1979 Seminar Papers 2 (Missoula: 

Scholars Press, 1979), 123-51. 

35
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forms a firm link with the earlier passage and thereby invites a holistic reading of the 

book. 

Later in the same chapter, Stromberg is examining a phenomenon he calls “the 

redeployment of Older Literary Structures by Later Editors.” In this section, Stromberg 

examines the book’s use of texts that were likely created in contexts outside of Isaiah and 

then incorporated by the author(s)/redactor(s) for a purpose within the book. The texts he 

cites as examples are Isaiah 63:7-64:12 and Isaiah 36-39. In both cases he suggests how 

the editor(s) may have incorporated these texts originally constructed for a different 

purpose into his own work to accomplish a new literary strategy.  

Of interest for the purposes of this analysis are a few comments Stromberg makes 

introducing the section on redeployment of older texts: 

It is often the case in Isaiah that later editors did not merely preserve older 

sources alongside their own fresh contributions; rather, they sought to 

coordinate their own contributions with the earlier sources. They built on 

the older literary structures, developing the older intentionalities through 

new literary strategies. 
37

 

 

As noted above, Stromberg makes these comments primarily in reference to material 

thought to originate outside of Isaiah, which is then incorporated into Isaiah. But the 

notion of redeployment might also be detected in situations where earlier parts of Isaiah 

are incorporated into later parts of Isaiah. The present project identifies three images that 

are deployed in Isaiah 1 and applied to the situation being addressed at the beginning of 

the book. Those images are redeployed in the latter portion of Isaiah. These images are 
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not simply included alongside other new material, but through the process of 

transformation are deployed in new ways to accomplish fresh literary strategies. 

Summary 

The intention of this section has been to survey four recent works that summarize 

the state of Isaianic scholarship and to show how the methodology and findings of this 

project coincide with current trends in Isaiah scholarship. In addition, this section has 

sought to demonstrate that the methodology and findings of this project innovate beyond 

current research. The identification of transformed images represents a new literary 

approach that aims to appreciate an additional unifying strategy of the author(s) of Isaiah. 

It highlights to an even greater degree the creativity and innovative redeployment 

accomplished at the hand of the skilled author(s)/redactor(s) of the ancient text. 

Intertextuality in Isaiah 

This section briefly considers several recent developments in biblical studies in 

the area of intertextuality. These comments seek to situate the methodology of this 

project among current biblical scholarship. The second part of this section reviews the 

work of five recent scholars that deals with intertextuality in Isaiah.  

Recent Trends in Intertextuality and the Bible 

The question of how texts are related to each other has long been debated in 

biblical studies. From the ground-breaking and comprehensive work of Michael 

Fishbane
38

 to the more reader-oriented theories of Fewell
39

 and Driasma,
40

 the precise 
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application of intertextual methods to the study of the bible continues to be a subject of 

much debate. As an illustration of this debate, David Yoon ponders the roots of the term 

intertextuality in a recent article.
41

 Yoon traces the term back to its origin with Julia 

Kristeva and suggests an indelible connection between the methods of intertextuality and 

the ideology it was meant to embody: 

Intertextuality originated with a political agenda, as a reaction against the 

social and political milieu in Europe during those times. It is an attempt to 

take power away from the authority (author), and place it in the hands of 

the civilian (reader)…Thus, it redirected a focus from the objective 

meaning of the text to the subjective understanding of the reader, who 

reads the text through the lens of previous texts he has encountered.
42

  

 

He then examines the work of Richard Hays. His reading of Hays suggests that though 

Hays uses the term “intertextuality,” he does not believe Hays does so in the proper sense 

of the word. His purpose is not to criticize the work of Hays, of which he is largely in 

agreement, but to suggest that for Hays’s work to fly under the flag of intertextuality is a 

misnomer.
43

 He then suggests using a modified form of the word “inter-textuality” to 

describe the methodology of scholars like Hays who work with texts in a diachronic 

fashion.
44

 This brief illustration suggests that to a large degree the use of various terms 
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and methodologies, like intertextuality, to describe the connection between biblical texts 

is still an open question. 

In an article on intertextuality, Richard Shultz addresses the ongoing debate about 

intertextuality and biblical studies.
45

 In laying the groundwork for his contribution to the 

issue, he provides a helpful summary of the various methods that fly under the flag of 

intertextuality: 

In its broadest application, intertextuality is understood, according to Peter 

Miscall, (1) as "a covering term for all the possible relations that can be 

established between texts. The relations can be based on anything from 

quotes and direct references to indirect allusions to common words and 

even letters to dependence on language itself."
 
In its narrowest application, 

due to its current popularity, the term can also serve simply (2) as a trendy 

label for the traditional study of inner-biblical exegesis or inner-biblical 

allusion, that is, according to Ellen van Wolde, "as a modern literary 

theoretical coat of veneer over the old comparative approach."
46

 

 

In an attempt to redeem intertextuality, Schultz examines the intertextual methods of 

Michael Riffaterre, a professor of French Literature at Columbia University. He sees in 

Riffaterre’s method a sort of middle ground between the two poles of understanding 

described above. For Riffaterre, the pursuit of intertexts does not lead a person down the 

road of endless interpretations of a given text as a synchronic approach would suggest. 

Instead, based on an understanding of what he calls “determinate reading” Riffaterre 

suggests that the presence of an intertext functions to limit interpretation. Schultz 

summarizes Riffaterre’s point: 

                                                           
45

 Richard L. Shultz, “Intertextuality, Canon, and ‘Undecidability’: Understanding Isaiah's ‘New 

Heavens and New Earth’ (Isaiah 65:17-25),” BBR 20.1 (2010): 19-38. 

46
 Shultz, “Intertextuality, Canon, and ‘Undecidability,’” 22. The references within the quotation 

are as follows: Peter D Miscall, "Isaiah New Heavens, New Earth, New Book," in Reading between Texts 

Intertextuality and the Hebrew Bible, ed. Dana Fewell (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 44, and 

Ellen van Wolde, "Trendy Intertextuality," in Intertextuality in Biblical Writings Essays in Honor of Bas 

van Iersel, ed. Sipke Driasma (Kampen: Uitgeversmaatschappij J.H. Kok, 1989), 43. 



  

    18 

Riffaterre soundly rejects the claim, mentioned above, that intertextuality 

necessarily results in “the dispersal of meanings through an infinite system 

of interlocking codes.” In his view, “ambiguity, obscurity, undecid-ability, 

indeterminacy, unreadability, ungrammaticality—all of these exist only as 

a stage in the reading process and serve to alert the reader to the presence 

of an intertext that will resolve the work's difficulties.”
 
In Riffaterre's 

understanding, intertextuality so restricts and guides the reading process 

that it is even appropriate to speak of “the proper interpretation, since 

there will necessarily be only one” that encompasses all “constants 

observed again and again” in repeated readings and by various readers.
 

Clearly, Riffaterre's approach to intertextuality is far removed from that of 

Kristeva and Barthes.
47

 

 

A full summary of the method Schultz proposes cannot be provided here, but at least two 

points regarding his method are in order. First, this method appropriately views the text 

as containing strata of meaning via the incorporation of intertexts. For Schultz, “intertexts 

result in a layering of meaning…resulting in richer rather than diffused meaning.”
48

 

Second, this method of intertextuality seeks to establish intertexts as a way to ascertain 

the full meaning of the text. As such, in exploring a text “it is legitimate to cut off the 

process of following intertextual links (indefinitely), even on an arbitrary basis, 

especially by giving preference to more clearly marked intertexts.”
49

 Schultz’s innovation 

of intertextual methods presents a methodology that views intertexts as a means by which 

an author establishes meaning. Intertextual analysis, therefore, aims to uncover this richer 

meaning by identifying and substantiating textual connections.  

It remains to be seen whether this modified version of intertextuality will catch on among 

interpreters of the Bible. Schultz’s method bears relevance to this project in its efforts to 

incorporate intertexts beyond the ones identified by quotation and allusion. The 
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transformed images between Isaiah 1 and Isaiah 65-66 that this thesis identifies would 

seem to fall under the auspices of Schultz’s more broadly conceptualized intertextual 

method. It should be noted, however, that in Schultz’s examination of Isaiah 65:17-25, he 

does not identify the transformed image that links Isaiah 1:15 to Isaiah 65:24.
50

 

Selected Interpreters of Isaiah’s Intertextuality 

A number of recent monographs have emerged in the last twenty years that 

explore allusion and intertextuality in Isaiah. Each of the five authors presented below 

examine the textual connections in Isaiah. Their research collectively demonstrates that 

Isaiah is a rich quarry to mine for textual connection with other Isaianic texts and with 

other texts in the Hebrew Bible. The purpose of this survey is two-fold. First, this section 

serves as a sampling of the type of textual work that is being done currently in Isaianic 

studies. Though the present study approaches the connection between texts from a 

slightly different vantage point, this survey of scholarship places this research within a 

current stream of scholarship on the book of Isaiah. Second, this survey will demonstrate 

that the primary methodology of current research in the intertextuality of Isaiah is the 

identification and interpretation of allusion. As noted earlier, the tool of recognizing and 

assessing verbal parallels between texts is the primary (if not the only) tool in the tool 

shed for this kind of work.  

                                                           
50
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The following section will cite examples from each of the works in an effort to 

explore their methodology, specifically how they assess the strength and meaning of the 

connections they identify. But the summaries offered below should not be interpreted as a 

disapproval of the various authors and their work. In fact the opposite is actually the case. 

Each of the works surveyed below has made a significant contribution to the study of 

Isaiah. The present study seeks to stand on the shoulders of these able scholars in an 

attempt to appreciate the interconnectedness of Isaiah on an even higher level.  

Patricia Tull’s Remembering the Former Things 

In Remembering the Former Things, Patricia Tull examines intertextual 

connections in Second Isaiah.
51

 This volume is very carefully argued and seeks to be 

something of a corrective to those in the generation preceding Tull who “have expected 

precise repetitions” or “have allowed too much imprecision.”
52

 Writing into this mileau, 

Tull lays out a detailed methodology to guide her intertextual analysis. Tull has been 

significantly influence by Hays and uses his scheme to assess Second Isaiah’s intertextual 

connections.
53

 The following “tests” are borrowed from Hays and used to assess the 

strength of an intertextual reference: availability, volume, recurrence, thematic 

coherence, historical plausibility, history of interpretation, and satisfaction. One of these 

tests warrants closer examination. In discussing “volume” as a test for assessing 
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intertextual references, Tull offers the following explanation: “volume is determined 

primarily by the degree of explicit repetition of words or syntactical patterns.” So Tull, 

following Hays, views the strength of an intertextual connection between texts as a 

function of amount of shared vocabulary. This methodological disposition is born out in 

Tull’s analysis of various intertexts. 

In the third chapter of her monograph, Tull examines several quotations that are 

found in Isaiah 52:7-12. Tull identifies three different intertextual references including 

Nahum 2:1, Psalm 98:3 and Lamentations 4:15. For our purposes, we will examine her 

discussion of Nahum 2:1. After laying out the texts side by side, she observes that six 

words of Nahum 2:1 occur in Isaiah 52:7. She then observes that “no part of this phrase 

occurs anywhere else. In fact, the term rVeb;m. itself occurs only three time outside of 

Second Isaiah and Nahum, and only in narratives (1 Sam 4:17; 2 Sam 4:10 and 18:26).”
54

 

Finally, she works through the tests of allusion in order to assess the strength of the 

intertextual connection. In considering the “volume” test she comments about Nahum 2:1 

that “its six-word phrase is echoed precisely in Second Isaiah, displaying a remarkable 

level of explicit repetition.”
55

 Though it may seem like an obvious admission, what is 

clear from this brief survey of Tull’s work is the import she places on shared vocabulary. 

Judging from her comment that Isaiah displays, “a remarkable level of explicit 

repetition” (emphasis added) further illustrates that verbal parallels between texts 

constitute the coinage of intertextual analysis.  
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Tull goes on to discuss the thematic coherence between the texts, but this 

discussion is aimed at validating the claim that these verbal parallels actually constitute a 

genuine allusion. In the end, Tull has successfully argued for the existence of the 

intertexts she identifies. For the purpose of this analysis, the point remains that the sole 

tool by which these intertextual connections are discovered is the analysis of shared 

vocabulary. As will be further validated from the continued survey below, the current 

state of intertextual work among scholars working in Isaiah is predicated largely on the 

observance of shared vocabulary and syntax. A corollary is true as well: that the strength 

of these intertexts is judged by the volume of shared vocabulary. 

Benjamin Sommer’s A Prophet Reads Scripture 

 In his helpful work, A Prophet Reads Scripture, Sommer examines specific cases 

of allusion in the second half of Isaiah.
56

 Sommer dedicates the first chapter of his work 

to methodology and definitions of terms.  Of interest is Sommer’s discussion of allusion 

where he endorses Ben-Porat’s analysis of allusion. Sommer uses her four-stage scheme 

of allusion as the basis for his discussion of allusion in Isaiah. His rubric is based on four 

levels of allusion, where each builds upon the previous level:  

“First, the reader recognizes…a marker, an identifiable element or pattern 

in one text belonging to another independent text…The second stage…is 

the identification of the evoked text…The third stage is the modification 

of the interpretation of the sign in the alluding text… In the [fourth] stage 

the reader activates the evoked text as a whole to form a connection 
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between it and the alluding text which are not based on the marker and 

marked items themselves.”
57

  

 

Using this scheme, Sommer defines allusion as an intertextual reference that engages at 

least levels one, two, and three and potentially level four. For Sommer, an echo is an 

intertextual reference that is less strong and that engages only level one and possibly 

levels one and two of the above scheme.  The exactitude with which Sommer explains his 

understanding of allusion reveals an underlying premise behind his view of connections 

between texts. Simply put, verbal allusions are the primary grounds by which to examine 

intertextual connections.  

We may find one possible exception to this statement in Sommer’s definition of 

influence. Influence is “the affiliative relations between past and present literary texts and 

their authors.”
58

 This term seems to describe a somewhat loose form of intertextual 

connection which does not rely on verbal parallels. On the whole, the concept of this term 

seems linked to the desire to see larger patterns in literature and to classify in some way 

the families of literature that have a certain commonality. The category of influence is not 

of much use when dealing with the prophetic literature of the Hebrew Bible, and is used 

sparingly in Sommer’s analysis due to Sommer’s specific interest. 

Sommer dedicates an entire chapter to Deutero-Isaiah’s allusion to Jeremiah. He 

states pointedly that the highest number of allusions in Isaiah 40-66 find their origin in 

Jeremiah’s prophecies. These intertexts with Jeremiah are carefully presented and 

provide helpful insight. For the purpose of this analysis, however, the analysis in a later 
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chapter that examines Deutero-Isaiah’s allusion to First Isaiah will be presented. Though 

these examples stand outside Sommer’s primary contribution (the analysis of the 

Jeremiah intertexts), they provide a useful conversation partner for this project in that 

they analyze Second Isaiah’s use of Fist Isaiah. 

 In one section, Sommer examines the shared vocabulary between Isaiah 28:1-5 

and Isaiah 40:1-10. He begins this analysis by quoting the entire portions, highlighting 

the verbal correspondence by inserting the Hebrew words parenthetically which the 

passages share. This particular section is used to represent a function of allusion known 

as reversal. In reversal the later text is thought to reverse the earlier text in some way in 

order to highlight a new meaning. All the while, the textual connection is forged in spite 

of the newly assigned meaning. The following is the first portion of Sommer’s analysis of 

this allusion: 

The two passages share vocabulary and themes such as the constancy and 

inconstancy of God and the people, some of which other scholars have 

noted. These themes and the words ~[ (“people”) and dy (“hand”)  are 

quite common, so that they cannot serve as markers indicating that 

Deutero-Isaiah draws specifically on Isaiah 28. Similarly, the word lbn 
(“fade”) appears together with botanical terms in figures of human frailty 

several times in the Hebrew Bible, though that word and #yc (“flower”) 

appear together  only in these two passage. The connection between the 

passages goes deeper than these frequent terms, however, since both 

passages also utilize an additional phrase that is unique to them: the words 

hnh (“behold”), qzx (“strong”) and ynd-a (“lord”) together.
59

 

 

It goes without saying that this extended example reinforces the idea that for Sommer 

verbal allusions are the primary grounds by which to examine intertextual connections. 
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Sommer’s analysis is nothing short of a careful mining of the vocabulary in each passage. 

The connection he suggests is forged by the presence of shared vocabulary. 

But the corollary mentioned above concerning Tull’s work is also true of 

Sommer’s analysis: the strength of the connection is weighed by the number and lexical 

frequency of the shared vocabulary. In the example above Sommer first points out the 

shared vocabulary, ~[ and dy . But he states that these vocabulary words alone, due to 

their widespread use in the Hebrew Bible do not forge a connection strong enough on 

which to base a discussion of verbal dependence. Sommer then references the word pair 

lbn and #yc. He notes that this verbal pair occurs together only these two places in the 

Hebrew Bible. This factor is key for Sommer’s analysis in that the rarity of the 

vocabulary pairing is used to identify the intertextual connection with greater certainty. 

Sommer further notes that the connection is of highest certainty due to fact that words 

hnh (“behold”), qzx (“strong”) and ynda (“lord”) occur together in both passages. 

The connection between Isaiah 28:1-5 and 40:1-10 represents a concept that 

Sommer calls reversal. This term describes a phenomenon where the alluding text makes 

use of language from the source text; however in doing so it reverses the sense of the text. 

In Isaiah 28, the message of the text is one of judgment and condemnation. The fading 

flower represents Ephraim who is the subject of YHWH’s wrath. In Isaiah 40, the fading 

flower is used to contrast the word of the Lord that stands forever. This example 

demonstrates a certain flexibility where allusion is concerned. Authors of the alluding 

texts reshaped the source text for their purposes, all the while referencing the older text in 

ways that their audience would have recognized. This concept identified by Sommer is 
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similar to the literary technique of transformed images. As will be demonstrated below, 

this technique draws on earlier images and reinterprets them in a new literary context. 

A second example from Sommer involves his analysis of the intertextual 

reference between Isaiah 11 and 60:17-61:1. This example of Sommer’s analysis is 

significant in that the connection between the texts is somewhat tenuous, and thus 

provides an opportunity to see other aspects of Sommer’s method: 

Another allusion to Isaiah 11 occurs in 60:17-61:1. Several markers 

appear rcn (“sprout” 11.1 // 60.21); xwr (“spirit” 11.2 //61.1); the root 

qydc, expressing just rule (11.3-5 // 60.17) ; #ra (“land” 11.4 // 60.21). 

One might object that the parallel involves fairly common vocabulary 

items (though “sprout” is an important exception, appearing only four 

times in the Hebrew Bible).  Further, the linkage may initially appear 

weak because at least two of the parallel terms reflect an ancient Semitic 

motif associated with royalty: both Hebrew and Phoenician texts describe 

kings with a word for “shoot” or “branch” alongside the word qdc, 

meaning “just” or “legitimate”…Given the presence of shared vocabulary 

along with shared themes, and in light of Deutero-Isaiah’s earlier use of 

these verses from Isaiah [in 42.1-8], it seems likely that Isa 60.17-61.1 

indeed rely on Isaiah 11.
60

 

 

As Sommer begins his discussion of this proposed allusion, he cites the verbal parallels. 

But as he cites the specific shared vocabulary, he notes that of the four words that the 

passages share, three of them are quite common. Sommer’s next step is to argue from 

several angles that though the vocabulary is common, he still believes these parallels 

evidence an intentional allusion. First, he notes that the one word, rcn (“sprout”), is in 

fact rare. Next, he argues that the use of one of the common words is actually specialized. 

He does this by referencing Hebrew and Phoenician texts that use qdc to refer to the 
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legitimacy of the ruler. In so many words, Sommer is arguing that the use of one of the 

common words is not common. Finally, Sommer appeals to shared themes and Deutero-

Isaiah’s previous use of the text to establish this somewhat tenuous example as a 

legitimate example of allusion. 

Sommer uses this allusion as something of a hybrid example of both reprediction 

and transformation, though the example occurs in his text under the heading 

“Reprediction of Royal Prophecies.” He shows how in Isaiah 11 the passage points 

forward to a royal heir and to the Davidic throne. This king will be planted by the Lord 

and will rule justly. In Isaiah 60, these terms are applied to the nation: the nation is 

planted by the Lord and are described as being just. So while this example is a 

reprediction, it also seems like something of a transformation. Isaiah 60 alludes to the 

“kingly” parts of the prophecy and transforms them to refer to the nation as a whole. This 

example from Sommer is similar to the literary technique of transformed images that will 

be identified and discussed in subsequent chapters. In Sommer’s example, the referents 

are changed (from a king to the nation) but the description is shared. In the transformed 

images that are the subject of this project, the referent remains the same, but the imagery 

is transformed. 

These examples as a whole provide helpful insights into Sommer’s method. Based 

on the first example above (and scores of others throughout the book) it is clear that 

shared vocabulary is the basis for Sommer’s identification of allusion. And further, the 

strength of the connection is based on the lexical frequency of the shared vocabulary. But 

in the second example, Sommer is forced to resort to shared imagery and specialized 
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usage of vocabulary in order to establish this allusion on firm exegetical footing. The 

degree to which he is successful is the degree to which he is able to make common 

vocabulary not so common. 

One final example that will provide an additional insight occurs under the heading 

of “Negative Reprediction.” Sommer lists an extensive parallel between Isaiah 2:6-21 and 

Isaiah 57:3-15. He cites a large portion of each of the texts and highlights the shared 

vocabulary by placing the shared Hebrew words in parentheses. He then analyzes the 

parallels: 

In addition to the vocabulary indicated in parentheses, the passages share 

several themes, though they express them with slightly different 

vocabulary. Each contrasts the people’s trust in idols with their lack of 

fear of YHWH, and each announces that  the people will soon have reason 

to fear YHWH (2.10, 21; 57.11) In Isaiah, the once haughty people will 

lower themselves to hide in caves and dust (2.10, 21); in Deutero-Isaiah 

they go as far down as Sheol (57.9). Idols vanish in both texts: in Isaiah 

they are swept away (2.18) and their owners fling them away (2.20), while 

in Deutero-Isaiah the wind carries them off (57.13).
61

 

 

Sommer’s analysis of these texts is unique from some of the others in that he explores the 

connection within the text beyond verbal parallels. He sees a connection between how the 

people lack a fear in YHWH, how the idols are disposed of, and how the haughty people 

descend. But these observations are not based on verbal parallels. These parallels suggest 

themselves even though the specific verses which contain them do not share vocabulary. 

At the same time, it should be noted that Sommer’s discovery and discussion of them is 

based on the shared vocabulary in the other verses of the passages. Though he does not 

state it directly, his analysis suggests that the weight of thematic parallels between texts 
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rests on the presence of shared vocabulary as well. In contrast to this example in 

Sommer, the transformed images that are the subject of this project occur with very few 

shared vocabulary in the specific verses that are analyzed. It could be argued that the 

shared vocabulary in other parts of the passages (Isaiah 1 and 65-66) lays the groundwork 

for the transformed images, but this would only capture part of the picture. While the 

surrounding verbal parallels do contribute to Isaiah 1 and 65-66 being read in parallax, 

the vividness of the transformed images forges a connection between the text that 

warrants independent consideration. These transformed images will be presented in due 

course. 

In summary, Sommer’s methodology gives prime of place to verbal parallels in 

determining the connection between texts. The greater the number of words shared by the 

two texts, the greater the connection; and the more rare the shared vocabulary, the 

stronger the connection. It was also demonstrated that Sommer’s assessment of the 

strength of thematic parallels between passages depends to a large degree on the presence 

of verbal parallels. 

Todd Hibbard’s Intertextuality in Isaiah 24-27 

In the publication of his doctoral thesis under the title Intertextuality in Isaiah 24-

27, J. Todd Hibbard examines the intertextual nature of this difficult text.
62

 On the outset 

of his analysis he lays out four criteria that define an intertextual relationship: “(1) the 

text must contain shared vocabulary, preferably vocabulary that is not common to the rest 
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of the Hebrew Bible; (2) the texts must exhibit a measure of thematic coherence; (3) the 

proposed connection must in some way contribute to the meaning of the later text; (4) the 

textual connection must be chronologically possible.”
63

 Though Hibbard’s analysis flies 

under the flag of intertextuality, his method bears a strong similarity to Sommer’s 

conception of allusion. In particular, both Hibbard and Sommer view shared vocabulary 

as the key to identifying connections between texts and both Hibbard and Sommer 

suggest that the use of lexically infrequent words strengthens the connection. One slight 

difference between them is that Hibbard seems to view the thematic coherence as 

somewhat essential to the connection, where Sommer, as we have seen, sees the thematic 

coherence as incidental or at least tangential to the connection. Another slight difference 

is that Sommer tends to identify textual coherence on a large scale (paragraph cohering 

with paragraph) where Hibbard tends to identify textual coherence in smaller phrases.
64

  

One of the textual connections examined by Hibbard is the connection between 

Isaiah 24:13 and Isaiah 17:6.  Before delving into the textual evidence, Hibbard examines 

the chronological relationship between the texts and concludes that Isaiah 24 is clearly 

the later text and that Isaiah 17 may well have been available to its author as a possible 

source for an intertextual connection. The following is part of Hibbard’s very detailed 

textual analysis: 
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The similar linguistic formations — tyz @qnk and tllw[ — suggest that 

Isaiah 24 is picking up the wording of Isaiah 17, especially since the two 

formulations only occur in these two places in the Hebrew scriptures. 

Additionally, and certainly less importantly, one could note that 

agricultural imagery abounds in Isaiah 24, so it is perhaps not surprising 

that this material from Isaiah 17 would have “caught the eye” of this later 

author.
65

 

 

Hibbard’s analysis of this intertextual connection follows a predictable path based 

on the methodology he presents in the first chapter of his monograph. His case to identify 

this intertextual connection is strong in that the term tllw[ occurs only twice in the 

Hebrew Bible in the two verses under consideration. But in considering the other two 

shared vocabulary, Hibbard moves beyond mere lexical frequency. The terms tyz and 

@qnk occur 38 and 21 times respectively. But rather than consider them as individual 

words, Hibbard notes that the syntactical construction which combines these words only 

occurs in these two places. By highlighting the infrequent use of these words together, 

Hibbard seeks to strengthen his case that the author of Isaiah 24 intended to forge an 

intertextual connection. 

Also of interest in Hibbard’s discussion of these texts is his critique of Sweeney’s 

interpretation of this intertextual reference.
66

 Sweeney too is convinced of an allusion to 

Isaiah 17:6 in Isaiah 24:13, but he interprets the connection between the verses to be a bit 

more thoroughgoing. Sweeney argues that the author of Isaiah 24 uses the shared 

vocabulary to signal a transformation of judgment described in Isaiah 17. The judgment 
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there is levied against the northern kingdom. Sweeney’s suggestion is that the author of 

Isaiah 24 is forging a more comprehensive connection. According to Sweeney, Isaiah 24 

universalizes the judgment described in Isaiah 17. So the author of Isaiah 24 uses the 

intertextual connection to argue that the judgment of the Northern Kingdom in Isaiah 17 

is now extended to the world. 

Hibbard is skeptical of this more comprehensive connection. He argues that if the 

author of Isaiah 24 had such a connection in mind, we would expect to see more shared 

vocabulary from other verses in Isaiah 17. Hibbard suggests that if the author of Isaiah 24 

was looking to forge a greater level of connection, verses like Isaiah 17:13 (which 

mention judgment on the nations) would have been prime candidates for reuse. So 

Hibbard summarizes his understanding: “Rather than suggest, as Sweeney does, that the 

author is attaching a ‘worldwide significance’ to Israel’s punishment, our author has 

evidently picked up an oracle originally aimed at the wayward Northern Kingdom and 

reapplied it in part to his portrayal of the judgment and devastation of the earth.”
67

 The 

distance between Hibbard’s and Sweeney’s interpretations is far from drastic, but the 

conversation between these positions does highlight the high import Hibbard places on 

shared vocabulary. Hibbard understands the intertextual connection between the texts to 

be less comprehensive than Sweeney precisely because there is not more shared 

vocabulary. The survey of this first example in Hibbard’s analysis reaffirms once again 

that the current state of the discipline views textual connections solely through the lens of 

shared vocabulary. 
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A second intertextual connection that Hibbard explores is between Isaiah 25:3-5 

and four other texts in Isaiah. This discussion is somewhat unique from the other 

intertextual connections in that Hibbard proposes something of a “serial connection” 

between Isaiah 25 and other Isaianic texts. He begins the discussion by identifying the 

shared vocabulary, the single word ~ycyr[. He carefully notes that “the book of Isaiah 

mentions ~ycyr[ seven times, three of which appear in 25:1-5.”
68

 Note that by limiting 

the inquiry to the word’s occurrences in Isaiah, Hibbard is trying to bolster the case for 

the existence of an intertextual connection. #yr[ occurs 20 times in the Hebrew Bible, 

and, as Hibbard notes, seven of those occur in Isaiah. His evaluation of this intertextual 

connection is as follows: 

All of this evidence suggests that the author of 25:3-5 was reusing 

language (primarily #yr[) found in each of the these texts and likely did 

so for several reasons. First, this lexeme provided, due to its infrequent but 

important use, an easily recognizable term that could evoke earlier tests. 

Additionally, all of these earlier texts depicted YHWH’s salvation for his 

people through the destruction of either an individual tyrant (#yr[) or a 

multitude of foes (~y#yr[). Isaiah 25:3-5 picks up on this idea and 

redeploys this language in a universal context, most analogous to Isa 

13:11. The description of the nations as ~ycyr[ ~ywg places this text 

within an interpretive framework already existent in the book of Isaiah and 

thereby enables the reader to understand more precisely the activity 

envisioned in Isaiah 25.
69

 

 

As noted above, Hibbard’s discussion is somewhat unique in that he is proposing an 

intertextual connection with numerous texts. He suggests that something of a prophetic 

shorthand had developed among readers of Isaiah concerning the concept of “tyrant.” He 
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refers to this concept as “an interpretive framework.” So when Isaiah 25 uses the 

language specific to this interpretive framework, he is evoking the framework as a whole. 

Note also that Hibbard traces the development of this framework from its earlier uses, 

likely referring to Babylon, to its use in Isaiah 25 where it is used more universally. In 

doing so, Hibbard is suggesting that the understanding of and familiarity with the early 

texts prepares the readers of Isaiah for its expansion in Isaiah 25. Finally note that this 

network of connection is forged on the sole basis of the shared vocabulary. Hibbard’s 

“interpretive framework” exists because the texts under consideration use the word #yr[. 

Hibbard’s analysis of the “interpretive framework” used in Isaiah 25 bears some 

similarity to the approach of this project. Of interest is the way in which Hibbard moves 

beyond the vocabulary to suggest that a larger motif existed within the collective 

consciousness of the Israelites. When Isaiah 25 alludes to this motif through the use of a 

well-known reference word, it effective engages the larger consciousness associated with 

the entity. By making this move, Hibbard’s argument accesses a higher level of 

connection between texts. This higher level of connectedness is precisely the type of 

connection this project argues for in relation to the use of transformed images in Isaiah 

65-66. By engaging the images of Isaiah 1 in a transformed way, Isaiah 65-66 forge a 

high level of connectedness with the earlier text. The difference between what Hibbard 

does here and the present analysis is that in the passage Hibbard considers, the 

connection is made through shared vocabulary. In the passage to be studied in Isaiah 1 

and 65-66, the connection is formed without a plentitude of shared vocabulary. 

Risto Nurmela’s The Mouth of the Lord Has Spoken 
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In this volume, Nurmela examines the inner-biblical allusions in Isaiah 40-55 and 

Isaiah 56-66.
70

 His analysis of these two sections identifies literary allusions within the 

text from any identifiable source within the Hebrew Bible, including the other parts of 

Isaiah. What makes Nurmela’s study somewhat different than the others examined here is 

the caution with which he identifies possible intertexts. Speaking of intertextual 

connections within Second and Third Isaiah he notes in his introduction that “this does 

not mean that every such lexical link indicates dependence of the one passage on the 

other; mere coincidences are possible and therefore the contexts of which the link forms 

part must also be heeded.”
71

 Nurmela is skeptical of some of the intertextual work that 

has been done on the text of Second and Third Isaiah. His work is presented as something 

of a corrective to those who would see too high a number of intertexts based on common 

vocabulary.
72

 As a result, Nurmela’s work is done very cautiously with special attention 

to the contexts of each text involved in the intertextual connection. 

 Of interest for our purposes is Nurmela’s discussion of an intertext between 

Isaiah 11:7-9 and Isaiah 65:25. This example was chosen because it deals with a place 

where Third Isaiah is dependent on First Isaiah. He begins his analysis by citing the 

shared phrases, in this case the phrases, !bt lkay rqbk hyraw  (“and the lion shall eat 
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straw like the ox”) and alw w[ry al yvdq rh lkb btyxvy (“they will not hurt or 

destroy on my holy mountain”). He then goes on to discuss other parts of the contexts of 

each that contribute to the intertextual connection.  Of interest is his discussion of the 

parallel statements about the wolf and the lamb: 

The association of the wolf and lamb need not be due to internal 

dependence, since they form the most natural couple in such imagery. 

Moreover, different words are use for lamb—or young ram…The fact that 

a rare word is used in Isa 65 indeed suggests that Isa 11 is dependent on 65 

rather than vice versa. However, fbk is never found in Isa 40-66; whereas 

hlj is used in 40,11.
73

 

 

Two observations are in order. First, Nurmela proceeds with caution in weighing this 

evidence of an intertextual relationship where others may have been more dogmatic. This 

caution is a feature of his analysis. Second, Nurmela’s analysis of the direction of 

dependence takes into account the frequency of the words used within Isaiah. The fact 

that a rare word is used in Isaiah 65 suggests Isaiah 65 as the source. This bit of data is 

over-ruled by the fact that fbk is never used in Second or Third Isaiah, lessening the 

impact of the rare vocabulary in Isaiah 65.  

This rather technical discussion brings up two ideas that relate to the present 

project. First, as has been demonstrated several times now, shared vocabularly is primary 

method used to discover intertextual connections. Additionally, the discussion of 

Nurmela has demonstrated yet again that the frequency of vocabulary within the Hebrew 

Bible influences how scholars understand intertextual links. Second, Nurmela’s attention 

to the contexts of the texts is a helpful corrective to what can become a rush to judgment 
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about textual dependence. In the analysis that follows of the transformed images of Isaiah 

1 and 65-66, the contexts of each image play a significant role in establishing the 

connection between the images and in assessing the transformation of the image from one 

passage to the next. 

Jacob Stromberg’s Isaiah After Exile 

In a published version of his doctoral dissertation, Jacob Stromberg argues that 

the author of Third Isaiah played a specific role in the formation and redaction of Isaiah 

1-39.
74

 His thesis was discussed earlier in this chapter. The present section examines 

Stromberg’s analysis of the connections between First and Third Isaiah. In chapter 5 of 

his monograph, Stromberg presents the evidence of this redaction by offering an analysis 

of Isaiah 1:27-31 and its intertextual references: 

An analysis of the parallels noted by Smith above reveals that the origin of 

the whole of 1:27-31 must be sought in a time much later than Isaiah the 

prophet. There are two significant categories of shared items. First, three 

of the terms cited come only in 1:27-31 and TI within the Hebrew bible. 

The phrase hwhy ybz[ occurs only in 1:28 and 65:11. The qal construct 

ybv is found only in 1:27 and 59:20, in both with the meaning ‘repent’ and 

in both referring to Zion’s population. And finally, ‘gardens’ come only in 

1:29-30; 65:3; and 66:17 with the connotation of illicit cult practices…In 

sum, all three terms occur in the OT only at 1:27-31 and TI, two of them 

coming in 65-6.
75

 

 

In this paragraph and the ones that follow it, Stromberg is trying to establish an exclusive 

connection between Isaiah 1:27-31 and Trito-Isaiah. Such a connection if established 

would undergird his larger thesis about the redaction of Isaiah 1-39. In attempting to 
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forge this exclusive connection Stromberg appeals to shared vocabulary. This is the 

modus operandi in the discipline of analyzing connection between texts. But Stromberg’s 

argument, though carefully presented, may not be as strong as it appears at first glance. 

First, in relation to the phrase,     hwhy ybz[, which occurs in 1:28, Stromberg is correct 

in noting that this exact phrase only occurs in the texts named above. But it should be 

noted that the root bz[, “to forsake,” occur 23 times in Isaiah and 216 times in the 

Hebrew Bible with a fairly equal distribution across the major genres of the Hebrew 

Bible.
76

 The only way such a word forms an exclusive connection with another text is 

through its combination with another word.
77

 

Second, Stromberg points out that “the qal construct ybv is found only in 1:27 and 

59:20, in both with the meaning ‘repent’ and in both referring to Zion’s population.”
78

 

This analysis is technically correct. However, it should be noted that the root bwv occurs 
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1059 times in the Hebrew Bible and 51 times in Isaiah.
79

 Furthermore, it is used in Isaiah 

in the participial form six times.
80

 This is a very common word in the Hebrew Bible and 

in Isaiah. Suggesting and exclusive connection between two texts on the basis of this 

word is less than convincing. 

In summary, the point of this close reading is not to debunk Stromberg’s 

argument entirely, because on many other points he presents a case worthy of 

consideration. The point to make is that an exclusive dependence on shared vocabulary 

may lead scholars, even very good ones, to special pleading in order to establish the point 

they wish to make. It is certainly possible that the author of Third Isaiah reserved the qal 

participle of bwv to forge an exclusive connection with Isaiah 1, but one wonders if 

ancient authors where thinking in these categories.  

Summary 

A close reading of these five scholars of Isaiah has brought out several prevailing 

ideas about the state of intertextual studies in Isaiah, and intertextual studies generally. 

The first, and most obvious, is that shared vocabulary is the primary capital for assessing 

connections between texts. This admission is so obvious and widespread that it goes 

without saying. The second is the corollary that the strength of the intertextual connection 

is weighed by the number and lexical frequency of the shared vocabulary. This notion is 

generally accepted among scholars of the Hebrew Bible. As demonstrated above, 
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especially in the discussion of Stromberg, scholars are particularly drawn to exclusively 

shared vocabulary as it bolsters the strength of the connection. A word of caution is in 

order regarding the identification of rare vocabulary, rare grammatical forms of common 

vocabulary, and rare meaning for common vocabulary. Scholars must admit that though a 

certain vocabulary word may be rare in the Hebrew Bible, such a fact does not necessary 

infuse that word with special import. Would we be so convinced of a strong intertextual 

connection if the word that only occurs two times in the Hebrew Bible occurs thousands 

of times in the literature of the ancient world that did not survive?  

In the end, my research is not seeking to problematize the current method of 

establishing connections between texts. Indeed, this thesis will make use of this method 

to establish claims of its own. The purpose of the above survey is to interact with current 

intertextual scholarship on Isaiah and show that there is indeed room for another method 

to establish connections between texts. Further, the method of identifying and analyzing 

transformed images purported by the present project does not aim to replace the current 

modus operandi, but aims to supplement it and bolster its claims. 

Approaches to the Connections between Isaiah 1 and 65-66 

The connection between chapters 1 and 65-66 is by no means a new development. 

Interpreters have long noted the connection between the opening and closing chapters of 

Isaiah. In 1956, Leon J. Liebreich wrote a two-essay series entitled “The Compilation of 
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the Book of Isaiah” in which he highlights the connection between these chapters.
 81

 The 

following summarizes the connection he presents:  

A comparative study of the last chapter of the Book of Isaiah (chap. 66) 

and the first (chap. 1) warrants the inference that the position of chap. 66 

at the end of the book presupposes the unmistakable intention and fixed 

determination to make the book end in the same vein with which it begins. 

The list compiled below exhibits the striking points of contact between the 

two chapters.
82

 

 

In the subsequent section of his article, Liebreich goes on to list 20 vocabulary parallels 

between the chapters. Liebreich’s main focus in this section of the article is the 

identification of the shared vocabulary. He does offer a few comments about the effect of 

these parallels. First, he finds it significant that “hear the word of the Lord” occurs in 

three places in Isaiah 1:10, 39:5, and 66:5.
 83

 Second, he sees the parallel between 1:31 

and 66:24 as significant in that it may help to explain why the book ends on such a low 

note.
 84

 Beyond these observations, the discovery of these shared vocabulary words 

constitutes Liebreich’s primary contribution to the subject.  

The following section explores the work of two scholars who analyze the 

intertextuality between Isaiah 1 and Isaiah 65-66. These are not the only scholars to do 

so, but these have been chosen because their research intersects the research of this 

project so directly. This section will assess their findings in order to lay the ground work 

for the present study. 
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Tomasino’s Parallel Structure 

Anthony J. Tomasino, in an article entitled “Isaiah 1:1-2:4 and 63-66, and the 

Composition of the Isaianic Corpus,” attempts to forge a comprehensive correspondence 

between Isaiah’s beginning and ending chapters.
 85

 Through a detailed comparison of 

Isaiah 1:1-2:4 and 63-66, Tomasino seeks to demonstrate an intentional and structural 

connection between the two sections. His article proceeds through the verses of Isaiah 

1:1-2:4 and the corresponding section of Isaiah 63-66. The following is typical of the 

types of correspondence Tomasino is suggesting: 

In Isaiah 1, this polemic is followed by an appeal for repentance (vv. 16-

20). YHWH invites his people to set things right, and promises blessings 

for those who repent: 'If you consent and listen (root [mv), you will eat 

the good of the land'. Yet, the verse ends with a threat: 'If you refuse and 

rebel, you will be eaten by the sword. Surely, the mouth of YHWH has 

spoken (root rbd)'. In Isaiah 66, the polemic against cultic practice is 

followed by a promise of judgment, because the people have failed to heed 

YHWH's call: 'Because I called, and no one answered; I spoke (root rbd), 

and no one listened (root [mv)' (66.4). It then gives a somewhat cryptic 

promise to those who 'tremble' at the word of YHWH (66.5). The final 

verse of the section (66.6) anticipates the judgment about to come upon 

the enemies of YHWH. It may be a bit adventurous [sic] try to identify 

YHWH's unanswered 'call' in 66.4 with the call for repentance in 1.16-20. 

But there is an undeniable similarity between the structure of 1.10-20 and 

that of 66.1-6:  

1.10-20     66.1-6  

10-14 Condemnation of cult   l-3a Condemnation of cult  

16-18 Call for repentance   3b-4 Judgment of unrepentant  

19 Blessings for obedience   5 Comfort for obedient  

20 Promise of judgment   6 Anticipation of judgment
86
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There are several problems with the analysis of 1:10-20 and 66:1-6. First, some of 

the categories do not accurately represent the section they are intended to summarize. For 

example, consider the designation placed on 66:1-3a, “Condemnation of cult.” Without a 

doubt, there is an obvious strand of condemnation in these three verses. However, the 

designation “condemnation of cult” does not account very well for verse 2 which says, 

“My hand has made all these things and all these things came to be, says the Lord, but 

upon this one will I look: upon the humble and the broken spirit and the one trembling at 

my words.”
87

 I grant that verses 1b and 3a seem to be a critique of the cult, but verse 2 

does not fall as naturally into this designation.  

Second, while the sections appear to correspond, they only do so on the surface. 

Take for instance the pair associated with 1:16-18 and 66:3b-4, “Call for repentance” and 

“Judgment of unrepentant.” Now it must be admitted that the categories have a certain 

correspondence, but when the texts are read side by side, it is difficult to see the 

connection. In 1:16-18, YHWH offers the opportunity for forgiveness to those who have 

sinned. In 66:3b-4 he pronounces judgment on those who had chosen sinfulness. 

Truthfully, the content of these sections is quite opposite. But through a carefully worded 

title for the section, the sections are shown to correspond. Even Tomasino admits that this 

connection is “a bit adventurous.”
88

 It seems that the names of the sections were created 

with a special eye toward showing coherence with the corresponding text. 
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Third, Tomasino highlights a correspondence between Hebrew words in this 

section. He does so in an attempt to strengthen the links between passages he is 

examining. It is true that the passages share vocabulary, but the words shared by the two 

passages are very common. In fact [mv and  rbd occur 97 and 109 times respectively, in 

the book of Isaiah alone. So while it is true that Isaiah 1:19-20 and 66:4 evidence shared 

vocabulary, the suggestion that this forges a connection is not congruent with the 

linguistic evidence. 

In summary, the project Tomasino attempts is large and comprehensive. But as 

the saying goes, “the devil is in the details.” While there is a certain appeal to a 

comprehensive parallel structure for these chapters in Isaiah, I find his argument 

unconvincing. In addition to the problems cited above, one additional problem causes 

Tomasino’s analysis to fall short. In the course of his analysis, it becomes clear that 

Isaiah 65 does not fit into his organizational scheme for the chapters. As a result, he 

relegates chapter 65 to a secondary addition to Isaiah. It seems that any structural 

organizing system that requires such drastic revision of the text should be viewed with 

suspicion.  

A final point of curiosity ensues in relation to Tomasino’s understanding of Isaiah 

65. As mentioned above, he views this as a secondary addition based on his structural 

analysis. At the same time, Tomasino continues to maintain that chapter 65 bears a 

certain connectedness to chapter 1: 

Isaiah 65, along with 66.22-24, was added to the text by the second 

redactor…It has a great deal of verbal similarity to ch. 1, as other scholars 

have noted; but it draws much material from elsewhere as well, even 

quoting verbatim from 11.6. Thus, the parallels between Isaiah 1 and 
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Isaiah 65 may not have been intentional. Rather, its similarities to ch. 1 

could derive from its connections with ch.66.
89

 

 

So while chapter 65 does not cohere with Tomasino’s proposed structure for the 

beginning and ending chapters of Isaiah, in his understanding it does still evidence a 

textual connection with chapter 1. One is left to wonder if the proposed structure might 

be adapted to include chapter 65, and thus provide at the very least a more comprehensive 

proposal. 

Summary—Tomasino’s article presents a fascinating hypothesis. At its core, his 

article is attempting to read the beginning and ending of Isaiah together. This is, in fact, 

what the present study does. What differs between Tomasino’s article and the present 

study is the means by which the connection between the beginning and ending of Isaiah 

is established. Tomasino attempts to do so by proposing an elaborate parallel structure. 

While his hypothesis does create an interesting point of discussion, Tomasino fails to 

provide convincing evidence to view the texts as he has presented them. The present 

study, by contrast, presents a series of transformed images. These images provide an 

alternative way to view the connectedness of Isaiah’s beginning and ending. 

Reading Isaiah with David Carr 

In an article entitled, “Reading Isaiah from Beginning (Isaiah 1) to End (Isaiah 

65-66): Multiple Modern Possibilities,” David Carr examines the correspondence 

between the beginning and ending of Isaiah.
90

 He examines the structure of each unit and 
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presents an outline of both sections which summarize his view of the sections. One 

feature of his analysis that was particularly helpful was his examination of each passage’s 

portrayal of what he calls “Isaiah tradition.” In these sections, Carr examines how the 

section under review construes the various parts of Isaiah’s thematic conventions. In fact, 

Carr even touches briefly on two of the images that form the major divisions of this 

monograph.
91

 

But Carr’s article presents several difficulties. After examining the 

correspondence between chapter 1 and 65-66 in a very cogent way, he goes on to suggest 

that such a reading was never the intention of the author(s). For Carr, such a holistic 

reading is valid as a modern literary reading strategy, but is not valid from the standpoint 

of the ancient reader:  

Although ancient readers rarely read a large book like Isaiah from 

beginning to end, we can read it as a drama opening with a call to 

repentance and closing with paired proclamations to those who answered 

the call and those who did not….In any case, these modern approaches to 

reading Isaiah as a ‘book’ probably do not reflect the way ancient editors 

approached the diversity of the tradition.
92

 

 

In Carr’s estimation the ancient reader was not concerned with holistic readings of large 

books. He addresses this in another place in this article: 
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This is certainly not to deny that ancient readers had a detailed knowledge 

of Isaiah. But here I emphasize that ancient readers’ detailed knowledge 

was primarily directed toward Isaiah as a sub-part of a larger authoritative 

tradition. Moreover, this knowledge was used not to construct a picture of 

the textual-literary unity of the individual book, but instead to develop a 

biblically-based unity standing outside the text, whether that be a 

theological or legal unity.
93

 

 

In this section Carr argues that the ancient reader/listener was highly knowledgeable of 

the text. Carr describes their knowledge as “detailed.” But after admitting their detailed 

knowledge Carr suggests how the ancient reader/listener would have used that 

knowledge. According to Carr, this knowledge would have used to construct what he 

calls an “authoritative tradition.” By authoritative tradition, Carr seems to be suggesting 

some sort of God-sanctioned body of acceptable beliefs. Furthermore, Carr argues that 

ancient reader/listener would dedicate her/his detailed knowledge of a book like Isaiah to 

construct this authoritative tradition instead of (and not in addition to) a unified 

knowledge of an individual book like Isaiah. In support of this conclusion, Carr offers the 

following evidence: 

Most people would have heard the book of Isaiah read aloud, not read it 

themselves, and would have heard only parts of a large book like Isaiah at 

a time. Moreover, insofar as Isaiah functioned as a public tradition fairly 

early in its history, even the scribes who worked with and revised Isaiah 

would have been doing so with scrolls, a medium less amenable to 

systematic textual comparison and redaction than the codex form.
94

 

 

So according to Carr, the reason the ancients would not have constructed a unified 

understanding of a single book was (1) that most would have heard the book instead of 
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reading the book, (2) that most would have heard small parts at a time, (3) and that even 

the ones who studied it would have done so with a scroll not a codex. 

Carr’s claim that ancient reader/listeners of Scripture did not form detailed 

understandings of singular biblical books (for our purposes, Isaiah) is problematic for 

several reasons. First, any determination on the part of the modern reader concerning 

what an ancient reader of Isaiah did and did not do with his detailed knowledge of Isaiah 

must be constructed cautiously. It seems to this author that the only way one might access 

such information would be to read something written by an ancient hearer of Isaiah and 

then to assess their understanding of Isaiah. In a way, this is quite similar to what one 

does when she/he reads the later texts of Isaiah. The text of Third Isaiah was likely the 

work of someone who had read/listened to the early prophecies of Isaiah and appended 

their own prophecies. When one reads Second and Third Isaiah one encounters a 

prophetic voice that seems quite occupied with forming literary connections with earlier 

traditions.  One of the purposes of this thesis is to advance the notion that the literary 

frame of Isaiah (Isaiah 1 and 65-66) constitutes an intentional unifying component. By 

including the transformed images this project will identify and the shared vocabulary 

others have identified, the author(s) of 65-66 are inviting us to read Isaiah holistically. 

Second, Carr attempts to limit the intentions of the original author by the initial 

audience’s ability to appreciate those intentions. Even if we grant that the early audiences 

of the written prophecy would not have grasped larger literary concerns like a holistic 

reading, this still does not eliminate the possibility that the author(s) may have intended 

precisely such a reading. Carr seeks to advance this idea by noting that scribes were 
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working from scrolls which were “less amenable” to the type of reading this thesis and 

others like it have proposed. Yet again, Carr wishes to limit the intention of the author(s) 

by the medium on which her/his writing is preserved. Certainly a holistic reading would 

have been easier to observe from a codex version of the text, but it is by no means 

impossible from a traditional scroll. What would keep an ambitious scribe from rolling 

out the entire Isaiah scroll? 

In a more recent work on the process of textual transmission in the Ancient Near 

East, Carr explores further several ideas referenced in this article.
95

 First, he makes the 

argument that the function of texts within the ancient society would have been part of a 

larger enterprise of education and enculturation. Carr writes, “As we look at how key 

texts like the Bible and other classic literature functioned in ancient cultures, what was 

primary was not how such texts were inscribed on clay, parchment, or papyri. Rather, 

what was truly crucial was how those written media were part of a cultural project of 

incising key cultural-religious traditions—word for word—on people’s minds.”
96

 This 

concept helps to explain Carr’s emphasis on the use of the biblical text to create an 

“authoritative tradition” (cited in the article above). Carr views texts like Isaiah as a part 

of larger educational enterprise.  

Second, Carr’s more recent work differentiates between the various ancient 

audiences that would have interacted with the text. In a discussion of ancient literacy, 

Carr shows that even in a culture that evidenced a widespread basic literacy, a higher 

                                                           
95

 David M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origins of Scriptural Literature (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2005). 

96
 Carr, Writing on the Tablet, 8. 



  

    50 

textual literacy would have marked off those who had been more fully educated and 

enculturated. As Carr writes, “even in alphabetic culture [like Israel], such higher forms 

of literacy were limited to those few who had the leisure for intense study.”
97

 These 

comments provide nuance to Carr’s previous comments where the ancient reader seems 

to be treated as a monolith. 

Returning now to Carr’s discussion of Isaiah, I find Carr’s reading at the same 

time both informative and difficult. He describes his approach with an illustration: “It is 

as if the book of Isaiah were an inkblot, and ancient and modern readers use different 

rules to make sense of this inkblot.”
98

 His article aims to explore modern readings of 

Isaiah, but his analysis fails to present a more nuanced distinction between groups within 

the ancient audience as well as the modern readers of the text. Carr presentation does not 

reflect the fact (developed in his later research) that ancient scribes were careful students 

of the text, and would have had the ability to comprehend the text of Isaiah on a holistic 

level. This fact gets lost in his general comments about “ancient readers.” In addition, 

Carr’s discussion of Isaiah seems to underestimate the modern reader. In the section of 

the article where he describes the composition of Isaiah 1:29-31 he writes: 

Here a redactor has taken the very part of the conceptual world of Isaiah 

65-66 which is most diametrically opposed to a call to repentance—the 

proclamation of irreversible judgment to evildoers—and inserted it into 

the call to repentance in Isaiah 1. Yet, the chapter as a whole is not 

conformed to this perspective. The result is that Isaiah 1 is not ‘cohesive’ 

in a modern literary sense.
99
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In this analysis, Carr identifies the differing emphases of the beginning and ending 

sections of Isaiah and shows how the author/complier of Isaiah incorporates the differing 

views into Isaiah 1. But he then suggests that Isaiah 1 challenges our modern literary 

sensibilities. While his assessment of Isaiah 1 may be true when the chapter is viewed in 

isolation, when the modern reader appreciates the text in a holistic manner, even these 

difficult verses evidence a broader cohesiveness with the book as a whole.
100

 

Summary 

This section has surveyed two approaches to the connection between the 

beginning and ending chapters of Isaiah. The first (Tomasino) sought to forge a 

comprehensive connection in terms of shared structure. This method, though appealing in 

its initial claims, fell short of providing a compelling argument for the supposed shared 

structure. The second (Carr) examined the connection between the chapters and found a 

great deal of verbal and thematic coherence. It fell short, however, in that it undercut the 

validity of its own claims by relegating them to a strictly modern reading. The present 

study will fill the gap created by the shortcomings of these two approaches. By 

identifying the transformed images found in the beginning and ending of Isaiah, this 

thesis adds to the body of evidence unifying Isaiah 1 and 65-66 and inviting a holistic 

reading of Isaiah. 
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Three Related Studies in Isaiah 

This section below aims to explore three streams of research that deal with 

metaphor and figurative language in Isaiah.
101

 As noted above, the goal is to show how 

the analysis of this thesis builds upon and complements these current strands of research.  

Melugin’s Article 

In an edited volume of essays entitled, New Visions of Isaiah, Roy Melugin, one 

of the books editors, focuses on the use of figurative speech in Isaiah 1 and grapples with 

the purpose and effect of using figurative language so pervasively. He begins his essay by 

exploring the problematic juxtaposition of oracles from various historical situations in 

Isaiah 1. He cites the examples of other scholars pain-staking efforts to identify the 

historical origins of each oracle. He then begins to suggest a perspective on the book’s 

redaction that accounts for this challenging juxtaposition. In his view, the fusing together 

of these oracles was not problematic for the author(s)/redactor(s).
102

 One of reasons for 
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this claim, in Melugin’s view, is the heavy use of imagery in the first chapter. As 

Melugin notes, “the problem of reconstructing setting is compounded by the poetic 

character of the text and its metaphorical depiction of reality.”
103

 He goes on to suggest 

that the metaphorical portrayal of reality in Isaiah 1 opens the text to a reading not so 

closely tied to a specific historical reality. Melugin hypothesizes that this may have been 

the intention of the first chapter’s redactors:  

The presiding images of Israel as foolish and rebellious sons and 

Jerusalem as whore, together with other tropes, can be used to construct a 

frightening yet hopeful figurative world in which a community of faith 

might live, hear itself addressed by God and experience both judgment and 

anticipation of renewal.
104

 

 

For Melugin, the concept of sacred scripture plays a role in the reading of texts, but it 

also plays a role in the construction of the text. In commenting on Isaiah 1 he writes, 

“various pericopes could be juxtaposed and read together dynamically as sacred word 

(emphasis mine).”
105

 

It is not my intent to present a full review of Melugin’s analysis. His perspective 

intersects the research of this project in at least two ways. First, it highlights the virtue of 

metaphorical language in the construction of the text. The images in Isaiah 1 were not 

incidental to the prophet’s enterprise but integral to it. To the degree that the content of 

chapter 1 was edited or redacted (an issue not addressed in this project), the persistence of 

the high concentration of metaphorical language in the chapter signals the importance of 

the images to the final form of the book. Second, Melugin’s perspective rightly suggests 
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the enduring value of metaphor to communities of faith, starting with the communities in 

which the book originated and including the subsequent communities that brought the 

book to its final form. It is within this context, a context that valued metaphor and 

imagery for their ability to rise above historical situations, that the transformed images of 

Isaiah 65-66 came to be. The transformed images of Isaiah 65-66 serve as a trans-

historical link to the poignant images of Isaiah 1. 

In the closing section of his essay Melugin underscores this second notion: “This 

essay’s focus on figurative language and the construction of a symbolic world is directly 

related to the task of reading Isaiah as Scripture…The ‘mosaic’ of figurative constructs in 

Isaiah 1 and also throughout the entire book is a rich resource for a community of faith to 

employ for reading the text.”
106

 It is clear that for Melugin the enduring value of 

figurative language is the vehicle to modern day appropriation of the text in believing 

communities.
107

 His article mentions Jews and Christians as examples. But the salient 

point for this analysis is the importance of metaphor and the construction of a symbolic 

world for the communities in which Isaiah’s prophecy arose and in time took its final 

shape. These communities valued the enduring quality of metaphor and imagery, using 

and re-using images that reinforced their perception of the world. The transformation of 

the images in Isaiah 1 should be viewed under the guise of appropriating those images by 

the believing community in order to construct a symbolic world connected to the past and 

explaining the present.  
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Chan’s Article 

In a recent article, Michael Chan explores the use of metaphor in Isaiah 65-66.
108

 

As he approaches the subject of his inquiry, he weighs in on a current discussion 

concerning metaphor. In particular, he is careful to resist the understanding that reads 

metaphor as mere embellishment or ornamentation. This view, which Chan rejects, sees 

the propositional truth behind the metaphor as the central idea, and the metaphor as just a 

colorful way to convey the proposition.
109

  By way of example he addresses the motherly 

metaphor for God in Isaiah 66:13 and argues that “it is insufficient to say that lying 

behind the metaphor is a proposition that ‘God is comforting.’”
110

   For Chan, metaphor 

conveys propositions but it conveys much more than propositions. One of the 

foundational concepts of his article is that metaphor functions on a higher level and 

amounts to what he calls “reorienting speech.” In this model, metaphor primarily conveys 

a figurative construct of reality. This figurative perception becomes a lens through which 

individuals and communities parse the circumstances of their world. In terms of prophetic 

speech, “the prophet is the voice that, by way of metaphor and other modes of discourse, 

presents a new and reorienting vision of Yhwh and the world in which the recipients of 

the prophetic word live.”
111
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From there, Chan presents an interpretation of Isaiah 63:7-64:11. He presents this 

passage as a lament rooted in the realities of the pre-temple Persian era community. He 

provides adequate arguments for the date he assigns and interprets the details of the text 

in light of the assigned historical location. Through course of his discussion he associates 

the lament of this passage with the concept of disorientation. By disorientation, Chan 

describes the how the community was struggling with the discontinuity between 

YHWH’s gracious action in the past and the apparent absence of such in the present. The 

troubling circumstances experienced by the return community leads them to tenuous 

position where “the servants’ world is fractured, and salvific history has been turned on 

its head.”
112

 All of this lays the groundwork for Chan’s presentation of Isaiah 65-66 and 

is essential to his argument. 

Chan moves on to present a reading of the metaphors in Isaiah 65-66. His thesis is 

that the presentation of the rich metaphors for YHWH are meant to reorient the 

community that had experienced a deep disorientation as evidenced by the preceding 

lament. He explores a number of the metaphors of strength including YHWH as “warrior 

(66:6, 14, 16), executioner (65:15), and captain of chariots (66:15)” as well as the more 

tender metaphors including YHWH as “one whose arms and hands are outstretched in 

wounded supplication (65:1-2), [and one] whose tender and maternal ways bring comfort 

to her frightened little ones (66:13)”
113

 But far from creating a contradictory picture, the 
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various metaphors are shown to converge into a composite image of YHWH on a 

metaphorical level.
114

 On this topic Chan notes the following: 

Both the tender and violent metaphors provide a theological collage of 

images whose meaning must be discerned dialectically. Such tension 

between metaphors of tenderness and violence…[act] as an invitation to 

inquire concerning the implications of a God whose character is of such 

depth that both categories can serve as faithful renderings.
115

 

 

Chan then shows that the metaphors for YHWH in Isaiah 65-66 are produced in direct 

response to the preceding lament. All of this contributes to his overall thesis that the 

metaphors for YHWH are intended as reorienting images carefully crafted to meet the 

needs of a troubled return community. 

Chan’s analysis does much to corroborate the finding of the present project.  First, 

it highlights the important role of metaphor within the ancient community. One possible 

objection to the findings of this project might be to downplay the role and importance of 

metaphor in general. If images and metaphors are merely an unimportant garnish to 

propositions, then the suggestion that the metaphors of Isaiah 1 have been carefully 

transformed in Isaiah 65-66 becomes nonsensical. But Chan’s thesis reifies images and 

metaphors such that the enterprise of image transformation takes on a convincing degree 

of probability. 

Second, Chan’s analysis brings to light the importance of the specific metaphors 

for YHWH and Jerusalem in Isaiah 65-66. While the research of this project focuses on 

the role of these metaphors in light of the entire book (e.g., holistic readings), Chan’s 
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research focuses on the function of these same metaphors within the immediate context. 

As such, Chan’s research provides a useful point of corroboration in terms of 

understanding how these specific images function in Isaiah. 

Third, Chan’s research provides a possible model for integrating the images that 

are uncovered in this project. When placed side by side, the images of Isaiah 1 and their 

transformed counterparts from Isaiah 65-66 appear contradictory: YHWH as a spurned 

parent and a comforting mother, YHWH as an unresponsive idol and an attentive god, 

and Zion as a prostitute and a birthing and nursing mother. From the standpoint of a 

holistic reading of Isaiah, these images must be integrated in some way. Chan’s model 

places these concepts and images into a metaphorical dialectic. This model allows for 

these metaphors to be held in tension but then moves them toward integration. In the case 

of the spurned parent and the loving mother, for example, the point where the metaphors 

coalesce is the way YHWH acts for the good of his children. As will be noted in chapter 

2, the spurned parent imagery of Isaiah 1 carries with it a parenetic function. YHWH 

intends his stern disposition to bring his errant children back. The good intention of the 

comforting mother image in Isaiah 66:13 are self-evident. 

DiFransico’s Article 

In an article that became available while this project was in the final stages of 

revision, Lesley DiFransico analyzes the inner-biblical allusion between Isaiah 1:16-20 

and Psalm 51.
116

 She explores the question of what role, if any, metaphor might play in 
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assessing the relationship between biblical texts. On the outset of her discussion, 

DiFransico identifies a unique metaphor shared by the texts under consideration: the 

washing away of sins. She then systematically works through each text, showing both the 

shared vocabulary and the unique deployment of the washing imagery. In relation to 

Isaiah 1:16-20, she demonstrates how Isaiah uses the washing metaphor to represent the 

“repentance and reformation that the Lord desires of the people.”
117

 In considering Isaiah 

4, which uses the metaphor as well, she notes that the metaphor is used of a cleansing that 

the YHWH will do on his people’s behalf, washing away the stains of their sin. In her 

analysis of Jeremiah 2, she shows that the metaphor is used to describe an unsuccessful 

attempt on the part of the people to wash out the stain of their sin. In investigating 

Jeremiah 4, she notes that the metaphor is used as part of a charge to Israel to wash their 

hands in order to be saved by YHWH. She then summarizes her analysis of the passages 

that deploy the image by noting that, though the passages deploy the image differently, 

“in each of the passages…the concept of washing with water is the image with which to 

conceptualize a spiritual solution to sin.”
118

 

Moving forward in her argument, DiFransico works through images of washing 

away sin in Psalm 51. She shows how the Jeremiah texts intersect Psalm 51 through the 

use of sbk (“to wash”), which is used in this unique way in only Jeremiah 2, 4, and 

Psalm 51. She also shows how Isaiah 1 intersects with Psalm 51 through the use of glv 

(“snow”) and !bl (“to make white”). This type of textual analysis is somewhat standard. 
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But where DiFransico goes beyond convention is by using the various aspects of the 

metaphor to analyze the relationship between the texts. In her words, “Because the 

washing metaphor is far from a dominant concept in the Hebrew Bible it is logical to 

posit a relationship between the passages and to use the metaphor as a criterion for 

evaluating the connection.”
119

 In the final portion of her article, DiFransico carefully 

evaluates various aspects of the metaphor—the topic, the subject, the context, the 

description for sin—and uses these factors to assess the level of connection between the 

passages. From these observations she suggests that “while the passages evidence a 

network of allusions, Psalm 51 stands as the central text given that it features allusions to 

multiple prophetic traditions…[and] the washing metaphor serves as an aid in evaluating 

the dependency of Psalm 51 upon earlier passages.”
120

 

A full evaluation of DiFransico’s findings are beyond the scope of this project, 

but two points of evaluation are in order. Each of these aims to relate DiFransico’s 

findings to the methodology and findings of this project. First, DiFransico uses metaphor 

as a criterion with which to assess the connection between texts. This allows her to 

suggest a connection between texts even in the absence of shared vocabulary. As an 

example, Isaiah 4 uses a different word for wash than Psalm 51 (#xr as opposed to sbk), 

yet the intersection of the passage with Psalm 51 is sustained through the deployment of a 

shared metaphor. This corresponds to the connections this project suggests between 

Isaiah 1 and Isaiah 65-66. In the case of each of the transformed images, very little 
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vocabulary is shared; yet the connection between the images in their initial and 

transformed states might still be legitimately explored. Second, DiFransico is able to 

arrive at more detailed conclusions based on her careful evaluation of the components of 

the metaphor. The shared vocabulary between the texts she is evaluating is insufficient to 

speak with any certainty of the direction of dependence; however, the comparison of the 

deployment of metaphor within the text adds weight to DiFransico’s conclusions. In the 

same way, this project explores the connection between Isaiah 1 and 65-66 and suggests 

that the transformed image forge a stronger connection between texts than the shared 

vocabulary on its own.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has surveyed the relevant literature to this project from several 

vantage points. It surveyed the landscape of Isaianic scholarship by summarizing a 

number of summary articles and monographs that have appeared since the turn of the 

millennium. It surveyed the topic of intertextuality in Isaiah by presenting the work of 

five scholars who analyze the textual connection between Isaiah and other texts. This 

section demonstrated that the current methodology of this research is the identification of 

verbal parallels and suggested how the research of this project might function as a 

supplement to the prevailing methodology. It surveyed also the work of two scholars who 

analyze the intertextuality between Isaiah 1 and 65-66. While these scholars have 

effectively identified aspects of the connection between these texts, a review of their 

analysis suggested the need for the present project and its contribution. Finally, this 

chapter surveyed the work of three scholars who analyze the metaphors and figurative 
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language of Isaiah. The work of these scholars corroborates and facilitates the present 

analysis through the careful and contextual reading of the metaphors in Isaiah.  

One final question should be addressed before proceeding with my analysis. The 

question might be phrased as follows, “Why an analysis of Isaiah 1 and 65-66 in 2016?” I 

offer two answers to the question. First, my methodology seeks to innovate beyond the 

methodology that dominates the field of allusion and diachronic intertextuality. As 

demonstrated above, verbal parallels are the “capital” of intertextual studies in Isaiah. My 

proposal intersects this modus operandi, which identifies textual connections on the basis 

of shared vocabulary. In the analysis of Isaiah 65-66, I argue that a strong connection is 

present between Isaiah 1 and Isaiah 65-66; however, the connection uncovered is not 

forged on the basis of shared vocabulary, but on the basis of transformed images. 

Because the images are transformed (adapted to a new situation), little to no vocabulary 

is shared between the sections of the chapters to be examined; yet, the connection is no 

less strong. A study based on verbal parallels alone would fail to uncover the transformed 

images that are the subject of this project. Second, these transformed images have yet to 

be explored for their contribution to the understanding of Isaiah. While holistic readings 

have been around for a while, there are plenty of stones yet to be turned over. We turn 

now to an analysis of the first image. 



--CHAPTER 2-- 

A SPURNED PARENT AND COMFORTING MOTHER 

 

Introduction 

Scholars for quite some time have noted the connection between Isaiah 1 and 65-

66.
1
 As noted in the previous chapter the primary connection observed by scholars is the 

vocabulary shared by the text. The shared vocabulary functions to connect these texts in a 

way that some scholars assess to be very strong.
2
 My analysis of these texts does not run 

counter to this evaluation. My suggestion is that the connection between these texts 

functions on an even higher level, that of transformed images. By this term, I am 

indicating a place where the author(s) describes an entity in one way in chapter 1 and 

then refers to that entity in a similar but transformed way in chapters 65-66. The 

transformed images share the referent (in our case, YHWH or Zion), but the metaphor (or 

simile) is creatively modified bringing in an additional dimension or renovating the 

image significantly. The dynamics of the transformation will be described in more detail 

below. 
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As for the diachronic relationship between Isaiah 1 and Isaiah 65-66, a number of 

hypotheses exist.
3
 Yet, it is not overly important to the thesis of this project to determine 

the exact nature of the historical relationship between the texts. Whether through a 

redactional process (where the author(s) of chapter 65-66 redacted chapter 1) or through 

an exegetical process (where the author(s) of chapter 65-66 interprets chapter 1), the 

author(s) of Isaiah 65-66 forged a connection between Isaiah 65-66 and Isaiah 1.
4
 This 

was done on a rudimentary level through shared vocabulary as well as on a higher level 

through the use of transformed images. 

This chapter examines the first of three images that occur in Isaiah 1 and are 

transformed in Isaiah 65-66. The first image is the spurned parent which is transformed 

in Isaiah 65-66 into a comforting mother. The analysis below will engage a close reading 

of each text to uncover the details of how the texts employ each image. From there the 

respective images will be compared to uncover the innovation from the introduction of 

the image in chapter 1 to the transformation of the image in chapter 66. An additional 

matter related to the comparison, the use of maternal images for YHWH in Isaiah, will be 

explored in an effort to place the use of the image in Isaiah 66 within the context of the 

other maternal images for YHWH. 
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A Spurned Parent in Isaiah 1 

Exploring the Image in the Text 

Isaiah 1:2 

Hear heavens and listen earth #ra ynyzahw ~ymv w[mv 
because YHWH speaks: rbd hwhy yk 
children have I reared and raised up, ytmmwrw ytldg ~ynb 
and they rebelled against me. yb w[vp ~hw 

 

After calling heaven and earth as witnesses in Isaiah 1:2, the prophet commences 

with charges against Israel. His indictment propels itself by means of contrast, a contrast 

between YHWH’s behavior and Israel’s. YHWH had raised Israel as a child, but Israel 

had rebelled against YHWH. The words used to describe the actions of YHWH on behalf 

of his children vary slightly from the expected pattern in the Hebrew Bible. Normally the 

Hebrew Bible describes the giving of parental care for children using the two verbs dly 

(give birth) and ldg (to raise).
5
 In this context the more common word dly is not used; 

instead ~wr (to lift up) is paired with ldg. ~wr occurs quite frequently in the Hebrew 

Bible (199 times) and often indicates the sense of a physical lifting
6
 or a metaphorical 

lifting (exaltation).
7
 It also occurs quite frequently in Isaiah to indicate pride or 

haughtiness.
8
 In this parental context the sense of ~wr is “to raise or rear.” The only other 

place in the Hebrew Bible where it carries this sense is Isaiah 23:4b: 
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saying,  I have not had labor pains, nor given birth, ytdly-alw ytlx-al rmal 
nor raised a young man, nor reared a virgin. twlwtb ytmmwr ~yrwxb ytldg alw 
 

In this context Isaiah 23:4 uses four synonyms to convey the parental image: lyh, dly, 

ldg, and ~wr. Of these four, Isaiah 1:2 employs the two that convey a similar sense of 

“raising up.” The significance of this unique pairing (ldg and ~wr) highlights YHWH’s 

gracious exaltation of his children. These two words are used together in Psalm 34:4 to 

convey the “lifting up” or exaltation of YHWH:
9
 

Exalt YHWH with me,  yta hwhyl wldg 
and lift up his name together. wdxy wmv hmmwrnw  

 

Wildberger examines this word pair, and notes and interesting parallel passage in Job 

7:17 where ldg could be translated, “have deep concern for.”
10

 From this connection, he 

takes the pair in Isaiah 1 to convey the deep concern and care YHWH had for his 

children. Though the difference between Wildberger’s interpretation and mine is not of 

great significance, it seems the interpretation of raise/lift up better captures the meaning 

of the words as a pair. But Wildberger is correct in suggesting that parental imagery in 

the Hebrew Bible is normally used to emphasize “aspects of rule, of ownership and of 

general authority,” but in this text the emphasis is YHWH’s gracious actions toward his 

children.
11

  

                                                           
9
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In the face of the parental kindness, Israel, YHWH’s children, had rebelled ([vp). 

The verb [vp is often used in the historical literature where a group of people choose not 

to submit to the authority of a ruler (e.g.,1 Kgs 8:50; 12:19; 2 Kgs 1:1; 3:5, 7; 8:20, 22; 2 

Chron 10:19; 21:8, 10). Israel’s rebellion against YHWH is more dire when viewed 

against the backdrop of YHWH’s gracious disposition. As Oswalt notes, “To refuse to 

submit to the one who engendered you is bad enough; to refuse to submit to the one who 

has cared for you is incomprehensible.”
12

 In short, the caring love of YHWH, Israel’s 

parent has been disparaged. 

A close reading of verse 2 has demonstrated the deployment of a poignant 

parental image. But is should be noted that YHWH is never called Israel’s parent. On this 

basis, Smith denies the use of father imagery in this passage altogether.
13

 But Wildberger 

argues that the absence of the fatherhood nomenclature may be due in part to a sensitivity 

to “procreating deities” that were worshipped in the surrounding areas.
14

 While the 

details of Wildberger’s argument may be difficult to sustain in light of texts in Isaiah that 

call YHWH “father” (63:16, 64:7), the underlying concept he puts forward that YHWH is 

presented as a parent in this text even in the absence of the word father (ba) is correct. 

The parental image of YHWH is evoked through the careful selection of parental 

vocabulary and designating Israel as children. 
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Isaiah 1:3 presents the people of Israel in even more degrading terms. While verse 

2 presents Israel as rebellious children, verse 3 compares them to animals. The 

comparison functions in a diminutive fashion. The ox (rwv) and donkey (rwmx), neither 

of which were known for their intelligence, are shown to have a certain grasp of simple 

things like who their master is.
15

 But Israel has even less sense. The grammar of Isaiah 

1:3 presents the reader with an ellipsis: 

The ox knows its owner whnq rwv [dy 
and the donkey the feeding trough of its master wyl[b swba rwmxw  
[but] Israel does not know… [dy al larfy 
my people do not understand !nwbth al ym[ 
 

In the first two clauses the object of the verb is stated: hnq and wyl[b swba. But in the 

third clause no object is listed. This ellipses invites a comparison between YHWH and 

the objects listed above. The verb hnq means to “buy or purchase” and is often used in 

the participial form to indicate an owner (e.g., one who has purchased). Through this 

comparison, YHWH is reminding his people that he was their owner, the one who had 

purchased them. hnq is used in at least two other passages to indicate that YHWH had 

purchased Israel: 

 

Exodus 15:16 

May terror and dread fall upon them dxpw htmya ~hyl[ lpt 
Because of your great arm they are silent like a stone !bak wmdy $[wrz ldgb  
Until they pass by, YHWH, hwhy $m[ rb[y-d[ 
Until the people that you purchased pass by tynq wz-~[ rb[y-d[ 
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Isaiah 11:11a 

Then it will be in that day awhh ~wyb hyhw 
that the Lord will extend his hand a second time wdy tynv ynda @yswy 
to purchase the remnant of his people wm[ rav-ta twnql 
 

Both of these texts convey the concept of ownership of which YHWH wished to remind 

his people in Isaiah 1:3. In addition, it should be noted that hnq occurs in several familial 

contexts. These include Genesis 4:1 (after the birth of Cain, Eve says, “I have acquired 

(hnq) a man with the Lord’s help”) and Ruth 4:10 (where Boaz states, “I have purchased 

(hnq) Ruth to be my wife”). These uses of hnq in familial contexts allow for the same 

understanding in Isaiah 1:3: YHWH calls them to remember their loving parent who had 

purchased them. 

YHWH also wishes his people to know “the feeding trough of their master” 

(wyl[b swba). swba is a rare term used only three times in the Hebrew Bible and always 

referring to a manger or feeding trough.
16

  The term l[b occurs with greater frequency in 

the Hebrew Bible (180 times) and means “lord,” “owner,” or “husband.” Of interest for 

our purpose are passages where l[b is used to describe the relationship between YHWH 

and Israel:
17

 

Isaiah 54:5 

For your maker is your husband; $yf[ $yl[b yk 

YHWH of armies is his name; wmv twabc hwhy  
Your Redeemer is the holy one of Israel; larfy vwdq $lagw 
God of all the earth, he is called. arqy #rah-lk yhla  
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Jeremiah 31:32 

Not like the covenant that I made with their fathers ~twba-ta ytrk rva tyrbk al 
In the day when I lead them by the hand, ~dyb yqyzxh ~wyb 
To bring them out of the land of Egypt;  ~yrcm #ram ~aycwhl 
Which covenant they broke, ytyrb-ta wrph hmh-rva  
And I was their husband, says YHWH. hwhy-~an ~b ytl[b yknaw  
 

In both of these passages, the l[b is used to indicate a close relationship between 

YHWH and Israel. When l[b is combined with swba, the phrase denotes the provision 

provided Israel by its husband. Isaiah 62:5 captures this nuance of the word: 

Isaiah 62:5 

As a young man marries a virgin, hlwtb rwxb l[by-yk 

Your sons provide
18

 for you; $ynb $wl[by  
As the groom rejoices over his bride hlk-l[ !tx fwfmw 
God will rejoice over you $yhla $yl[ fyfy  
 

Here the root l[b occurs twice but with slightly different meanings. The first occurrence 

is straight-forward and connotes a man marrying a bride. But the second occurrence if 

translated with the same nuance describes a marriage between Zion and her sons. Some 

commentators propose amendments of various kinds, but it seems best to read this as an 

appellation of the husband-like care to be provided to Zion by her sons.
19

 This use of l[b 

coincides with the description given of Israel in Isaiah 1:3. They did not know their 

master (l[b), the one who provided for them. 
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So the text makes the poignant argument that the knowledge and understanding of 

the donkey and the ox outstrips that of the people of Israel.
20

 The image evoked by the 

use of hnq and l[b coincide with the familial imagery used in this passage. These words 

do not denote parental images in the strict sense, but the marital context in which they 

occur suggest related familial images. It might also be noted that the animals mentioned 

in Isaiah 1:3 were animals that families from all classes would have owned and utilized. 

The two words, donkey (rwmx) and ox (rwv), occur together 20 times in the Hebrew 

Bible.
21

 These words, when used together, frequently indicate the household possessions 

of a person.
22

 1 Samuel 15:3 serves an example of these texts: 

Now go and attack Amelek qlm[-ta htykhw $l ht[ 
and destroy all that [is] to them; wl-rva-lk-ta ~tmrxhw 
and do not spare them, wyl[ lmxt alw 
but kill both man and woman, child and infant qnwy-d[w ll[m hva-d[ vyam htmhw 
ox and sheep, camel and donkey. rwmx-d[w lmgm hf-d[w rwvm 

 

This text groups the ox (rwv) and the donkey (rwmx) along with the family members and 

other animals to describe the entirety of a person’s possessions, in this case the 

Amalekites. This grouping is typical of other texts that use these words together. 
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 For discussion of animal imagery in First Isaiah see J. Blake Couey, Reading the Poetry of First 

Isaiah: The Most Perfect model of the Prophetic Poetry (New York: Oxford, 2015), 165-85; see also 

“Donkey” and “Ox” in The Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, eds. Leland Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, and 

Tremper Longman III (Downers Grove, InterVarsity, 1998), 215, 620-21; also see a discussion of “Ox and 

Ass” in Patricia K. Tull, Isaiah 1-39, Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon: Smith and Helwys, 

2010), 54. 
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 Gen 32:6; Exod 20:17; 21:33; 22:3, 8, 9; 23:4, 12; Deut 5:14, 21; 22:4, 10; 28:31; Josh 6:21; 
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Isaiah 1:4 

Ah, nation of sin, people heavy of guilt, !w[ dbk ~[ ajx ywg ywh 
seed of evil doers, children who acts corruptly; ~ytyxvm ~ynb ~y[rm [rz  
they have left YHWH; hwhy-ta wbz[ 

they have spurned the holy one of Israel; larfy vwdq-ta wcan 
they are estranged with their backs turned. rwxa wrzn 

 

Isaiah 1:4 presents another familial image when it accuses Israel of being, 

“children who acted corruptly” (~ytyxvm ~ynb). The JPS translation captures the nuance 

of this phrase well with the translation, “Depraved children!” This phrase has significant 

affinities with two passages in Deuteronomy where !b and txv occur together: 

Deuteronomy 4:25-26a 

When you father children and children’s children ~ynb ynbw ~ynb dylwt-yk 
 

and you have gotten old in the land, #rab ~tnvwnw 
if you act corruptly by making an idol of anything, lk tnwmt lsp ~tyf[w ~txvhw   
or do anything wicked  [rh ~tyf[w  
in the sight of the Lord your God to anger him, wsy[khl $yhla-hwhy yny[b 
then I call heaven and earth to witness against you  #rah-taw ~ymvh-ta ~wyh ~kb ytdy[h 
 

Deuteronomy 32:5 

They have dealt corruptly with him wl txv 
They are not his children because of their blemish ~mwm wynb al 

A perverted and twisted generation  ltltpw vq[ rwd 

 

This unique word pair is deployed in Deuteronomy in the context of violating the 

covenant. In Deuteronomy 32:5, to which Isaiah 1:4 likely alludes, the sons of YHWH 

are disowned for their disobedience.
23

 The allusion to Deuteronomy and the position of 

this phrase as the final appellation in a series of four infuse these words with great 
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 See L. G. Rignell, “Isaiah Chapter 1: Some Exegetical Remarks with Special Reference to the 

Relationship Between the Text and the Book of Deuteronomy,” ST 11(1957): 140-58, and Ronald Bergey, 
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JSOT 28 (September 2003): 33-54, for a discussion of the intertextuality between Deuteronomy 32 and 

Isaiah 1.  
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emphasis.
24

 Based on the connection with Deuteronomy, the phrase ~ytyxvm ~ynb 

conveys a disenchanted covenant expectation, where YHWH bemoans his children’s 

unfaithfulness to the covenant. 

The description continues in Isaiah 1:4b where these children abandoned (bz[) 

and spurned (#an) YHWH. bz[ follows an interesting trajectory in its occurrences in 

Isaiah. In the early chapters of Isaiah, the word is often used to describe people who had 

“forsaken” the Lord or things the Lord had “forsaken” (Isa 1:4, 28; 6:12). In the chapters 

that follow in first Isaiah, the word is used in a number of contexts where an assortment 

of things are forsaken, but the Lord is never the subject or the object (Isa 7:16; 10:3, 14; 

17:2, 9; 18:6; 27:10; 32:14). In Second and Third Isaiah, bz[ occurs predominantly in 

contexts where YHWH assures the people that he will not abandon them, even though 

they have been previously forsaken (Isa 41:17; 42:16; 49:14; 54:6, 7; 55:7; 58:2; 60:15; 

62:4, 12; 65:11). Two of these verses warrant a closer investigation: 

Isaiah 54:6 

Like a forsaken wife hbwz[ hvak-yk 
and grieved in spirit YHWH calls you, hwhy $arq xwr tbwc[w 
like a wife of youthfulness when she is rejected, samt yk ~yrw[n tvaw 
says the Lord. $yhla rma  
 

Isaiah 62:4  

It will no longer be said of you, “Forsaken,” hbwz[ dw[ $l rmay-al 
 

and your land will no longer be called “Destroyed;” hmmv dw[ rmay-al $cralw 
but you will be called “I delight in her,”  hb-ycpx arqy $l yk 
and you land, “Married” hlw[b $cralw 
for the YHWH delights in you $b hwhy #px-yk 

and your land will be married. l[bt $craw  
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Each of these verses from Second and Third Isaiah are passages of reassurance. Israel had 

been forsaken in the past, but now YHWH was coming to Israel’s rescue. Also note the 

marital/familial terms with which YHWH’s relationship with Israel is described. Though 

they had been abandoned in the past, now they are embraced by YHWH like a wife. 

Israel is welcomed back into the family.
25

 In summary, each of these texts uses bz[ to 

convey a familial rejection. It is with this connotation that the word is deployed in Isaiah 

1:4 to denote the rejection of YHWH. 

#an (spurned) occurs in various contexts normally describing those who have 

despised or spurned YHWH.
26

 One exception to this trend is a verse in Deuteronomy 32 

where the Lord is said to spurn Israel: 

Deuteronomy 32:19 

And YHWH saw and spurned [them] #anyw hwhy aryw 
Because of the provoking by his sons and daughters wytnbw wynb s[km 

 

In the verse following, YHWH proclaims that he will hide his face from Israel because 

they are “children with no faithfulness in them” (~b !ma-al ~ynb). The use of #an in 

Isaiah 1:4 connotes this same familial imagery, where YHWH laments that his children 

have spurned him.
27
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 Note the use of l[b in Isa 62:4, which is also used in 1:3; the use of l[b in 1:3 and bz[  in 1:4 

combine to deploy a similar image of marriage and abandonment to the one used in 62:4. 
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 For the occurrences of #an see: Num 14:11, 23; 16:30; Deut 31:20; 32:19; 1 Sam 2:17; 2 Sam 
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An additional description is mentioned in Isaiah 1:4: “they are estranged” (rwxa 

wrzn). This phrase presents some difficulty to interpreters.
28

 The word rwz has the basic 

meaning “to estrange.” Of its 10 occurrences in the Hebrew Bible, 7 of them use the word 

with this meaning (Job 19:13, 17; Ps. 58:4; 69:9; 78:30; Isa. 1:4; Ezek. 14:5).
29

 Of these 7 

references, 6 seem to be referring to relational estrangement, and four of those mention 

family relationships specifically.
30

 Two of these four verses are included below for 

consideration: 

Job 19:13 

My brothers he has put far away from me, qyxrh yl[m yxa 
 

the ones who know are surely estranged from me. ynmm wrz-$a y[dy 
 

Psalm 69:9 

A stranger I have become to my brothers, yxal ytyyh rzwm 
a foreigner to the sons of my mother. yma ynbl yrknw 

 

Both of these passages use rwz to convey the estrangement of family relationships. It is 

with this same sense that this word is deployed in Isaiah 1:4. The combination of this 

word with rwxa is the factor that causes interpreters such consternation. The basic 

meaning of rwxa is “back” or “from behind.” It seems best to interpret rwxa in this 

context adverbially, “with their backs turned.” The resulting translation would be, “they 
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 For a discussion of the textual issues concerning this phrase see Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-

39, AB (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 179-80; Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 19; John D. W. 
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are estranged with their backs turned.” The English Standard Version captures this idea 

with its translation, “they are utterly estranged.”  

To summarize up to this point, Isaiah 1:2-4 create a rolling portrait of Israel that is 

constructed along the line of contrast. The malevolent actions of Israel (the children in 

this text) all occur in stark contrast to the way in which YHWH (the parent in this text) 

has treated Israel. YHWH is pictured here as a loving parent. He graciously “raised” 

(ldg) Israel and “brought them up” (~wr). He was their owner (hnq) and a husband who 

provided for them (wyl[b swba). Yet, in the face of these kindnesses, Israel turned away 

from YHWH. They had rebelled ([vp) against YHWH and were “children who acted 

corruptly” (~ytyxvm ~ynb). They had abandoned (bz[) and spurned (#an) YHWH and 

were “utterly estranged” (rwxa wrzn) from him.  

The picture presented by Isaiah 1:2-4 is one of relational fissure. But several 

points from other parts of the chapter help refine the image further. As the chapter 

continues it becomes clear that YHWH’s disposition toward Israel transitions from the 

“caring parent” that had reared them.  Israel, YHWH’s child, is currently experiencing 

judgment, though even in that judgment there is mercy. Notice verses 8-9: 

And the daughter of Zion is left like a booth in a vineyard, ~rkb hksk !wyc-tb hrtwnw  
like a hut in a field of cucumbers, like a city under watch. hrwcn ry[k hvqmb hnwlmk 
If YHWH of hosts had not left rytwh tabc hwhy ylwl 
to us a few survivors, j[mk dyrf wnl 
like Sodom we would be and like Gomorrah we would become.  wnymd hrm[l wnyyh ~dsk  
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YHWH, who was initially portrayed as a loving father, is exacting discipline on his 

children. But the purpose of this discipline was to bring Israel to repentance. Verse 19-20 

form the heart of this plea for repentance:  

If you are willing and obedient,  ~t[mvw wbat-~a 
 

the good of the land you will eat. wlkat #rah bwj 
But if you refuse and are disobedient ~tyrmw wnamt-~aw 
The sword will devour you, wlkat brx 
for the mouth of YHWH has spoken. rbd hwhy yp yk 
 

The point to be made is that the loving parental image presented in verses 2-4 does not 

preclude the use of judgment by YHWH on his children. In this case, the judgment 

carries a corrective intent. YHWH desires something different than the treatment he has 

received from his child and is moved to action in an attempt to bring about a change. 

Summary: Isaiah 1 invokes a parental image for YHWH. In spite of his loving 

care for them, Israel rebelled and abandoned their relationship with their parent. In an 

attempt to draw them back, YHWH exacted judgment on the nation, all the while 

extending the offer of forgiveness if Israel would repent. The composite image, then, of 

YHWH in chapter 1 is that of a spurned parent, a parent whose love has been dismissed 

by the child and whose stern disposition toward that child intends to bring about 

repentance.
31
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 A similar nuance of YHWH’s relationship with Israel is captured in Isaiah 5 in the famous 

parable of the vineyard. The parable begins with an irenic scene where YHWH creates, cultivates and cares 

for his vineyard. But in spite of his careful work, the vineyard yields wild grapes. In response to the harvest 

of wild grapes, YHWH removes the hedge and breaks the wall down, leaving the vineyard exposed to the 

ravages of passersby. This image brings together the initial kindness shown Israel with the judgment 

promised for Israel’s rebellion; for a more detailed discussion of this passage and its identification and 

function as a parable see Jeremy Schipper, Parables and Conflict in the Hebrew Bible (New York: 
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Exploring the Image in the Literature 

 This image of a spurned father is well documented in the literature. The citations 

offered below will serve to demonstrate the widespread recognition of this image and 

highlight specific aspects of the image that are pertinent to this investigation. 

Jehovah has discovered rebellion and ingratitude in the sons whom he has 

reared and brought to honour. This fact, disclosed to the spiritual 

perception of the prophet, is the basis of the whole subsequent argument.
32

 

 

Skinner’s analysis brings up two points pertinent to our discussion. First, Skinner prefers 

a particular nuance when translating and interpreting the verb ~wr in this passage. While 

many interpreters view the use of ~wr here and in Isaiah 24:3 as an idiosyncratic (to 

Isaiah) synonym for ldg, Skinner seeks to retain its more customary meaning (“to exalt”) 

in this context. This preference concurs with the analysis of ~wr presented above. Second, 

Skinner presents this image not just as the opening of Isaiah’s argument but as the “basis” 

of the argument moving forward. This analysis rightly elevates the image of the spurned 

parent among the other images presented in Isaiah 1. The image of the YHWH, the 

spurned parent, is not just one of the images presented, but a central image of the first 

chapter. 

 The importance of this image is seen in its prominent place in the first chapter, but 

it is also important based on its connection to Israel’s relationship with YHWH 

throughout their national history. F. Delitzsch connects YHWH’s fatherhood of Israel 

with his gracious action in Israel’s history: 
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Israel was Jehovah’s son (Ex. vi. 22, 23). All the members of the nation 

were his children (Duet. Xiv. 1, xxxi. 20). Jehovah was Israel’s father by 

whom it had been begotten (Deut. Xxxii. 6, 18)…And this relation 

between Jehovah and Israel, as His children, had now, at the time when 

Jehovah was speaking through the mouth of Isaiah, a long and gracious 

past behind it.
33

 

 

Delitzsch sees the past reference in these verses (“Children I have reared and raised up”) 

as referring to Israel’s entire relationship with YHWH. He interprets these verses from 

the historical vantage point of the 8
th

 century prophet. From this perspective, the 

prosperity experienced by the nation in times past would have functioned as evidence of 

YHWH’s fatherly kindness. But one need not posit a specific historical background to 

appreciate the kindness of YHWH in rearing and raising Israel.  

While Delitzsch highlights the historical dimension of the first chapter, Webb’s 

analysis focuses on the juridical nature of Isaiah’s plea. 

In bringing his rebellious sons to trial, the Lord was doing no more than 

the law of Moses required, but his was a special grief, for he was judge as 

well as parent (cf. verse 9 with verse 2). Isaiah, too, longed for the people 

to repent rather than to go on suffering (see his appeal in verse 5), but 

everything now depended on the attitude of the remnant whom the Lord 

had so far graciously spared (9). Would they at last learn from the 

experience an turn back to the Lord?
34

 

 

Three aspects of Webb’s analysis are pertinent to our discussion. First, he highlights the 

interplay of images within the chapter, where YHWH is presented as parent and judge. 

This raises the general issue of how images for YHWH were selected and deployed, 

which will become significant as we view the transformed version of the parent image in 

Isaiah 66. But Webb helpfully shows that these images for YHWH do not exist in 
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isolation; they exist as a segment of a composite portrait of YHWH as present by Isaiah. 

Second, he connects the juridical nature of this text with the law of Moses. Placing 

potential chronological issues to the side, the interplay between Deuteronomy and Isaiah 

1 is apparent.
35

 For Webb this interplay exists as a function of law (Moses) and a trial for 

the breaking of that law (Isaiah). In this scheme, the law functions as the basis for the 

juridical preceding that is taking place in Isaiah 1. This concept was corroborated by the 

analysis above where the text of Deuteronomy reinforces Isaiah’s use of various 

vocabulary words. (See the discussion of ~ytyxvm ~ynb and #an in the analysis of Isaiah 

1:4 above.) Third, Webb brings out the corrective intent of YHWH’s actions in Isaiah 1. 

YHWH’s fatherly discipline of Israel was intended to bring about the desired repentance 

in these children that had rebelled. YHWH’s wrath was not vindictive in this text, but 

corrective. The analysis above highlights the role of Isaiah 1:19-20 in extending the offer 

of blessing to Israel if they would be obedient. 

In similar manner to Webb, Tull finds a possible background to the family 

imagery in Deuteronomy: 

The frightening law of the stubborn and rebellious son who must be 

executed in Deuteronomy 21:18-21 may or may not stand directly in the 

background of God’s accusation here. But the law’s presence underscores 

the seriousness with which familial rebellion was viewed. The theme of 

people as God’s rebellious children will be further elaborated in v. 4, and 

will recur periodically throughout Isaiah. While not all references to the 

people as children involve rebellion, and not all references to rebellion use 

the metaphor of offspring, Isaiah offers plenty of opportunities to examine 

the connection.
36
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Tull notes the recurrence of this imagery within chapter 1, but she also notes the 

recurrence of the imagery in other parts of Isaiah. According to Tull, these 

passages include Isaiah 30:1, 9; 48:8; 50:1; 63:8. While an interpretation of these 

passages cannot be taken up here, Tull’s comments do much to uncover the 

importance of familial imagery for Isaiah, especially as it relates to Israel’s 

rebellion. 

 Roberts notes the possible connection to Deuteronomy as well and makes 

several helpful observations regarding the background of this imagery: 

The shift to familial imagery has suggested to some scholars that Isaiah’s 

imagery is rooted in the language of family law (Duet 21:18-21), not 

covenantal law, but the shift does not represent a real shift in thought. 

Familial imagery was widely used in covenant language. A great king was 

typically referred to as his subordinate’s “father”…while his subordinate 

vassal was typically referred to as the great king’s son…Moreover, the 

designation of Israel as Yahweh’s “son” or “sons” in the earlier literature 

is closely tied in with the exodus and covenant that created the people 

Israel.
37

 

 

Roberts’ analysis suggests that the familial imagery and the covenantal imagery 

within Isaiah 1 should not be viewed in counter distinction. He rightly suggests 

that the familial imagery functions in tandem with the covenantal imagery. He 

also notes the connection of the expression “son” with the biblical literature 

associated with the exodus and the formation of the covenant community.
38

 

Summary: The above survey has shown the widespread recognition of the 

parental image in Isaiah 1. It has also brought to light several important features of the 
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parental image. First, the parental image is likely the central image in the opening chapter 

of Isaiah. It forms the lens through which the rest of the juridical disputation is 

propagated. Second, the spurned parent imagery sets the stage for the parenetic function 

of the passage as a whole. YHWH, as the spurned parent, desires his child Israel to repent 

and turn back to him. He desires for the broken relationship to be restored. Finally, the 

familial imagery of this passage likely bears some connection to the covenantal literature 

through its designation of Israel as YHWH’s “son.” 

The Comforting Mother of Isaiah 66 

Exploring the Image in the Text 

The imagery used to describe YHWH in Isaiah 66:13 is significantly transformed 

from what one encounters in chapter 1. The image of God in Isaiah 1 is that of a spurned 

parent, where the image in chapter 66:13 is that of a comforting mother. Isaiah 66:13 falls 

within a complex of maternal imagery, much of which will be discussed in chapter 3 

where the image of Zion as a nursing mother is identified and discussed. The author(s) of 

Isaiah 66 interrupts the extended metaphor concerning Jerusalem with the following 

verse:  

Isaiah 66:13 

Like a grown child is comforted by his mother, wnmxnt wma rva vyak 
so I will comfort you; ~kmxna ykna !k 
in Jerusalem you will be comforted. wmxnt ~Ølvwrybw 
 

Three exegetical issues stand out in this verse as significant for our purposes. First, note 

the unique word choice which initiates the comparison: vyak (“like a man”). There are at 

least three interpretations of this phrase among interpreters of Isaiah. The first is to read 
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vya as something of an impersonal pronoun. This type of impersonal use has precedent in 

other text within the Hebrew Bible.
39

 Genesis 13:16 and Joshua 10:8 both seem to use 

vya in this way: 

Gen 13:16 

And I will make your descendants like the dust of the earth,#rah rp[k $[rz-ta ytmfw 
so that if one was able vya lkwy-~a rva 
to number the dust of the earth, #rah rp[-ta twnml 
thus you descendants would be numbered. hnmy $[rz-~g 

 

Joshua10:8 

Then YHWH said to Joshua, [vwhy-la hwhy rmayw 
“Do not be afraid of them  yk ~hm aryt-la 
because into your hand I have given them,  ~yttn $dyb 
not one of them will stand before you. $ynpb ~hm vya dm[y-al 

 

Several modern translations indicate they are reading vya in Isaiah 66:13 this way. They 

include the ESV
40

 and the 1917 addition of JPS.
41

 

A second interpretation is to read vya as referring to a young male child. This 

interpretation leans heavily on the force of context more than the semantic domain of 

vya. Paul notes at least two examples of this in Genesis 4:1 and 1 Samuel 1:11
42

:  

Genesis 4:1 

And Adam knew Eve his wife, wtva hwx-ta [dy ~dahw 
and she conceived and gave birth to Cain. !yq-ta dltw rhtw 
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And she said, “I have gotten a son from YHWH.” hwhy-ta vya ytynq rmatw 
 

1 Samuel 1:11 

Then she vowed a vow, saying, rmatw rdn rdtw 
YHWH of hosts, twabc hwhy 
if you will look intently upon the poverty of your servant $tma yn[b hart har-~a 
and remember me and not forget your servant  $tma-ta xkvt-alw yntrkzw 
and give to your servant sons, ~yvna [rz $tmal httnw 
then I will give him YHWH all the days of his life wyyx ymy-lk hwhyl wyttnw 
 

Several modern translations of Isaiah 66:13 interpret vya with a similar nuance. They 

include the 1985 addition of JPS
43

 and the Anchor Bible.
44

 

A third interpretation of vya seeks to preserve the more common force of the 

word. This interpretation takes its cues from the emphatic position of vyak and highlights 

a transition in perspective that points to translating vya as “man.” The expression vyak 

occurs 21 times in the Hebrew Bible, most commonly in the historical literature as part of 

the expression, dxa vyak (“as one man”).
45

 In the other occurrences, as well as with the 

one just mentioned, the expression leans heavily on the description to follow. Note the 

following examples: 

Ps. 38:15  

“Like a man who does not hear”  [mv-al rva vyak 

Prov. 6:11; 24:34 

“like an armed man”   !gm vyak 
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 Jewish Publication Society Translation (1985): “As a mother comforts her son, so I will comfort 
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44
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Isa. 42:13; Jer.6:23; 50:42 

“like a man [going to] of war”  twmxlm[l] vyak 

Jer.14:9  

“like a man confused”   ~hdn vyak 

Jer. 23:9 

“like a man drunk”  rwkv vyak 

Zech. 4:1 

“who is awakened out of his sleep”  wtnvm rw[y-rva vyak 

 

In each of these examples the description that follows the expression defines the point of 

comparison.
46

 Such is the case in Isaiah 66:13. Additionally, in each of the above 

examples an adult male is the most natural understanding of the referent. This 

interpretation suggests that the same is true of Isaiah 66:13.  

Based on the research presented above, the third option, reading the vyak as 

referring to an adult male is the best reading of Isaiah 66:13. Delitzsch argues for this 

interpretation: 

Hitzig says that ‘ish is not well chosen; but how easily could the prophet 

have written ben (son), as in ch. xlix. 15! He writes ‘ish, however not 

indeed in the unmeaning sense in which the LXX has taken it, viz. w`j ei; 
tina mh,thr parakale,sei, but looking upon the people, whom he had 

previously thought of as children, as standing before him as one man. 

Israel is now like a man who has escaped from bondage and returned 

home from a foreign land.
47

 

 

Delitzsch rightly views this phrase as referring to an adult male and notes the contrast 

with references in other parts of Isaiah that view Israel as a child.  

                                                           
46

 Jdg 8:21 and Neh 7:2, the other two occurrences of vyak, follow this same pattern though they 

are used in copulative formulas: Jdg 8:21 “wtrwbg vyak yk” (“for as a man [is, so is] his strength”); Neh 

7:2 “tma vyak awh-yk” (“for he [is] like a man who is faithful”). 

47
 Delitzsch, Isaiah, 503. 
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Some interpreters seek to smooth over the awkward of the phrase by citing the 

need for motherly comfort even on the part of a grown man, but these justifications are 

not necessary.
 48

 It appears the author(s) of Isaiah 66 intended the awkwardness of this 

expression. And even though it is difficult to capture the thrust of the phrase in a 

translation, but the semantic force of beginning the sentence with vyak should not be 

glossed over or amended to read !b (son).
49

 

To summarize, when the verse is read as a whole, the author(s) of Isaiah 65-66 

connects the image of God as a comforting mother with “a man” or “an adult son.” 

Because of emphatic position of vyak, this analysis suggests that the author(s) is writing 

a sentence that contains something of a mismatched metaphor in order to make a point 

about both YHWH (the giver of comfort) and Israel (the receiver of the comfort). This 

contrast will be explored in a later section. 

The second exegetical issue in Isaiah 66:13 is the use of maternal imagery in 

relation to YHWH. In particular, how should this imagery be understood? That YHWH is 

normally defined described in masculine terms is a well established axiom.
50

 It follows 

that this use of maternal imagery should be viewed as a divergence from the norm. At the 

same time, the author(s) of Isaiah 66 was attempting to capture an idea about YHWH, in 
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 Young, Isaiah, vol 3, 527, notes: “Although indefinite, the word man is emphatic…there is no 

need to detract from the full significance of ‘ish (man), for a full-grown man is often in need of a mother’s 

comfort.” 

49
 See Ruth 1:5 for an opposite example where Naomi’s loss of her two adult children is described 

as her being left without her “children” (hydly). 
50

 See John N. Oswalt, “God” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, eds. Mark J. Boda and 

J. Gordon McConville (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2012), 280-93; “God,” Dictionary of Biblical 

Imagery, 332-36, for the range of metaphors used for God in the Hebrew Bible. 
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this case, the unusual extent of the comfort YHWH provides; it should come as no 

surprise that maternal images rise to the surface. Chan has written a helpful article that 

illuminates both the metaphors in Isaiah 65-66 and the use of metaphor in the Hebrew 

Bible generally. Chan offers the following analysis of the mother image in Isaiah 66:13: 

When Yhwh is imaged as a mother in Isa 66:13 ("as one whom his mother 

comforts, so I, even I will comfort you"), it is insufficient to say that lying 

behind the metaphor is the proposition that "Yhwh is comforting." What 

makes this metaphor a unique linguistic event is that Yhwh is associated 

with and understood in light of motherly comfort. Conceptual constructs 

associated with nurturing mothers are brought into a semantic relationship 

with the constructs associated with Yhwh. Thus, knowledge is 

communicated and even created via this rhetorical 

interchange…Thus,…Yhwh's actions of comfort both resemble and 

suggest the comfort and nurture of a mother toward her child. The prophet, 

therefore, may be understood as a rhetorical matchmaker, mediating a 

conversation between the ordinary and the transcendent and thereby 

drawing back the curtain of day-to-day life, by means of images from day-

to-day life, in order to make room for the genuinely new and genuinely 

novel.
51

 

 

Chan’s analysis challenges a typical approach to metaphor, which operates by simply 

identifying the proposition behind the metaphor. This type of approach flattens out 

literary texture of the verse and undercuts the depth of the comparison. This metaphor for 

YHWH is certainly saying that “YHWH provides comfort,” but it is saying a great deal 

more than that. Chan’s anaylsis suggests a large scale intersection of conceptual spheres, 

where the concept of YHWH and the concept of maternal comfort are viewed in parallax. 

Oswalt explores the meaning of the metaphor in light of the rare comparison that is 

present: 

This is one of the few places in the Bible where God is directly compared 

to a mother, and most commentators agree that the comparison has been 

used to reinforce the depth of God’s concern and care for his children. 
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When he gives them courage, strength, hope, and will…these are not 

merely arm’s-length transactions. They are an expression of the intimate, 

personal involvement of a loving personal God with his people.
52

 

 

It should be noted that maternal images are used to describe YHWH at least three other 

times in Isaiah:  Isaiah 42:13-14, 45:9-10, and 49:14-15.
53

 These will be examined in the 

next section of this chapter. But here it can be noted (in advance) that this image in Isaiah 

66:13 stands out among the others for the directness of its maternal comparison and for 

the depth of affection that is communicated.  

The third exegetical issue in Isaiah 66:13 is the three-fold use of ~xn (“comfort”):  

wmxnt ~Ølvwrybw ~kmxna ykna !k wnmxnt Ama rva vyak 

Each occurrence of the word emphasizes a different aspect of the comfort being offered.
54

 

The first conveys the understanding of comfort offered by the maternal metaphor. The 

second conveys the comfort YHWH will give.
55

 The third conveys the reception of 

comfort from Israel’s perspective. All of these combine to form a powerful climax of the 

comfort motif. Oswalt highlights the cumulative nature of this motif in the second half of 

Isaiah (chapters 40-66): 

“Comfort” reemerges in 40:1 and at key points throughout the remainder 

of the book. Of special importance is the cluster of occurrences in chs. 49, 
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 John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapters 40-66, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 

678. 

53
 Some scholars include Isaiah 46:3-4 as an example of female language for YHWH; see Hanne 

Loland, Silent or Salient Gender? The Interpretation of Gendered God-Language in the Hebrew Bible, 

Exemplified in Isaiah 42, 46, and 49 (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008); S. J. Dille, “Women and Female 

Imagery,” Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 858 rightly rejects this identification as “less 

persuasive.” 

54
 Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 40-66, NAC (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2009), 742, notes the way in 

which the same action is describe from two different perspectives, YHWH’s and Jerusalem’s.  

55
 Note the emphatic use of ykna. 
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51-52, which discuss the ministry of the Servant. It is hardly surprising 

that the Servant/Messiah of 61:1-3 announces that his ministry is to 

comfort those who mourn (61:2). Thus in climactic fashion this verse 

[66:13] announces in triplicate the fulfillment of the promise the arm of 

the Lord has been revealed.
56

 

 

In a similar vein, Paul conveys the connection of Isaiah 66:13 to chapters 40ff through 

the comfort theme. He also shows how this climactic celebration of comfort stand in stark 

relief to the suffering people of Zion (what he calls “uncomforted Zion”) presented in the 

earlier chapters of Second Isaiah: 

The root ~xn, a frequently recurring term throughout the book and part of 

the overall leitmotif of consolation from the very first verse of the book 

(40:1), is repeated here three times for added emphasis and contrast with 

the description of uncomforted Zion prior to her redemption.
57

 

 

The word ~xn (“comfort”) is used a total of 17 times in Isaiah.
58

 As has been noted 

above, the word occurs with greater frequency in Second and Third Isaiah. Of interest for 

the present project, however, is the occurrence of ~xn in Isaiah 1:24: 

Isaiah 1:24 

Therefore of the Lord declares,  !wdah ~an !kl 
YHWH of hosts, the strong one of Israel, larfy ryba twabc hwhy 
Behold, I will comfort myself (get relief) from my enemies,  yrcm ~xna ywh 
And I will avenge myself on my adversaries ybywam hmqnaw 
 

This text provides a unique point of contact with Isaiah 63:13. While the same root (~xn) 

is used, it connotes a somewhat contrastive meaning. In Second and Third Isaiah, ~xn is 
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 Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapter 40-66, 679; for this emphasis see also Webb, The Message 

of Isaiah, 249, fn. 149. 

57
 Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 621. 
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 The following are the occurrences of the root ~xn in Isaiah: 1:24; 12:1; 22:4; 40:1; 49:13; 51:3, 

12, 19; 52:9; 54:11; 57:6; 61:2; 66:13. 
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used to describe a scenario where YHWH is the exclusive provider of the comfort and 

Israel is the receiver of comfort.
59

 But in Isaiah 1:24, YHWH is both the provider and the 

receiver of comfort.
60

  He is comforting himself. The key contrast between these texts is 

the disposition of YHWH toward his people. In Isaiah 66, YHWH is comforting his 

people. In Isaiah 1, YHWH is judging his people and, in fact, comforting himself by 

exacting that judgment. 

Two other exegetical notes concerning Isaiah 1:24 are in order. First, the word 

play between hmqna and ~xna in the last two lines of the verse may contribute to the 

unusual sense of ~xn in this text. Second, the words used to refer to Jerusalem/Israel in 

this text are rc (“enemy”) and bya (“adversary”). These designations highlight the stern 

disposition of YHWH toward his people in Isaiah 1 and point to the significant contrast 

in the ending of the book where his people are once again presented as ym[ (“my 

people”).
61

 

 In summary, three exegetical issues in relation to Isaiah 66:13 were analyzed 

above. Concerning the use of vya, it seems best to view this word as an intentionally 

awkward metaphor where YHWH, like a consoling mother, is comforting Israel, the 
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 One exception to this general tendency is the use of ~xn in Isa 57:6: tyl[h $sn tkpv ~hl-
~g ~xna hla l[h hxnm (“moreover to them you pour out drink offerings, you bring up offerings; 

because of this should I relent?”); here ~xn is used in a similar fashion to its use in Isa 1:24.  

60
 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 123-4, notes on the meaning of ~xn in Isa 1:24, “Although the niph‘al 

of ~xn is common enough, the sense demanded by the context is highly unusual…the thought is of God 

gaining comfort/relief for himself after the wrath provoked by the people’s misdeeds…through the act of 

vengeance which follows; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 186-87, notes the word play between ~xna 

(“comfort”) and hmqna (“avenge”).  
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“adult son” or “man.” Concerning the intent of the maternal imagery for God, the 

analysis above presented the maternal image as carefully constructed intersection of 

semantic fields. This comparison invites a full-orbed connection between the image and 

its referent and connotes a deep-seated concern on the part of YHWH for his beloved 

children. Concerning ~xn, the threefold use of the word in Isaiah 66:13 should be viewed 

as the high point in the Isaianic motif of comfort. This motif has deep roots in Second and 

Third Isaiah, but also shares a connection with Isaiah 1:24. The contrastive image of 

comfort in Isaiah 1:24 follows the same trajectory of the transformed image under 

consideration: YHWH, who comforts himself by judging his children in Isaiah 1, extends 

deepest comfort to his people in Isaiah 66:13.   

Maternal Images for YHWH in Second and Third Isaiah 

One final issue demands our attention before we analyze the transformation of the 

spurned parent to the comforting mother. In the section below we will examine the use of 

maternal images for YHWH in Second and Third Isaiah. The goal of this section is to 

establish a baseline of maternal images for YHWH in Isaiah such that we can properly 

interpret the metaphor that occurs in Isaiah 66:13. A second goal is to survey the other 

maternal images for YHWH in Isaiah as a way to consider whether Isaiah 66:13 is the 

most natural conversation partner for the parental image in Isaiah 1. One possible 

objection to this exploration of transformed images might be to suggest that the image of 

God as a spurned parent is transformed in other places in Second and Third Isaiah. And 

while this research does not deny that connections with other passages are present, this 
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section seeks to establish that Isaiah 66:13 is a key passage in considering the 

transformation of the image in Isaiah 1. 

Isaiah 42:13-14 

YHWH goes out like a mighty man; acy rwbgk hwhy  
Like a man of war he rouses his zeal; hanq ry[y twmxlm vyak 
He cries out; His face roars; xyrcy-@a [yry 
Upon His enemies he shows himself mighty. rbgty wybya-l[ 
 

I have kept quiet for a long time; ~lw[m ytyvxh 
I am silent and have restrained myself; qpata vyrxa 
Like she who gives birth I cry out; h[pa hdlwyk 
II gasp and pant at once. dxy @avaw ~va 
 

These verses are rife with warrior images for YHWH. YHWH is a rwbg (“mighty 

man”) and a twmxlm vya (“a man of war”); He [wr (“shouts”) and xrc (“roars”). 

These descriptions fall in line with a host of warrior images that are prevalent in the 

Hebrew Scriptures.
62

 It is in this context that the image of a woman crying out in labor 

pains stands out as a striking juxtaposition.  

One of the words used to convey this image warrants our consideration. dly is 

used frequently in Isaiah to denote “giving birth” or “children” (when used nominally).
63

 

Of the 28 occurrences, three texts use dly and the birthing image to convey an aspect of 
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   Deut 28:7, Exod 15:3, 1 Sam 17:45, Ps 18, Hab 3, and Zech 14:3 are a sampling of passages 

with the Divine Warrior image; for a discussion of the divine warrior image, see “Divine Warrior” in 

Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 210-213; for a recent exploration of the divine warrior in Exodus see 

Charlie Trimm, “Yhwh Fights for Them!” The Divine Warrior in the Exodus Narrative (Piscataway, NJ: 

Gorgias, 2014); also see F.R. Ames, “Warfare and Divine Warefare,” Dictionary of the Old Testament 
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 For occurrences of the verb dly in Isaiah see: 7:14; 8:3; 9:5; 13:8; 21:3; 23:4; 26:17, 18; 33:11; 
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judgment or suffering: Isa 13:8, 21:3, and 26:17-18. Isaiah 13:8 is representative of the 

three: 

 Isaiah 13:8 

They will be disturbed; pangs and pain will grab them; !wzxay ~ylbxw ~yryc wlhbnw 
Like she who is giving birth they will writhe; !wlyxy hdlwyk 
They will look helplessly at each other;  whmty wh[r-la vya 
Their face will be faces of flame. ~hynp ~ybhl ynp 

 

This verse uses the same expression as Isaiah 42:14, but here (and in Isaiah 21:3 and 

26:17-18) it is used to call to mind the difficulty and pain associated with child birth. This 

raises the question of how this word and this image are functioning when they describe 

YHWH in Isaiah 42:14. The image deployed in Isaiah 42:14 occurs in a context where 

YHWH is elevated for his strength and war-like prowess. It follows that the birthing 

image being deployed is casting YHWH in a positive light rather than describing the 

deity as being in some state of judgment. As such, the image does not convey its normal 

semantic import. Second Isaiah recasts this image to suit his/her purposes. Katheryn Darr 

summarizes well: 

Placing in God's mouth the words "like a travailing woman," the poet 

proceeds to transform radically the meaning of the simile. Stripped of its 

conventional connotations, it ceases to be an image of fear and pain and 

becomes instead a new way of describing God's behavior and its awesome 

effects.
64

 

 

This image is deployed in Isaiah 42 as a positive image (celebrating Divine activity) 

rather than a negative image (bemoaning fear and pain).  
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As for what is meant by this use of the image, the image must be examined for the 

point of connection between the warrior and the travailing woman images. These 

connection points form the nexus of intended meaning, the primary thrust behind the 

images. The points of connection between these images have been interpreted in various 

ways. Sarah Dille suggests two points of connection: “In Isaiah 42:13-14 God cries out 

like a ‘man of war’ and then cries out ‘like a woman in labor.’ God is like both the 

warrior and the laboring woman in their crying out and who courageously face imminent 

danger for the sake of the life of another.”
65

 This understanding of the image emanates 

from a comparison of the travailing woman image with what precedes it, namely the 

divine warrior crying out. Other scholars have seen a stronger connection with the verses 

that immediately follow. When this connection is analyzed, the travailing women 

imagery becomes an image of what Shalom Paul calls “destructive power”:  

Deutero-Isaiah paints a bold picture of God as a woman in labor whose 

fearsome shouts cause everyone to shudder. Unlike other birthing 

imagery, which emphasizes the travails and pain the woman is going 

through (with notable exception of Isa 66:7-8), the outcries here relate to 

God’s destructive power.
66

 

 

Still another scholar explains this transformation of imagery through a creative reading of 

two verbs in the last part of verse 14. These verbs, read to refer to the rhythmic breathing 

technique of the birthing process, focus the reader on the strength and fortitude involved 

in giving birth.
67
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 Sarah J. Dille, “Women and Female Imagery,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 
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 Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 195. 

67
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In summary, the image of the travailing women is deployed in Isaiah 42:13-14 in 

a way somewhat removed from the normal connotations of the image. The various 

readings offered above illustrate the ambiguity with which the image is deployed, though 

the interpretations are not necessarily mutually exclusive. What is clear is that rather than 

denoting fear and pain associated with childbirth, the image takes on a much more 

positive and courageous tone. Taking the three readings above together, the cry of the 

travailing woman should be viewed in light of the warrior’s cry and should be seen for its 

connection to the destructive power of YHWH described in the subsequent context. The 

final two verbs contribute to this understanding by associating YHWH with the strength 

and vigor of a mother giving birth. 

Isaiah 45:9-10  

Woe to the one who contends with his maker, wrcy-ta br ywh 
 

A pot among earthen pots. hmda yfrx-ta frx 
Should the heap of clay say to the maker, wrcyl rmx rmayh  
What are you making? You work has no handles on it? wl ~ydy-!ya $l[pw hf[t-hm  
Woe to the one saying to the a father, “What are you fathering?”dylwt-hm bal rma ywh 
Or to a mother, “With what are you in labor?”

  !ylyxt-hm hvalw 
 

These verses consist of two woe oracles, both directed at the person who opposes 

what YHWH has done. The particular cause of the protest is not clear, but it seems best 

to view it as being caused by the selection of Cyrus as the “anointed one” at the 

                                                                                                                                                                             

throes of labor. Malbim, in his commentary Hazon Yeshayahu, differentiates between ~va, which refers to 

rapid, panting exhalations, and @ava, which refers to inhalation. In what might be the first description of 

the Lamaze method, the prophet transforms the allegorical meaning inherent in the image of the birthing 

woman. She is no longer a symbol of the victim, but rather the image of strength, of creative force.” 
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beginning of the chapter.
68

 This passage then describes the foolishness of this protest by 

presenting a cluster of images for YHWH. These images include the potter, the father, 

and the mother.  

The first image presents an absurd scenario, where the clay questions the potter 

about the potter’s pots. The second two images are less clear. Smith suggests these verses 

present another person or child questioning the begetting father or a mother in labor about 

their child.
 69

 But this interpretation overlooks the parallel structure of the images 

presented in these two verses. In the first image, the thing being formed (the clay) 

questions the potter about the product of his work (the pots). Following that analogy, it 

makes sense and is grammatically possible that the child being born is the one doing the 

questioning. While it must be admitted that this image, of an unborn child questioning his 

birth, is irrational, such irrationality only strengthens the point that the people of Israel 

should not question YHWH.
70

 Young rightly argues for this interpretation: 

How can a son that is not yet born complain to its father about what the 

father will bring forth or to its mother about her bearing? Obviously the 

thought is an absurdity, but that is the very point of the passage: it is just 

as absurd for Israel to complain about what God will do in the future.
71
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What is left for this discussion is to establish how this maternal image of YHWH 

functions in this passage. In particular, what is communicated about YHWH by the 

inclusion of this image? First, it should be noted that this passage, unlike Isaiah 42:14, 

uses hva (“woman”) as a designation for YHWH. But second, the maternal image in this 

passage is counterbalanced by the inclusion of a corresponding paternal image 

immediately preceding it. As such, the emphasis of the passage is not on the uniquely 

maternal aspects of the image, but on the point of connection between the three images 

used to represent YHWH. Based on the parallel structure, it appears the three images are 

seeking to reinforce a singular point: for you (the Judeans in exile) to question YHWH is 

ridiculous because of who YHWH is. Through the use of carefully chosen vocabulary 

and the images employed, YHWH is presented as Israel’s creator. Questioning him is 

absurd based on his creative power. Sarah Dille summarizes this concept when she notes, 

“In Isaiah 45:9-10, God is compared to a potter and to a father and a birthing woman. 

Juxtaposing the potter with the birth parent highlights the role of God as creator, who 

brings into being the pottery work or the child.”
72

 

Isaiah 49:14-15 

Zion says, “YHWH has forsaken me; hwhy ynbz[ !wyc rmatw 

My Lord has forgotten me.” ynxkv yndaw 
 

Would a woman forget her nursing child, hlw[ hva xkvth  

Such that she has no compassion on the son of her womb? hnjb-!b ~xrm 
Even these might forget, hnxkvt hla-~g 
But I will not forget you. $xkva al yknaw 
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The earlier verses in chapter 49 record the verdant promises of restoration brought 

to Israel by the hand of YHWH’s blessing. The verses immediately preceding this 

passage predict an unparalleled and rapid return to the land. In response to this prediction 

of blessing, one might expect some sort of celebration or word of praise to YHWH. 

Instead, verse 14 presents an objection. Zion, the personification of Jerusalem, 

contradicts the prediction of blessing with the counterclaim that YHWH has forgotten 

her. It is in this context that YHWH invokes a maternal image to reassure Zion of his 

memory of and comfort for her.
 73

 But the comparison is more nuanced than a simple 

comparison. The passage is not saying that YHWH is like a mother with an infant. The 

point of the verse is that YHWH’s commitment to his children is even greater than a 

mother. The dedication of a mother is more of a launching point than a point of 

comparison. In a way, this comparison is something of a bait and switch. The author(s) 

draws the reader in by highlighting the commitment of a mother to her child in the first 

part of verse 15. The answer to the rhetorical question is, “No way, she’ll never forget her 

children.”  Following this question one might anticipate a statement of how YHWH’s 

commitment to his children is like the mother who would never forget. Instead, YHWH 

retorts essentially, “Even mothers forget their children, but I never will!” Oswalt 

summarizes this comparison when he writes, “the truth is that while most mothers cannot 
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forget the children of their wombs and breasts, some do…But whatever the failures of 

mothers, God does not forget! God’s attachment is more than a mother’s.”
74

 

Isaiah 66:13 in light of the Other Maternal Images 

The maternal image in Isaiah 66:13 stands out among the other maternal images 

for at least two reasons. First, the image stands out among the others for the directness of 

its maternal comparison. The image in Isaiah 42, though clearly containing maternal 

elements, appropriates these elements in an unusual way. The birthing imagery (dly) 

which is used in several Isaiah texts to convey the difficulty and pain of judgment is used 

to convey an image of YHWH’s strength and power. The image in Isaiah 45 combines 

both fraternal and maternal images to convey YHWH and his creative power. Hence the 

essential message of this comparison is not uniquely maternal. The image in Isaiah 49 

uses the concept of maternal care (and lack of forgetfulness) as a launching point for a 

statement about YHWH’s commitment to Zion. The truth being conveyed is not that 

YHWH is like a mother, but that YHWH is even more committed and less forgetful than 

a mother.  

In contrast, the maternal comparison in Isaiah 66 is very direct. In fact, the 

author(s) invites a direct comparison between YHWH and a mother. As a mother’s 

disposition toward her offspring is deeply comforting, so YHWH’s disposition toward 

Israel is one of comfort. This comparison, then, transmits a concept traditionally 

associated with mothers and applies it directly to YHWH. The directness of this 
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comparison places the maternal image of Isaiah 66:13 in a unique category above the 

other maternal images for God in Second Isaiah. 

Second, the image in Isaiah 66 stands out because of the depth of affection that is 

communicated. Without rehearsing the analysis above, the threefold use of ~xn in Isaiah 

66:13 highlights this verse’s climatic function in relation to the widespread theme of 

comfort in the book of Isaiah. It is at this climactic moment that the author(s) of Isaiah 66 

engages their most direct maternal image to convey one of the most important themes of 

the book. 

In light of all this, my proposal is that the maternal image in Isaiah 66:13 

constitutes the most natural conversation partner with the parental images presented in 

Isaiah 1. This is not to say that the parental image of Isaiah 1 does not have any points of 

connection with the other maternal images in Second Isaiah. Certainly it does. It is to say, 

however, that the connections between the parental image of Isaiah 1 and the maternal 

image in Isaiah 66:13 are much stronger. And further, with the other connection between 

these chapters (especially through shared vocabulary) in mind, these images present the 

first example of what we are calling a “transformed image.” The following section 

examines the nature of the transformation of these images.  

The Transformation from Spurned Parent to Comforting Mother 

The transformation of this image from chapter 1 to chapter 66 occurs along three 

axes. Each of the axes below represents a point of comparison/contrast between the 

parental image in Isaiah 1 and the maternal image of Isaiah 66:13. The goal of this 
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section is to explore the aspects of this image transformation and to relate them to the 

overall enterprise of Isaiah as found in the first chapter and in the last chapters. 

Child to Man 

In Isaiah 1 the nation as a whole is picture as YHWH’s children. Isaiah 1:2 and 4 

use !b (“son”) as a collective designation. The analysis of this image cannot be repeated 

here, but note how the words associated with children focus on care given a child in the 

early portion of her/his life. These words include ldg (“to rear”) and ~wr (“to bring up”). 

When the author(s) of Isaiah returns to this image from chapter 1, note the transition that 

is made from a child (!b) to a man (vya). Oswalt argues that “man” language present in 

this image represents a higher level of comfort when vya is read to connote an adult. 

Speaking of Isaiah 66:13 he writes, 

It is instructive to observe what is not said. God is not compared to a 

nursing mother; Zion is. God is compared to a mother who embraces her 

grown son (Heb. ’is, a man) in an hour when his need is much deeper that 

the one he had as an infant for her breasts (cf. Gen. 24:67; Judg. 17:2; 1 K. 

2:19-20). His need is not physical but spiritual, as he faces grief, failure 

and loss.
75

 

 

Note how Oswalt references the fact that the surrounding verses picture Zion as a nursing 

mother. This bears significance to our understanding of the image of a mother comforting 

her grown son. In the immediate context, baby and toddler images abound in reference to 

Israel. But these images describe Israel’s relationship to Zion, the nursing mother. When 

the author(s) describes Israel’s relationship to YHWH, he carefully steers the image a 

different direction. As mentioned above, the author(s) presents something of a mixed 
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metaphor where one of the expected parts of the image is changed. Where “child” (!b) is 

expected the author(s) inserts and grammatically marks “man” (vya). While the 

possibility exists that this is simply a rare use of vya, my suggestion is that this 

description is a transformation of an image, from children in Isaiah 1 to a man in Isaiah 

66. 

The transition represented by the shift in imagery from child to man coincides 

with a transition that takes place in Isaiah. In the early stages of Isaiah’s prophecy 

frequent calls for repentance occur in the text.
76

  But by chapters 65 and 66, the 

opportunities for repentance are not found. This transition seems to work out what 

Skinner calls an “antithesis.”
77

 By this designation he refers to a transition that occurs in 

Isaiah in the final chapters. Those who are the objects of YHWH’s love receive it and 

those who are not receive irrevocable judgment. The final chapters give no opportunity 

for those under YHWH’s judgment to change course. In one sense, the die has been cast. 

In relating this to the transformed image, the image of Israel as a child represents the 

stage in Israel’s development where Israel’s destiny still hung in the balance. The image 

of Israel as a man represents this later stage where Israel destiny had become established, 

and the nation would receive the comfort of YHWH. 
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 Examples of the theme of repentance include Isa 1:18-20, 6:8-13; 12:1-6; 30:15-18. 

77
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Parent to Mother 

In Isaiah 1, YHWH is pictured as a spurned parent, one who longed for his 

rebellious children to turn back to him. But in Isaiah 66:13, YHWH is pictured as a 

loving mother who unconditionally comforts her child. The transformation of this image 

from Isaiah 1 to Isaiah 66 highlights a transition in God’s disposition to his children. Carr 

explains this transition in imagery as it relates to YHWH’s relationship to his children: 

In Isa. 1.2-31 these are introduced in such a way as to stress the serious 

and unnatural quality of Israel’s sin, and the consequent importance of 

repentance. Now in the supplication the community confesses its ‘sin’ and 

‘bloodguilt’ (64.4b-60), and asks God their ‘father’ (63.16; 64.7; cf. 45.10-

11) to redeem them despite their sin. Yet Isaiah 65-66 rejects this plea 

(65.1-7), and does not use the image of God as father at all. Instead, it 

reassures the righteous through describing God’s comfort of them like a 

mother comforting her children (66:13).
78

 

 

In one sense the transition in imagery marks a counterintuitive shift. The spurned parent 

of chapter 1 puts out her/his call to all of Israel to turn back to him. But the comforting 

mother provides her comfort only to those confirmed in righteousness. Carr traces this 

transition: 

This radical shift in use of imagery in Isaiah 65-66 corresponds to the 

overall aim of Isaiah 65-66: to reassure and comfort a specific group 

within larger Israel, while rejecting the possibility of divine forgiveness 

for the sinners in the community, a group who has false confidence in the 

mercy of God, their father.
79
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In the end, the image of the spurned parent in Isaiah 1 was actually less restrictive in its 

offer to its children Israel than the comforting mother of Isaiah 66. She had carefully 

chosen the objects of her affection.
80

 

Spurned to Comforting 

The image of YHWH in Isaiah 1 is that of a spurned parent, a parent whose 

children had turned away from him. As noted above, YHWH’s disposition was intended 

to bring about a change of heart and direction in his children, but the fact remains that his 

love was unrequited and his disposition was stern. The opening verses of Isaiah 40 

famously reverse this disposition. The theme of comfort takes center stage for the 

remainder of the book. Isaiah 66:13 forms a sort of climax to the theme of comfort with 

its threefold use of ~xn and tender maternal imagery.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion to this second chapter it seems fitting to review the larger thesis of 

this project in light of the analysis of this first transformed image. As noted in the above, 

scholars have long noted the coherence between Isaiah 1 and 65-66. This connectedness 

was suggested mainly on the basis of shared vocabulary. Shared vocabulary forges a 

certain bond between texts, as it does between Isaiah 1 and 65-66. But the bond between 

these texts is forged in an even stronger fashion through the use of transformed images. 

This chapter has explored the transformation of the spurned parent image in Isaiah 1. The 
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 It should be noted that in two passages just prior to 66:13, an appeal is made to YHWH as 
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to restore their fortunes. These appeals form a prelude to the images of YHWH presented in chapters 65-66, 

which function to reorient a disoriented community; see the discussion of Chan’s analysis in chapter 1. 
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author(s) of Isaiah 65-66 incorporate this image into the text, but in a manner that is 

transformed from its original shape. In doing so, the author(s) reflects the transition in 

emphasis from chapter 1 to chapters 65-66. The transformed image both reflects and 

contributes to this transition. We turn our attention to the second transformed image, the 

unresponsive idol and the attentive deity. 



--CHAPTER 3-- 

AN UNRESPONSIVE IDOL AND AN ATTENTIVE DEITY 

 

Introduction 

Rebecca Raphael, in her monograph entitled Biblical Corpora: Representations of 

Disability in Hebrew Biblical Literature, engages a broad spectrum of literature within 

the Hebrew Bible from the standpoint of disability.
1
 A full review of her work cannot be 

presented here, but her analysis of Deuteronomy’s presentation of idols is pertinent to the 

present discussion.
2
 She begins by showing that the presentation of idols in Deuteronomy 

functions to warn Israel not to follow other gods. This basic polemic involves identifying 

the gods as “other” and showing idols to be the result of human effort.
3
 But these 

depictions, when viewed through the lens of representation and disability open up an 

additional avenue of inquiry: 

I propose that the prominence of disability, combine with just these 

elements, constitutes not simply and historical potpourri, but a systematic 

ideological construction of true divinity and its elect worshippers as 

Normal...Conversely, the representation of idols as disabled—non-sensate 

and limited by physical matter, confined to their statues as it were—

implicates the followers of idols in the disabilities of their gods.
4
  

 

Raphael views the description of idols as describing both idols themselves, and also 

describing the deity who endorses this description. This insight holds true in the passages 

                                                      
1
 Rebecca Raphael, Biblical Corpora: Representations of Disability in Hebrew Biblical Literature 

(New York: T&T Clark, 2008). 

2
 For a review of Raphael’s monograph, see Sarah J. Melcher, "Biblical Corpora: Representations 

of Disability in Hebrew Biblical Literature," CBQ 72, no. 1 (January 2010): 124-126. 

3
 Raphael, Biblical Corpora, 41. 

4
 Raphael, Biblical Corpora, 41. 
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of Second Isaiah where idols are described as deaf, dumb, and inanimate in contrast to 

YHWH who is hears, answers, and acts. (See “Isaiah’s Presentation of Idols” below.)  

This chapter presents a second transformed image, which relates to Raphael’s 

analysis. In Isaiah 1:15 YHWH is presented as an unresponsive idol, where YHWH 

assumes the characteristics of the disabled idols, which are forbidden in other passages of 

Isaiah. This description of YHWH suggests another dimension to Raphael’s argument. 

As will be demonstrated below, YHWH assumes several characteristics of disability in 

this text such that he takes on the image of an idol. In describing YHWH thus, the text 

likely makes as much a statement about YHWH’s worshippers as it does about YHWH. 

We turn now to an examination of the image of YHWH in Isaiah 1:15. 

YHWH as an Unresponsive Idol (1:15) 

After addressing his audience as members of Sodom and Gomorrah (Isaiah 1:10), 

the prophet, reporting the words of YHWH, addresses the religious practices of the 

Israelite community. Their sacrifices were no longer pleasing to YHWH (1:11) and their 

ceremonies and festivals were unbearable to YHWH (1:12-13). Two phrases in vv. 12-13 

warrant our attention: 

When you come to be seen before me, y n p  tw a rl w a b t y k  
who has sought from your hand this trampling of my courts? y rcx s m r  ~ k dy m  ta z v q b -y m 
 

Do not continue to bring empty offerings; a w v -t xn m  a y b h  w p y s w t a l 
incense is an abomination to me; y l a y h  h b [ w t trj q  
new moon and Sabbath [and] the calling of convocation--   a rq m  a rq  tb v w  v d x  
I cannot endure wickedness and festive assemblies. h rc[ w  ! w a  lkw a -a l 
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The first phrase, y rc x s m r (“trampling of my courts”), signals the disrespectful 

treatment of YHWH’s house. rc x (“court”) is used quite frequently in the prophets, 

referring generally to an enclosed area.
5
 This word is used often to refer to the “courts” of 

the temple as a designation for the dwelling place of YHWH (see Isa 62:9 and the Ezek 

references). s m r (“to trample”) is a term of aggression and describes something being 

stepped on repeatedly, often carrying with it an element of judgment or shame.
6
 In Isaiah, 

the term is used primarily to indicate the judgment of YHWH. In Isaiah 1:12, the term 

carries connotations of aggression and shame as Israel treats the courts of YHWH with 

contempt.
7
 

 a rq m  a rq  (“the calling of convocation”) is a phrase denoting the calling of 

special assemblies that did not appear in the regular calendar of religious gatherings.
8
 The 

noun a rq m (“convocation”) is rare in the prophets, only used here and in Isaiah 4:5.
9
 Its 

occurrence here, taken along with y rc x s m r (“trampling of my courts”), suggests that 

the religious establishment at the time of the prophecy was calling for frequent 

                                                      
5
 Isa 1:12; 42:11; 62:9; Jer 19:14; 26:2; 32:2, 8, 12; 33:1; 36:10, 20; 37:21; 38:6, 13, 28; 39:14, 15; 

Ezek 8:7, 16; 9:7; 10:3, 4, 5; 40:14, 17, 19, 20, 23, 27, 28 31, 32, 34, 37, 44, 47; 41:15; 42:1, 3, 6, 7, 8,9, 

10, 14; 43:5; 44:17, 19, 21, 27; 45:19; 46:1, 20, 21, 22; Zech 3:7. 

6
 For the uses of s mr and s mr m (noun form) see: 2 Kgs 7:17, 20; 9:33; 14:9; 2 Chr 25:18; Ps 7:6; 

91:13; Isa 1:12; 5:5; 7:25; 10:6; 16:4; 26:6; 28:3, 18; 41:25; 63:3; Ezek 26:11; 34:18, 19; Dan 8:7, 10,13; 

Mic 5:7; 7:10; Nah 3:14; also see Francis Foulkes, “s mr” in NIDOTTE:3, 1126-7. 

7
 H.G.M. Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, ICC (New York: T&T Clark, 2006), 91, comments, “the 

underlying lack of a proper regard for the sanctity of god’s house is the prophet’s principle target.” 

8
 See Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, CC, trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

1991), 45 for a discussion of the development of this term to denote “proclaimed festival day.” 

9
 For the uses of  see: Exod 12:16; Lev 23:2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 21, 24, 27, 35,36, 37; Num 10:2; 28:18, 25, 

26; 29:1, 7, 12; Neh 8:8; Isa 1:13; 4:5. 
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assemblies. It is quite possible that this response, the frantic calling of religious 

gatherings, was done in reaction to a national crisis.
10

 Taken altogether, the nation is in a 

time of crisis and calling frequent religious assemblies in hopes of garnering sympathy 

with YHWH.
11

 But YHWH is not impressed by the flurry of religious activity. In fact, 

when coupled with the wickedness (! w a) of the people, he cannot endure it (lkw a -a l).  

Verse 15 reports yet another shocking image:  

When you spread your palms, ~ ky p k ~ kf rp b w 
I will hide my face from you. ~ km  y n y [  ~ y l[ a 

Moreover, when you make many prayers,  h lp t w b r t-y k ~ g  
[I] will hear nothing; [m v  y n n y a 
your hands with blood are full. w a lm  ~ y m d ~ ky dy 
 

Introductory Issues 

Two issues present themselves for our discussion before we consider the image of 

YHWH as an unresponsive idol presented in verse 15. These include the possible use of 

foreign rituals in Isaiah 1:10-15 and the proper understanding of the phrase, “your hands 

are full of blood.” These two issues bear significance for our discussion in that some 

scholars see in these phrases an indication of foreign rituals and acts of violence that 

would correspond to the presentation of YHWH as an idol.  
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 J.J.M. Roberts, First Isaiah, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 23. 
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 Note the connection of this scene, where Israel is calling assemblies (ar q m ar q) with Isaiah 

65:24 where the gathered remnant call (w ar q y) upon YHWH. See the section below regarding the “Call-

Answer Motif” that occurs frequently in the final chapters of Isaiah. 



 

   110 

Foreign Rituals in Isaiah 1:10-15? 

The first issue is the proper understanding of the rituals being described in this 

section including the phrase, “When you spread your hands” (~ ky p k ~ k f rp b w). Some 

view this section as condemning the use of unsanctioned rituals to worship God. In this 

view, the citizens of Judah were offering forms of syncretistic worship to YHWH and 

thus fall under his condemnation. Michael S. Moore argues for this interpretation of 

Isaiah 1:10-17: 

After Israel splits into “two nations under God,” Judah’s predilection to 

divorce laissez-faire worship from covenant ethics soon causes Yahweh to 

ask, “When you come to see my Presence,…who seeks this from your 

hand?” (Is. 1:12) The demonstrative pronoun in this question refers to the 

plethora of butchered animals, exotic incense and pagan rituals to which 

so many Judahites have addicted themselves in lieu of covenant justice (Is 

1:10-17). Such behavior makes the Presence so “weary” that he soon finds 

himself “averting my eyes” and “closing my ears,” even when his children 

cry and plead and scream for help (Is 1:14-15).
12

 

 

The crux of this interpretation is the understanding of the demonstrative pronoun in verse 

12:  

When you come to appear in my presence y n p  tw a rl w a b t y k 
Who requires from your hand this trampling of my abode y rcx s m r  ~ k dy m  ta z v q b -y m 
 

Through the lens of this demonstrative pronoun Moore views all of the practices 

described in the subsequent verses as synchrotistic, including the spreading of the palms 

to pray (1:15). Some scholars find additional support for viewing this passage as 

describing foreign worship practices in the interpretation of the phrases, “When you 

spread out your palms” (~ ky p k ~ kf rp b w) and “when you make many prayers” (h lp t 
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 Michael S. Moore, “Divine Presence,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, eds. Mark 

J. Boda and J. Gordon McConville (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2012), 167. 
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w b rt -y k). For example, Wildberger discusses the origins of the second phrase and 

suggests it indicates foreign worship: 

The type of prayer at issue here is one offered in the sanctuary, which 

accompanied the sacrificial action, not a private act of devotion; this does 

not say, however, that such private prayer would have been outside the 

scope of what could be viewed as open to dangerous abuse. h lp t (prayer) 

may be connected with the same idea that is found in the Arabic falla, “cut 

incisions”…Then its most basic root meaning would be the same as that of 

dde GOt .h i (cut one’s self).
13

 

 

Wildberger traces one possible origin of h lp t (“prayer”) to suggest the possibility that 

the practice of prayer being described in this passage may have included a foreign ritual. 

Following this line of thinking, YHWH’s rejection of these prayers would stem primarily 

from his rejection of the foreign practice rather than the content or attitude accompanying 

the prayer.  

Many interpreters, however, call into question the line of reasoning that views the 

ritual practice as described in vv. 10-15 as synchrotistic or foreign. Hilber argues that the 

inclusion of prayer into the list of unacceptable worship turns the impetus of rejection 

away from the practices being described.
14

 Hilber rightly suggests that the issue at hand is 

the attitude and actions of the worshipper outside the worship context that makes these 

worship rituals unsavory to YHWH. Williamson also identifies the inclusion of prayer as 

an important key to the interpretation of this passage: 
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 Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 47-48. 

14
 J.W. Hilber, “Liturgy and Cult,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 520, “Isaiah lists 

social injustice as a disqualification for acceptable worship (Is 1:10-17). The fact that Isaiah mentions 

prayer among the rejected practices (Is 1:15) strongly supports the view that it was not ritual or the cult to 

which he objected but rather cultic practice without an appropriate attitude and ethical commitment.” 
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Following denunciation of the current practice of offering (11-13a) and 

festivals (13b-14), the section reaches its climax with this declaration that 

even prayer will be ineffective because of the supplicants’ self-evident 

guilt in the moral realm (hands full of blood). The position and the 

transparency of the verse thus provide an important exegetical clue to the 

underlying thought of the more controversial preceding sections.
15

 

 

In Williamson’s interpretation verse 15 is the climactic verse in the section. When read 

this way, prayer is pictured as the most elemental act of worship among the others 

mentioned in vv. 10-14, and even their prayers fall on closed ears.
16

  

In summary, the most natural reading of verse 15 supports the understanding that 

the rejection of these prayers is on the basis of the aberrant actions of the worshippers 

outside of the temple rather than the aberrant prayer rituals offered in the temple. 

“Hands Full of Blood” 

The second issue is the understanding of the final phrase, “Your hands are full of 

blood”   (w a lm  ~ y m d ~ k y dy). Two grammatical elements contribute to the varied 

opinions on this verse. The first is the plural form of blood (~ y m d).
17

 The second element 

is emphatic position of blood (~ y m d) before the verb. In light of these grammatical 
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 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 96. 

16
 For a corroborating position see R.E. Gane, “Sacrifices and Atonement,” in Dictionary of the 

Old Testament Prophets, 688, “According to Isaiah, God refused to accept sacrifices, incense, sacred times 

and even prayers (Is 1:15) because his people had rebelled against him and persisted in doing evil, 

especially sins of social injustice (Is 1:2-4, 10, 15-23). It was not assemblies in general that the Lord could 

not stand, but their assemblies with iniquity; it was not all prayer that he refused to acknowledge, but 

prayer made with hands full of bloodguilt (Is 1:13, 15). What he desired was moral cleansing and justice, 

which rituals could not replace (Is 1:16-17; cf. Ps 40:6-8; Mic 6:6-8).” 

17
 The following references mark all the occurrences of the plural form of ~ d in the absolute and 

construct. These account for 73 of 295 occurrences of the word: Gen 4:10, 11; Exod 4:25, 26; 22:1, 2; Lev 

12:4f, 7; 20:9, 11, 12, 13, 16, 18, 27; Deut 19:10; 22:8; 1 Sam 25:26, 33; 2 Sam 1:16; 3:28; 16:7, 8; 21:1; 1 

Kgs 2:5, 31, 33; 2 Kgs 9:7, 26; 1 Chr 22:8; 28:3; 2 Chr 24:25; Ps 5:7; 9:13; 26:9; 51:16; 55:24; 59:3; 

106:38; 139:19; Prov 29:10; Isa 1:15; 4:4; 9:4; 26:21; 33:15; Ezek 7:23; 9:9; 16:6, 9, 36; 18:13; 22:2; 24:6, 

9; Hos 1:4; 4:2; 12:15; Mic 3:10; 7:2; Nah 3:1; Hab 2:8, 12, 17; Zech 9:7. 
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features, readers of Isaiah have suggested various interpretations. Oswalt outlines the two 

basic positions as (1) seeing the bloody hands as referring to actual acts of violence and 

(2) seeing the bloody hands as referring to the blood of the sacrifices which were offered 

in vain.
 18

 At first glance, the former seems more convincing in light of the use of the 

plural form of blood. As Williamson notes, the plural form “nearly always refers to blood 

that has been violently shed.”
19

  It might also be argued that this reference to blood does 

not refer to the blood of sacrifices referenced in verse 11 because the reference there is 

singular.
20

 Finally, the emphatic position of the word is read by some to suggest the 

word’s association with violence.
21

  

In the end, it seems best to read ~ y m d as referring to acts of violence, but also as 

stylistic overstatement. Oswalt rightly notes, “Probably the solution is to see the charge 

as hyperbolic. Whatever the worshipers’ personal involvement in violence and injustice, 

                                                      
18

 John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapter 1-39, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 98, 

“Commentators have debated the meaning of blood in this context. The plural damim is normally reserved 

for bloody acts, like murder (Ps. 51:16 [Eng. 14]), but some have argued that the people were not actually 

murderers and that, therefore, the references must be to the blood of the vain sacrifices (Calvin, Alexander, 

Herntrich, Buhm, etc.). But others (Delitzch, Drechsler) have argued that violence must be intended, 

especially in the light of the stress upon justice in vv. 16 and 17.” 

19
 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 98; J. Blake Couey, Reading the Poetry of First Isaiah: The Most 

Perfect model of the Prophetic Poetry (New York: Oxford, 2015), 198, corroborates this analysis: “The 

people’s hands, which had presented the offering and made gestures of prayer, ‘are full of blood (damim).’ 

The plural of dam usually denotes violent bloodshed…so it does not refer directly to the sacrificial blood 

mentioned in v.11.” 

20
 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 98; note also Couey, Reading the Poetry of First Isaiah, 198, “the 

mixture of different kinds of blood in the poem powerfully figures an unseemly combination of piety and 

injustice.” 

21
 F. Delitzsch, Isaiah, Commentary on the Old Testament, translated by James Martin (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), 95, “the plural number neither refers to the quantity nor to the separate drops, but 

is the plural of production…The terrible damim stands very emphatically before the governing verb, 
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original). 
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they are certainly implicated in the excesses of their society.”
22

 This understanding does 

not preclude the fact that some of the worshippers may have, in fact, been guilty of 

blood-shedding violence. On the other hand, such an understanding provides the 

necessary latitude to allow for the condemnation of those who may not have actually shed 

someone’s blood, but whose oppression of others left them with figurative blood on their 

hands. 

Summary of Introductory Issues 

As noted above, these two introductory issues bear significance to this project. 

The discussion below identifies an image of YHWH that equates him with an idol. 

Though it might be attractive from one perspective to see the practices describe in vv. 10-

15 as connected with foreign rituals, a close reading of the text suggests otherwise. The 

form of prayer described in verse 15 is of no special genus. The blood on the hands is a 

symbol of the people’s guilt, not a reference to idolatrous practices. In regards to what 

follows, the identification of the image of YHWH as an idol presented below is based on 

the description of YHWH in verse 15, rather than on a supposed inclusion of foreign 

practice in vv. 10-15. We turn now to an investigation of the image of YHWH as an idol 

presented in verse 15. 

The Description of YHWH in Isaiah 1:15 

The description of YHWH in verse 15 is presented in two related phrases, “I will 

hide my eyes from you” (~ km  y n y [  ~ y l[ a) and “[I] will hear nothing” ([ m v  y n n y a). The 
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root ~ l[ is used 30 times in the Hebrew Bible with a basic meaning, “to conceal or 

hide.”
23

 Of particular interest for our purposes are five verses where ~ l [ is used in the 

hiphil stem as it is in Isaiah 1:15.
24

 Two are cited below for comparison: 

Psalm 10:1 

Why, YHWH, do you stand far away?  q w xrb  dm [ t h w h y  h m l 
[Why] do you hide in the time of trouble? h rcb  tw t[ l ~ y l[ t 
 

Lam 3:56 

You heard my voice, t[m v  y lw q  
“Do not hide your ear from my sighing,  y txw rl $ n za  ~ l [ t -la 

from my cry for help.”
 y t[ w v l  

 

These verses demonstrate similarities with Isaiah 1:15. In the first, the Psalmist is puzzled 

by YHWH’s inattentiveness and in the second, the author praises YHWH for responding 

to his prayers. Both of these verses confirm a tacit expectation that YHWH will respond. 

It is in this context that YHWH’s statement in Isaiah 1:15 is so surprising. While Psalm 

10:1 records YHWH’s apparent inattention (and the Psalmist’s protest), Isaiah 1:15 

records YHWH’s own intentions to conceal his eyes from his people.
25

 

The second phrase [m v  y n n y a (“[I] will hear nothing”) is a combination of two 

words that occur independently on a very frequent basis in the Hebrew Bible.
26

 The 
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 For all the uses of ~ l [ in the Hebrew Bible see: Lev 4:13; 5:2, 3, 4; 20:4; Num 5:13; Deut 22:1, 

3, 4; 1 Sam 12:3; 17:56; 20:22; 1 Kgs 10:3; 2 Kgs 4:27; 2 Chr 9:2; Job 6:16; 28:21; 42:3; Ps 10:1; 26:4; 
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no 1 (March 2012): 1-55. 

26
 [mv and ! y a occur in the Hebrew Bible 1188 and 805 times respectively. 
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combination of these words in the same grammatical phrase, however, occurs less 

frequently.
27

 A number of these texts warrant our attention: 

Jeremiah 11:14 

Therefore, do not pray on behalf of this people, h zh  ~ [ h -d[ b  l lp t t- la  h ta w 
and do not lift up on their behalf a cry or a prayer;  h lp tw  h n r ~ d[ b  a v t-la w 
for [I] will not listen   [m v  y n n y a  y k 
in the time when they call upon me in their distress. ~ t[ r d[ b  y la  ~ a rq  t[ b 

 

Jeremiah 14:12 

Though they fast, [I] will not listen to their cries; ~ tn r- la  [m v  y n n y a  w m cy  y k 
though they bring a burnt offering and a grain offering, h xn m w  h l[  w l [ y  y kw 
I will not be pleased; ~ cr y n n y a 
but by the sword and hunger and plague rb db w  b [ rb w  b rxb  y k 

I will destroy them. ~ tw a  h lkm  y kn a 

 

Ezekiel 20:39 

And now house of Israel thus says the Lord YHWH: h w h y  y n da  rm a -h k la rf y -ty b  ~ ta w 
“Let everyone go serve his idol; w db [  w kl w y lw lg  v y a 
if [you] will not listen to me;  y la  ~ y [m v  ~ kn y a -~ a  rxa w 
but my holy name you will not pollute dw [ - w ll xt a l y v dq  ~ v -ta w  
with your gifts and with your idols.” ~ ky lw lg b w  ~ ky tw n tm b 

 

These passages cannot be considered in detail, but two observations are in order. First, in 

the two Jeremiah texts, these words are quotations of YHWH telling the prophet that he is 

not going to listen to the prayers of his people. This is nearly the exact the situation being 

conveyed in Isaiah 1:15 where YHWH tells the nation he will not hear. Second, all three 

of these texts occur in contexts where the idolatry of the Israel is being address.
28

 This 

                                                      
27

 To my knowledge, the following verses are 15 places where these two words occur in the same 

grammatical phrase: Duet 21:18, 20; 2 Sam 15:3; Job 33:33; Ecc 9:16;  Isa 1:15; 41:26; Jer 7:16; 11:14; 

14:12; 32:33; 37:14; 44:16; Ezek 3:7; 20:39. 

28
 Note that Jeremiah 14:12 is not a text dealing exclusively with the nation’s idolatry, but two 

verses prior (14:10) the people are chided because “they love to wander and have not restrained their feet” 

(~ h y lg r  [w nl  w b h a w kf x al); this language is suggestive of religious unfaithfulness which may or 

may not include idolatrous practice. 
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phrase, especially when it occurs within a quotation of YHWH, evidences a certain 

connection with idolatry. 

When taken together these two phrases, “I will hide my eyes from you” (y n y [  

~ y l[ a  ~ km) and “[I] will hear nothing” ([m v  y n n y a), describe the inattention of YHWH 

and are reminiscent of the descriptions used of idols throughout the book.
29

 YHWH 

would turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to the prayers of the nation. In a word, he would 

become an unresponsive idol to them, not unlike the idols he had forbidden them to 

worship.
30

 We turn now to a survey of Isaiah’s unique portrayal of idols. This survey will 

provide the necessary context in which to understand the image of YHWH as an 

unresponsive idol that is presented in Isaiah 1:15. 

Isaiah’s Presentation of Idols 

Isaiah’s presentation of idols is somewhat unique within the Hebrew Bible. Other 

parts of the Hebrew Bible present idols as something to be avoided, but the tacit 

understanding of the authors is that false gods possessed otherworldly power.  Barton 

surveys various perspectives on idolatry in the Hebrew Bible and underscores this notion: 

What is clear is that for many OT writers, and presumably for the people 

at large at least in pre-exilic times, the "other gods" were taken very 

seriously as real sources of divine power. If the prophets thought it was 

wicked for the people to worship other gods in preference to Yahweh, in 

some cases at least this was because they believed these other gods really 

                                                      
29

 Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 69, “Thus [the 

nation] had become guilty of idolatry, seeking to worship Him as though approaching an idol. He would 

therefore be to Judah as an idol. The idol would not open its eyes, so He would not open His eyes. The idol 

could not hear, so he would not hear the multiplied prayer.” 

30
 The following is a list of some of the texts in Isaiah where idolatry is addressed: 2:8, 18, 20; 

10:10, 11; 19:1, 3; 21:9;  30:22; 31:7; 40:19, 20; 42:8, 17; 44:9, 10, 15, 17; 45:16, 20; 46:1, 6, 7; 48:5; 

57:13; 66:3. 
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existed, but should have been taboo for those who were committed to the 

God who had brought Israel out of Egypt and given them the Promised 

Land.
31

 

 

A full presentation of the Hebrew Bible’s teaching on idols and idolatry is beyond the 

scope of this project. However, Barton’s assertion about the tacit recognition of the 

power of idols within much of the Hebrew Bible can be substantiated by observing 

several key texts. Consider the following: 

 Deuteronomy 5:7-9a 

You shall not have to you other gods before my face. y n p -l[  ~ y rxa  ~ y h la  $ l-h y h y  a l 
 

You shall not make to you a carved image, ls p  $ l-h f [ t-a l 
or any form [of something] that is in heaven above,  l[m m  ~ y m v b  rv a  h n w m t-l k 
or that is in the earth beneath, tx tm  # ra b  rv a w 
or that is in the waters under the earth. # ra l t xtm  ~ y m b  rv a w  
 

You shall not bow down to them or serve them ~ db [ t a lw  ~ h l h w x t v t-a l  
because I, YHWH your god, am a jealous god. a n q  la  $ y h la  h w h y  y kn a  y k 
 

These verses record the prohibition against worshipping other idols in the Decalogue. Of 

interest for this discussion is the reason YHWH gives for the prohibition: a n q  la  $ y h la  

h w h y  y kn a  y k (because I, YHWH your god, am a jealous god). The word, a n q, is used in 

a variety of contexts carrying the basic meaning of “jealous or zealous.”
32

 Often the word 

describes a person or people’s attitude toward another person or people, as in Isaiah 

11:13: 

                                                      
31

 John Barton, “’The Work of Human Hands’ (Ps 115:4): Idolatry in the Old Testament,” ExAud 

15 (1999): 64. 

32
 For the occurrences of the verb an q in the Hebrew Bible see: Gen 26:14; 30:1; 37:11; Exod 

20:5; 34:14; Num 5:14, 30; 11:29; 25:11, 13; Deut 4:24; 5:9; 6:15; 32:16, 21; 2 Sam 21:2; 1 Kgs 14:22; 

19:10, 14; Ps 37:1; 73:3; 78:58; 106:16; Prov 3:31; 23:17; 24:1, 19; Isa 11:13; Ezek 8:3; 31:9; 39:25; Joel 

2:18; Zech 1:14; 8:2; for occurrences of the nominal form h an q see: Num 5:14, 15 18, 25, 29, 30; 25:11; 

Deut 29:19; 2 Kgs 10:16; 19:31; Job 5:2; Ps 69:10; 79:5; 119:139; Prov 6:34; 14:30; 27:4; Eccl 4:4; 9:6; 

Song 8:6; Isa 9:6; 11:13; 26:11; 37:32; 42:13; 59:17; 63:15; Ezek 5:13; 8:3, 5; 16:38, 42; 23:25; 35:11; 

36:5f; 38:19; Zeph 1:18; 3:8; Zech 1:14; 8:2. 
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The jealousy of Ephraim will turn aside,  ~ y rp a  ta n q  h rs w 
and the ones showing hostility to Judah will be cut off; w tr ky  h dw h y  y r rcw  
Ephraim will not be jealous of Judah, h dw h y -ta  a n q y -a l ~ y r p a  
and Judah will show hostility to Ephraim. ~ y rp a -ta  r cy -a l h dw h y w 
 

When Deut 5:9 is read with this same basic meaning of a n q, it tacitly implies the 

existence and legitimacy of the idols of which YHWH is jealous. But in addition to this 

subtle nuance, the contrast between the reason idolatry is forbidden in Deuteronomy and 

the reason in Isaiah points to this tacit recognition. In Deuteronomy 5, Israel is to stay 

away from idols because YHWH is jealous. In Isaiah (as will be discussed in detail 

below), Israel is to stay away from idols because they are human creations.  

Psalm 97:7 

All the one serving idols will be ashamed;  ls p  y db [ -l k w v b y 
the ones who boast about their idols;

33 ~ y ly la b  ~ y llh tm h 
all gods must worship him [YHWH]. ~ y h la -lk w l- w w x tv h 
 

This verse occurs in a psalm dedicated to the proclamation of YHWH’s sovereign rule, 

and according to this verse that rule extends even over idols and other gods. The point for 

our purposes is that the author of this psalm directs “all the gods” to worship YHWH. In 

doing so, the author reflects a tacit recognition of their existence. 

Hosea 9:10 

Like grapes in the desert I found Israel;  la rf y  y ta cm  rb dm b  ~ y b n [ k 
like a ripe fig on a fig tree in its first season h ty v a rb  h n a tb  h rw k b k 
I saw your fathers. ~ ky tw b a  y ty a r  
They came to Baal-peor rw [ p - l[ b  w a b  h m h  
and consecrated themselves to the thing of shame tv b l w rzn y w  

                                                      
33

 Note the differing words for idols used in this verse: l s p  and l y l a; these will be 

analyzed in the section below where they occur in Isaiah’s idol passages; also note, incidentally, 

the rhyme between ~y l y l ab and ~ y h l a-l k which may have influenced the selection of these 

words. 
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and became detestable like the [god] they love. ~ b h a k ~ y cw q v  w y h y w 
 

In this passage, Israel is derided for their worship of Baal-peor. This verse then describes 

both Israel and Baal-peor as detestable. In doing so, Hosea’s description constitutes a 

tacit recognition of the existence and legitimacy of the other gods.
 34

 

But this perspective on idols goes through significant innovation in Isaiah.
35

 

Isaiah does not present false gods as legitimate in any way. Of course, Israel is to avoid 

them, but not because they present legitimate alternatives to YHWH or his power. Israel 

should avoid idols because they are the product of human efforts and consist of earthly 

materials. Barton provides a helpful comparison of Hosea’s presentation of idols and 

Isaiah’s presentation:  

Isaiah…departs from the idea that other gods are an alternative source of 

divine power, distinct from Yahweh, and presents them instead as 

products of human devising. Where for Hosea it is wrong to seek alliances 

with other nations because this involves getting entangled with their gods, 

who are threatening alternative sources of divine power forbidden to the 

Israelites, Isaiah regards trust in foreign nations as trust in merely human 

sources of strength: “The Egyptians are human, and not God; their horses 

are flesh, and not spirit” (Isa 31:3). The gods of other nations are similarly 

                                                      
34

 Barton, “The Work of Human Hands,” 64, notes that Hosea “rebukes the worship of both sorts 

of ‘other gods,’ indigenous and foreign…Thus in Hos 9:10…the implication seems to be that the 

manifestation of Baal revered at Beth-peor was a real divine power, but one which was forbidden to the 

Israelites.” 

35
 It should be noted at the outset that Isaiah is not the only prophet to convey this perspective. 

Jeremiah, for instance echoes this sentiment in Jer 10:5, 14 and 51:17-18. However, Isaiah trumpets this 

theme concerning the non-existence of other gods louder and more frequently than any other prophet, 

especially in Second Isaiah. An extended debate exists around the authorship of Jeremiah 10:1-16 (see 

M.E. Andrew, “The Authorship of Jer 10:1-16,” ZAW 94, no 1 (1982): 128-130). This relates to a second 

debate regarding the direction of influence between Jeremiah 10:1-16 and Second Isaiah. Benjamin 

Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusion in Isaiah 40-66 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 

237, fn 112, argues that “Duetero-Isaiah simply repeats Jeremiah’s criticism of the production and worship 

of idols without employing the older material for some new end.” It seems best to view Isaiah as dependent 

on Jeremiah, though the above analysis is focused on the text of Isaiah as it constructs an extended case 

against idols and idolatry. 
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not gods at all, but human fictions: they are manmade and can be 

described as “the work of their hands” (2:8).
36

  

 

As will be demonstrated below, the author(s) of Isaiah presents idolatry as complete 

folly. The idols were formed from inanimate objects and possessed no more supernatural 

power than the humans who crafted them.
 37

 In Isaiah’s depiction, these idols had no 

power to respond to those who worshipped. To the prayers of the worshippers these idols 

returned nothing but unambiguous silence. These idols remained inanimate and lifeless 

even at the bidding of worshippers calling them to action. The following is a brief survey 

of the major passages in Isaiah where idols are addressed: 

Isaiah 2:8 

The land is filled with idols; ~ y ly la  w cra  a lm tw  
to the work of their hands they bow down, w w x tv y  w y dy  h f [m l 

to that which their fingers made. w y t[ b ca  w f [  rv a l 

 

In this verse Isaiah critiques idol worship by using a rare word to refer to them: ly la. 

This word is disputed in the literature as to its etymology and meaning.
38

 HALOT offers 

the following definition of this strand of uses: “the pagan gods, always derogatory as 

nonentities, idols.”
39

 In other contexts, it carries the idea of “worthless” or “futile.”
40

 

                                                      
36

 Barton, “The Work of Human Hands,” 66. 

37
 R. Barrett, “Idols, Idolatry, Gods,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 354, “These 

chapters [in Second Isaiah] are the high point of the prophetic exaltation of Yahweh and the 

complementary denial of the reality of other gods. The idol makers, idol worshiper and their idols are 

worthy only of ridicule, the idols being lifeless, silent, and powerless (Is 40:19-20; 41:5-7; 44:9-20; 45:22-

24).” 

38
 For a discussion of the word’s meaning and etymology see Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 109-10 and 

Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 216-7. 

39
 “ly la,” in HALOT, accessed in electronic form, Bible Works. 

40
 Passages conveying this sense include Job 13:4, Jer 14:14 and Zech 11:17.  
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ly la occurs in Isaiah 10 times in 8 verses.
41

 In five of these verses the term functions as 

a general designation for idols (2:18; 10:10, 11; 19:1, 3). In the other three, the word is 

mentioned alongside phrases that indicate that idols are man’s creation (2:8, 20; 31:7). 

On the whole, the word is deployed in Isaiah as a designation for idols which were 

worthless because they were mere human creations.
 42

  

In addition to referring to idols as “worthless,” this passage notes the irony in the 

fact that the very people who create these idols bow down to them. Williamson discusses 

Isaiah’s strategy for denouncing idols in this passage and beyond:  

The essential folly of idol worship is perceived to be that honour is given 

to something which must by definition be inferior, since it is manufactured 

by the devotee himself. A true idol-worshipper, of course, would have 

responded that he distinguished between the idol and the god whom it 

represented, but it is precisely by such distortions that satire and caricature 

achieve their goal. From Isaiah’s point of view, his words were justified 

by the fact that in any case any rival to the Holy One of Israel was ipso 

facto inferior.
43

 

 

This instruction against idolatry propels itself on the reality which Isaiah constructs: that 

idols are not real gods. This concept is initiated here in the opening chapters of Isaiah and 

carried through the rest of the book. 

Isaiah 40:19-20  

And idol, a craftsman pours it, v rx $ s n  ls p h 
and a refiner overlays it with gold, w n [ q ry  b h zb  @ rcw  
and decorates it with a silver chain. @rw c  @s k tw q trw 
 

                                                      
41

 For the occurrences of l y l a in Isaiah see: 2:8, 18, 20; 10:10, 11; 19:1, 3; 31:7. 

42
 John Skinner, Isaiah 1-39, Cambridge Bible for School and Colleges (New York: Cambridge, 

1915), 20-21, suggests that Isaiah may have coined the term as a derogatory word-play: “The word (‘elilim) 

is first used by Isaiah; and appears to contain a scornful play on the word for “gods” (elim). Whether it was 

coined by Isaiah, or borrowed from ordinary speech, may be uncertain; but in prophetic usage it survives 

only as an expression of contempt.” 

43
 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 217. 
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The one too poor for an offering h m w rt ! ks m h 
chooses wood that will not rot. rxb y  b q ry -a l # [  
He seeks a skillful craftsman   ! y kh l w l-v p b y  ~ k x v rx  
to set it so the idol will not move. j w m y  a l ls p 
 

In these short verses, the author(s) of Deutero-Isaiah describes the process of creating an 

idol. In verse 20 the worshipper selects the wood and brings the wood to a craftsman. 

After he creates the idol, the craftsman fastens the idol to its pedestal to ensure that the 

idol does not tip over. These simple steps to creating an idol are recounted here with deep 

sarcasm and biting deprecation.
44

 Isaiah picks up this strand of critique in 41:7 where the 

idol craftsman is said to “strengthen it with pegs so that it will not move” (j w m y  a l 

~ y rm s m b  w h q zxy w).
45

 

The word used for “idol” in this text is ls p. This word is a common word 

for idol and occurs throughout the Hebrew Bible, frequently in Second Isaiah.
46

 

The verb ls p is used only 6 times in the Hebrew Bible and references the process 

of chiseling the tablets of stone for the law (Exod 34:1, 4; Deut 10:1, 3), of cutting 

of timber and stone for the temple (1 Kgs 5:32), and of carving an idol (Hab 

                                                      
44

 These verses may sarcastically reference the Akkadian Rituals for the New Years Festival; see 

ANET, 231, “When it is three hours after sunrise, [he shall call] a metalworker and give him precious stones 

and gold [from] the treasury of the god Marduk to make two images for (the ceremonies of) the sixth day 

(of Nisannu). He shall call a woodworker and give him (some) cedar and tamarisk (pieces)…those two 

images (which the artisans are to make) shall be 7 finger (-widths) high. On (shall be made) of cedar, one 

of tamarisk.” 

45
 Shalom M. Paul, Isaiah 40-66, ECC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 148, “This stinging 

mockery [in Isaiah 40:19-20] is repeated below in 41:7: ‘And he fixes it with nails, that it may not topple’; 

Jer 10:4: ‘He fastens it with nails and hammers so that it does not totter’…This very blatant satire 

juxtaposing idol craft and God’s creation (immediately following) reverberates throughout Deutero-Isaiah.” 

46
 For the occurrences of l s p see: Exod 20:4; 34:1, 4; Lev 26:1; Deut 4:16, 23, 25; 5:8; 10:1, 3; 

27:15; Judg 17:3f; 18:14, 17, 18, 20, 3, 31f; 1 Kgs 5:32; 2 Kgs 21:7; 2 Chr 33:7; Ps 97:7; Isa 40:19, 20; 

42:17; 44:9,10, 15, 17; 45:20; 48:5; Jer 10:14; 51:17; Nah 1:14; Hab 2:18.  
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2:18). The nominal form of word conveys a related meaning and makes reference 

to the process of idol creation. This nuance of the word is especially emphasized 

in the texts of Second Isaiah where 7 of the 9 texts reference the process of idol 

creation. 

The context of Isaiah 40:19-20 creates a contrast between these idols and YHWH. 

Verse 18 asks the audiences, “To whom will you liken god?” (la  ! w y m dt y m -la w). The 

verses that follow this text (40:21-24) place YHWH in the most transcendent posture: He 

sits above the horizon of earth (# ra h  g w x- l[  b v y h), stretches out the heavens like a 

curtain (q d k h j w n h  ~ y m v), and brings rulers to nothing (! y a l ~ y n zw r ! tw n h). The 

contrast between idols and YHWH might be stated as follows: YHWH created the world, 

but idol worshipers have to create their idols. Deutero-Isaiah systematically belittles 

idols, idolatry, idol craftsman, and those that worship idols. Describing these verses 

Oswalt writes, “Shall the God who made the world alone without an adviser be 

represented by a thing that skilled technicians have to make from the stuff of creation that 

then cannot even be trusted to stand up by itself?”
47

  

What is clear from Isaiah 40:19-20 is that Deutero-Isaiah thinks very little of 

idols. The author(s) presents them as human creations with no power of their own. They 

are lifeless objects that must be treated with care so they do not tip over and break.
48

 

                                                      
47

 John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapters 40-66, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 

64. 

48
 Saul M. Olyan, “The Ascription of Physical Disabilities as a Stigmatizing Strategy in Biblical 

Iconic Polemics” JHS 9 (2009):11, analyzes the features of the Hebrew Bible’s polemic against idols in 

terms of disability including several of the characteristics mentioned here: “Casting ‘idols’ as blind, deaf, 

mute, and lame functions to deny them knowledge, independent agency, and the ability to communicate. If 

they cannot know as a result of their blindness and deafness, they are ignorant, and therefore hardly divine; 
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Isaiah’s overall enterprise in terms of idols is to wholeheartedly deny that their existence 

is anything more than the earthly materials made to build them. In a word, they are 

inanimate. 

Isaiah 44:12-17
49

 

A silversmith [takes] a tool and works it over the coals; ~ xp b  l[ p w  dc[m  l zr b  v rx  
with hammers he makes it, w h rcy  tw b q m b w  
and works it with his strong arm.  w xk [ w rzb  w h l[ p y w 

He becomes hungry and has no strength. xk ! y a w  b [ r-~ g  
He does not drink water and becomes weary. @[ y y w  ~ y m  h tv -a l 
 

The woodworker stretches out a string.  w q  h j n  ~ y c[  v r x  
He traces it out with a pencil; he shapes it with planes tw [ cq m b  w h f [ y  dr f b  w h ra ty  
and with a compass traces it out. w h ra ty  h g w xm b w 

And he makes it into the form of a man, v y a  ty n b tk w h f [ y w  
like the beauty of a human, to dwell in a shrine. ty b  tb v l ~ da  t ra p t k  
 

He cuts down cedars or he takes a cypress or an oak; ! w la w  h zr t xq y w  ~ y zra  w l-t r kl  
and lets it become strong

50
 among the trees of the forest.   r[ y -y c[ b  w l-# m a y w  

He plants a fir and the rain causes it to grow. ldg y  ~ v g w  ! ra  [ j n  
 

And it becomes to man [something] to burn;  r[ b l ~ da l h y h w  
and he takes part of it and warms himself, ~ xy w  ~ h m  xq y w  
also he kindles and bakes bread;  ~ xl h p a w  q y f y -@a 

also he makes a god and bows down to it; w xt v y w  la -l[ p y - @a  
he forms an idol and worships it. w m l-dg s y w  ls p  w h f [  
 

Half is burnt in the fire; v a -w m b  @r f  w y cx  
over the half he eats meat. lka y  rf b  w y c x-l [  
He roasts a roast and is full;  [ b f y w  y lc h lcy  
also, he is warmed and says, rm a y w  ~ xy -@a 

                                                                                                                                                              
if they cannot communicate because they are mute, they cannot be deities, because deities speak to their 

worshipers (typically through oracles); and if they cannot move independently and act decisively, they 

cannot possibly save or be responsible for creation, in contrast to a ‘real’ divine being. The inability of 

‘idols’ to eat, smell, or feel with their hands suggests that they lack animation: they cannot be alive, in 

contrast to…Yhwh.”  

49
 This passage is part of a larger section, 44:9-20, the translation of which cannot be included for 

space. 

50
 Note this is a different word for strong than in v. 12:  xk (“strong”) in v. 12 and # ma (“to make 

strong) in v. 14. 
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“Ah, I am warmed; I have seen the flame.” rw a  y ty a r y tw m x xa h  
 

And the rest of it he makes into a god, into an idol;  w ls p l h f [  la l w ty r a v w  
and he bows down to it and worships it and prays to it, w y la  llp ty w  w xtv y w  w l -dw g s y  
saying, “Rescue me because you are my god!” h ta  y la  y k y n ly ch  rm a y w   

 

This passage is Isaiah’s most detailed description of the idol making process. But these 

verses are far from a casual recounting of the procedure. By contrast, this passage 

constitutes a denigrating exposé. The author’s strategy is to expose the baseness and 

humanness of the process and materials used to produce an idol.  In doing so, the author 

demonstrates the extreme irony that these humans, using this process and these materials, 

supposedly produce something divine.
51

 A full exposition of this passage cannot be 

presented here, but the following points of contrast attempt to summarize the high points 

of Isaiah’s argument about idols. 

In verse 12 the author invites a contrast between YHWH and the makers of the 

idol. The verse mentions the strong arm (w xk [ w rz b) of the idol maker as he applies his 

craft. He utilizes the tools of his trade to finalize the metal coating on the idol.
52

 But this 

skilled craftsman does not have unlimited stamina. In time, he becomes hungry and 

                                                      
51

 Simeon Chavel, “Prophetic Imagination in the Light of Narratology and Disability Studies in 

Isaiah 40-48,” JHebS 14 (2014): 23, discusses this passage through the lens of disability. From such a 

perspective, the author(s) of Second Isaiah highlight the able bodies of the humans in this passage (and 

other idol making passages) in contrast to the disability of the idols themselves: “Yahweh depicts people 

fully able to care for themselves, to sustain themselves, to give themselves life. They plant trees, wait for 

rain to bring the trees to proper size and strength, then fell the trees, chop firewood, fuel a fire, warm 

themselves, boil foodstuffs, and nourish themselves. These people exert full control over their faculties to 

identify ends, join forces, shape plans, and cultivate means. They proceed from cultivation to culture, 

crafting expressive objects, works of art, with all due care for their categorical fragility. And yet, in a 

moment of shocking cognitive dissonance, they dissociatively consider their product, their very own 

handiwork, the creator of those self-same trees and grant their artwork the right to taxing, laborious 

obeisance as gods.” 

52
 See Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 144-45, 235, 238, for a discussion and explanation of the reverse order 

in which the idol-making process is transcribed in Isaiah 40 and 44. 
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thirsty. This description of the weary (@[ y y w) idol-maker stands in stark contrast to the 

description of YHWH in Second Isaiah. Isaiah 40:28-29 describes YHWH as one who 

“never grows weary” (@ [ y y  a l) and who “gives strength to those who are weary” (xk 

@[ y l ! tn). 

The second contrast occurs in verse 13 where the idol maker shapes the idol into a 

human image. This description is deeply ironic. This human-shaped idol is taken by the 

idol maker and placed in a shrine. Those worshipping at said shrine would worship an 

idol made by human hands, placed in the shrine by humans, and made in the likeness of 

humans. In contrast to this description of the “humanesque” idols stands the description 

of YHWH in Second Isaiah. Second Isaiah emphasizes the YHWH’s distinction from 

creation and his distinction from other gods. In 44:6b-7a YHWH says, “apart from me 

there is no god; who is like me?” The implicit answer to this rhetorical question is 

“None!” In this passage, the idol-maker made (w h f [ y w) the idol, but it was YHWH who 

made ($ f [) Israel in Isaiah 44:2. In this passage, the idol-maker stretched out (h j n) his 

measuring string, but YHWH stretched out (h j n) the heavens (44:24). In summary, the 

contrast being portrayed is between an idol, made by humans in the form of humans, and 

YHWH, who made everything including Israel. 

A third contrast occurs in vv. 14-15 where the everyday tasks of the idol-maker 

are placed in juxtaposition to the supposed sacred acts of idol creation. The description 

begins with the idol-maker going through the menial tasks of planting and cutting down 

trees. Some of the trees he cuts down and put on the fire to warm himself. Hungry from 
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his work, the idol-maker stokes the fire and cooks a loaf of bread. All of these tasks 

mentioned so far in the description are menial and mundane. There is nothing special 

about them. The narrative suddenly shifts: the idol-maker makes a god; he creates an idol. 

Further, he bows down and worships that same idol. By placing the narrative of several 

menial tasks next to the narrative of creating the idol, the author(s) of Second Isaiah is 

demeaning the supposed sacredness of creating an idol. Carving an idol is no more 

special than baking a loaf of bread.
53

  

A final contrast is presented in verses 16-17 between the wood that is used to 

make a fire and the wood that is used create the idol. In these verses, the author(s) focus 

in on the wood harvested in the previous verses. The idol-maker takes half of the wood 

and stokes the fire for an Ancient Near Eastern barbecue. He roasts a piece of meat over 

the burning wood and eats until he is full. As he sits with a full stomach he warms 

himself contentedly by the fire. But in verse 17, the description suddenly shifts to the 

other half of the wood. The idol-maker takes the other half of the wood, not burned in the 

fire, and makes an idol that he worship and even prays to. The description ends with the 

idol-maker on his knees begging the idol he had created to save him.
54

 This narrative in 

vv. 16-17 is conveyed in such way as to highlight the stark sameness of the wood used to 

cook a meal and wood used to create an idol. In short, there is nothing special about an 

idol; it is just a piece of wood. 

                                                      
53

 See Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, AB (New Haven: Yale University, 2002), 242 for a 

discussion of the satirical nature of this protracted description.  

54
 Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 240-41, notes the word play between y l c (a roast) in verse and y n l y c 

(“Deliver me”) in verse 17. 



 

   129 

When taken as a whole, Isaiah 44:12-17 deconstructs the notion that idol-makers 

or an idol itself possess any unique or divine characteristics. The process of their 

formation is undertaken by normal, everyday humans. Even the materials used to make 

them are of no special variety. In the end, idols are nothing more than human creations. 

Isaiah 46:6-7 

The ones who pours out gold from a bag,  s y km  b h z ~ y lzh  
and weigh out silver on a scale, w lq v y  h n q b  @s kw  
hire a goldsmith and he makes a god. la  w h f [ y w  @r w c w rk f y  
They worship it and fall down before it w w x tv y -@a  w dg s y  
 

They put is upon their shoulders; they carry it:  w h lb s y  @tk -l[  w h a f y 

and set it down in its place and it stand in its place. w m w q m m  dm [ y w  w y tx t w h xy n y w  
It does not move; moreover if someone cries out to it, w y la  q [ cy -@a  v y m y  a l 

It will not answer; from his troubles it will not deliver him. w n [ y v w y  a l w t rcm  h n [ y  a lw 

 

The critique of idols in this passage is similar to Isaiah 40:19-20, but is taken a step 

further. While the key point of sarcasm in 40:19-20 was the fact that the idol had to be 

fastened to its pedestal, the points of denigration here include that the idol must be lifted 

onto the worshipers shoulders, carried to the place of worship, and set on its stand. But 

the critique continues in Isaiah 46:6-7: this idol has no power to move from its place. It 

stays where it is placed. And further, this idol has no ability to answer the worshiper and 

no ability to save the worshiper from difficulty.
 55

 These final two descriptions warrant 

further consideration.  

                                                      
55

 Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 40-66, NAC (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2009), 290, notes that “once 

the idol exists is must be carried (as in 46:1) to a shrine where it rests (46:7). Once it is there, not much else 

happens. It just stands there in its place because ‘it cannot move’ from that place…This immobility 

suggests a lack of life and an absence of power to reach out and help others.” 
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The phrase h n [ y  a lw (“will not answer”) denotes the impossibility that idols will 

ever answer the prayers of a worshipper.
56

 The description places this idol in sharp 

contrast to Isaiah’s description of YHWH.  In Second and Third Isaiah YHWH is 

expressly described as the god who answers: “I, YHWH, will answer them” (~ n [ a  h w h y  

y n a) in 41:17; “In a time of favor I have answered you” ($ y ty n [  ! w cr t[ b) in 49:8; and 

“When you call, YHWH will answer” (a rq t za  h n [ y  h w h y w) in 58:9.
57

 Stated simply, 

idols cannot answer, but YHWH is the god who does answer. 

The phrase w n [ y v w y  a l w tr cm (“from his troubles it will not deliver him”) 

highlights the idol’s lack of saving capacities. In the hour of a person’s greatest need, the 

idol would offer no assistance. By contrast, YHWH is depicted in Second and Third 

Isaiah as the saving god. The verb [ v y (“to save”) is used 25 times in Isaiah 40-66.
58

 Of 

these occurrences, 18 are used in reference to YHWH or to describe the salvation that he 

brings (Isa 43:3, 11; 45:15, 17, 21, 22; 46:7; 49:25, 26; 51:5; 59:1, 16; 60:16; 61:10; 

62:11; 63:1, 8, 9). 

                                                      
56

Olyan, “The Ascription of Physical Disabilities,” 10, analysis this inability through the lens of 

disability: “the disability that occurs most frequently in biblical attacks on ‘idols’ is the inability to speak or 

answer queries. This particular deficiency is mentioned in four of the five polemical texts that make use of 

the ascription of physical disability as a way to denigrate icons, suggesting the central importance of 

communication with worshipers as a characteristic of the divine…An inability to answer queries or make 

intentions known suggests, according to these texts, that the ‘idol’ is not a god.” 

57
 See also 65:24 which will be analyzed in detail below. 

58
 For all the occurrence of the root [vy in Second and Third Isaiah see: 43:3, 11, 12; 45:8, 15, 17, 

20, 21, 22; 46:7; 47:13, 15; 49:25, 26; 51:5; 59:1, 16; 60:16; 61:10; 62:11; 63:1, 5, 8, 9; 64:4. 



 

   131 

So to summarize the contribution of Isaiah 46:6-7 to Isaiah’s presentation of idols: 

If Isaiah 40:19-20 described idols as lifeless and fragile, Isaiah 46:6-7 presents them as 

immobile, deaf and powerless.  

Summary of Selected Idol Passages. As demonstrated above, Isaiah’s 

presentation of idols marks something of an innovation from the other parts of the 

Hebrew Bible. The warnings against idolatry in other parts of the Hebrew Bible lend a 

certain amount of legitimacy to the power and validity of the other gods. In the case of 

Hosea, the warning against Baal and Baal worship implicitly bolsters the opposing cult’s 

authenticity. But in Isaiah a very different posture is presented. While Isaiah shares with 

the other prophets the arguments against idolatry, Isaiah approaches the issue from the 

angle of illegitimacy. Isaiah’s audience is urged to avoid idols not because they represent 

sources of power outside of YHWH’s established boundaries of religious propriety, but 

because these idols are themselves human fabrications. There is no otherworldly power to 

be accessed by means of these idols. The idols are human creations with no power to act 

on behalf of the worshiper and no ability to respond to their prayers.
59

 From Isaiah’s 

perspective, these “gods” are not gods at all. 

YHWH as an Unresponsive Idol in Isaiah 1:15 

It is in the context of Isaiah’s presentation of idols and idolatry that the image of 

YHWH in Isaiah 1:15 comes to light most clearly. YHWH informs the citizens of 

                                                      
59

 Olyan, “The Ascription of Physical Disabilities,” 12, adds an additional dimension to this 

analysis by viewing passages like these through the lens of disability, as noted above in relation to Isa 

40:19-20 and 46:6-7; he demonstrates that highlighting the various aspects of the idol’s disability 

constitutes a polemic: “Each of the physical disabilities ascribed to ‘idols’ functions to deny them divine 

status or cultic legitimacy.” 
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Jerusalem that when they lift their hands in prayer he will “hide his eyes.” He further 

informs them that when they pray he “will not listen.” These words of YHWH stem from 

Isaiah’s comprehensive vision of idols. In response to the people’s hypocritical worship, 

YHWH refuses to see or hear them. He has assumed a disposition toward them that bears 

striking similarity to the idols he forbids. He becomes to them an unresponsive idol. This 

image of YHWH is helpfully illuminated by Raphael. From the vantage point of diability, 

this image represents an occasion where YHWH assumes the posture of disability. Of 

Isaiah 1:15 she writes: “God flatly says that he will hide his eyes and will not listen to 

such people. Like some of the Psalms, then, Isaiah represents a God who may choose a 

temporary or selective disability: he will be disabled in relation to a specific group.”
60

 

Raphael’s analysis places this image of YHWH within a larger context represented by 

numerous texts within the Hebrew Bible where God assumes the posture of disability 

toward a group of people.
61

  

It should also be noted, that the connection between the idol imagery of Isaiah and 

Isaiah 1:15 is not made through shared vocabulary, but results from a shared image 

between these texts. One of the key contributions this project makes is the recognition of 

connections within the text that do not depend on shared vocabulary, but are nonetheless 

evident in the text.
62

 

                                                      
60

 Raphael, Biblical Corpora, 121-2. 

61
 The following texts from the Psalms corroborate Raphael’s assertion that the Psalmist often 

begs YHWH not to assume a disposition of disability: 10:1; 13:1; 27:9; 44:24; 55:1; 69:17; 88:14 ; 89:46; 

102:2; 143:7. 

62
 For a concomitant example where specific imagery is evoked without the use of what might be 

considered the expected vocabulary, see Lauren Monroe, Josiah's Reform and the Dynamics of Defilement: 

Israelite Rites of Violence and the Making of a Biblical Text (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 
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One additional passage warrants our investigation due to its relationship to Isaiah 

1:15 and its shared language with the last phrase of Isaiah 1:15.  

Isaiah 59:1-3a  

Behold, the hand of YHWH is not short to keep it from saving; [ y v w h m  h w h y -dy  h rcq -a l ! h 

nor is his ear heavy to keep it from hearing. [ w m v m  w n za  h db k-a lw  
 

But your misdeeds are separating ~ y ldb m  w y h  ~ ky tn w w [ -~ a  y k 
between you and your god,

 ~ ky h la  ! y b l ~ kn y b  
and sins have hid w ry ts h  ~ ky t w a j xw 

his face from you so that he cannot hear. [ w m vm  ~ km  ~ y n p  
 

For your hands are defiled with blood, ~ db  w la g n  ~ ky p k y k 

and your finger [are full] of misdeeds. ! w w [ b  ~ ky tw [ b ca w 

 

There is some of overlap in vocabulary between Isaiah 1:15 and 59:1-3a. Both use the 

words [m v, @k, and ~ d. In addition, both convey the concept of God “hiding” his eye 

(1:15) and his face (59:2) from the worshippers, though the passages use different 

vocabulary, ~ l [ and rt s respectively. Isaiah 59:2 builds on Isaiah 1:15 by making 

explicit what is implicitly stated in Isaiah 1:15, namely that the people’s actions result in 

God’s refusal to respond. But beyond this difference in emphasis, both texts present the 

image of God as an unresponsive idol.  

YHWH as an Attentive Diety (65:24) 

The image of YHWH in Isaiah 65:24 is much different than what was presented 

in Isaiah 1:15. In describing his benevolent relationship with those who are “his 

                                                                                                                                                              
45-76, where she traces the use of herem imagery in 2 Kings 23, even though the word herem does not 

occur.  
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servants,” YHWH makes the following statement about his attentiveness to their 

prayers
63

:  

Isaiah 65:24 

And it will be that before they call, even I will answer; h n [ a  y n a w  w a rq y -~ rj  h y h w 
 

While they are speaking, even I will hear. [m v a  y n a w  ~ y rb dm  ~ h  dw [ 

 

This description of YHWH is as startling as it is miraculous. It is startling in terms of its 

contrast with the image of YHWH in Isaiah 1:15. It is even surprising when compared 

with other texts like Isaiah 58:9, where YHWH promises to answer when Israel calls.
64

 

Here YHWH is going to respond to Israel before (~ rj) they call. The basic meaning of 

the word ~ rj, which is found in the first clause, is “before.” This adverb creates a 

timeline of sorts where one event or action occurs previous to another event or action. 

This word occurs 8 times in Isaiah.
65

 Each time it occurs in Isaiah 1-39, it is used to 

announce some kind of judgment or destruction. Isaiah 8:4 will serve as an example: 

For before the boy knows r[ n h  [ dy  ~ rj b  y k  
to cry out “my father” and “my mother,” y m a w  y b a  a rq 
It will be carried away, the wealth of Damascus q f m d ly x- ta  a f y  
and the plunder of Samaria,  ! w rm v  ll v  ta w 

before the face of the King of Assyria. rw f a  $ lm  y n p l 

 

                                                      
63

 The identity of various groups in Isa 65-66 is debated by scholars, especially who is referred to 

by the designation, “my servants” (y db [); see Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah, OTL (Louisville: John Knox, 

2001), 536 and  John D. W. Watts, Isaiah 34-66, WBC (Waco, TX: Word, 2005), 8; Joseph Blenkinsopp, 

Isaiah 55-66, AB (New York: Doubleday, 2003), 274-5, represents the consensus in his discussion of “my 

servants” in 65:8 and prior: “In the word of assurance addressed to the resident foreigners and eunuchs 

(56:6), and in the community lament (63:17), the term ‘Servants’ (abadim) designates the community as a 

whole, following Deuteronomic and earlier Isaianic usage (41:8-9; 42:19; 43:10; 44:1-2, 21; 45:4; 48:20; 

54:17). In both 65:8-12 and 65:13-16a, however, this term is restricted to the genuine core of Israel, for 

whom alone the relief and salvation promised from the early post-destruction period is reserved.”  

64
 See the discussion of this text below. 

65
 For the occurrences of ~ r j in Isaiah see: 7:16; 8:4; 17:14; 28:4; 42:9; 48:5; 65:24; 66:7. 
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 By contrast, each time it occurs in Isaiah 40-66, the word is used in a positive context. In 

42:9 and 48:5 YHWH announces to Israel beforehand the things he will do on their 

behalf.
66

 In 66:7 YHWH creates an image of Zion as a birthing mother where she gives 

birth before having any pain.
67

 The use of ~ rj in this passage corresponds to the 

trajectory of the use of this word in Isaiah. Here YHWH is going to act on their behalf 

before they even call out to him. 

 This text also deploys a unique grammatical structure in the emphatic use of y n a. 

This construction, where the first person pronoun is grammatically redundant, 

emphasizes that YHWH himself will answer and respond. The first person pronoun y n a 

(or the alternate form, y k n a) is used 107 times in Isaiah.
68

 This comes as no surprise in a 

book where the prophet frequently reports the words of YHWH. But the distribution of 

y n a is somewhat surprising in that 94 of the 107 occur in Isaiah 40-66. In Second and 

Third Isaiah, the identity of YHWH is a significant motif and the phrase h w h y  y n a (“I am 

the Lord”) occurs 25 times in Isaiah 40-66.
69

 YHWH is constantly identifying himself 

                                                      
66

 In Isaiah 48:5, is a slight exception. In this text YHWH is reminding Israel that before he did the 

“former things” he announced them to Israel. This passage highlights the announcement via prophecy of 

YHWH activities (a positive item), but it is done in a context where YHWH is chiding with the people for 

crediting their idols with the activities of YHWH. 

67
 This image is explored at length in chapter 4 of this monograph. 

68
 For the uses of y n a (and its alternate form y kn a) in Isaiah see: 5:5; 6:5; 8:18; 10:14; 13:3; 19:11; 

21:8; 27:3; 37:24, 25; 38:10; 41:4, 10, 13, 14, 17; 42:6, 8, 9; 43:2, 3, 4, 5 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 25; 44:5, 6, 24; 

45:2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 12, 13, 18,19, 21, 22; 46:4, 9; 47:8, 10; 48:12, 13, 15, 16, 17; 49:4, 15, 18, 21, 23, 25, 26; 

50:5; 51:12, 15; 52:6; 54:11, 16; 56:3; 57:11, 12, 16; 59:21; 60:16, 22; 61:8; 63:1; 65:18, 24; 66:4, 9, 13, 

18, 22. 

69
 This count of 25 includes the three occurrences of  h w h y  y kn a: Isa. 43:11; 44:24; 51:15; for the 

occurrence of h w h y  y n a in Isaiah see: 27:3; 41:4, 13, 17; 42:6, 8; 43:3, 15; 45:3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 18, 19, 21; 

48:17; 49:23, 26; 60:16, 22; 61:8. 
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and taking credit for the things that he has done and will do. Isaiah 46:4 serves as an 

example of this motif in that y n a occurs 5 times in a single verse: 

Even to your old age, I am he; a w h  y n a  h n q z-d[ w  
even to your gray head, I will carry you;  lb s a  y n a  h b y X-d[ w  
I have done, and I will lift [you], a f a  y n a w  y ty f [  y n a 

 

and I will carry, and I will deliver. j lm a w  lb s a  y n a w 

  

The use of the first person pronouns in 65:24 falls in line with this emphasis in Isaiah 40-

66. YHWH has burst on the scene, and will, according to this verse, become miraculously 

attentive to Israel. In summary, the image for YHWH created by Isaiah 65:24 exists in 

stark contrast to the image in Isaiah 1:15. The picture of an unresponsive idol is 

transformed here to an attentive deity. We turn now to an investigation of the call-answer 

motif. 

The Call-Answer Motif 

The description of God in Isaiah 65:24 makes reference to the call-answer motif 

which figures prominently in the final chapters of Isaiah starting in Isaiah 55. The section 

below offers a brief investigation of this motif in order to more fully appreciate the use of 

this motif in Isaiah 65:24.
 70

 In particular, this section will demonstrate a contrast between 

the use of the motif in Isaiah 65:24 and its use in other chapters of Isaiah. 

Isaiah 55:6 

Seek YHWH while he may be found, w a cm h b  h w h y  w v rd  
call upon him while he is near.

 b w rq  w t w y h b  w h a rq 

 

                                                      
70

 For a summary of the call-answer motif see Richard D. Patterson, “The Call-Answer Motif,” 

https://bible.org/article/call-answer-motif; published June 16, 2008. 
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This verse falls within the final section of Deutero-Isaiah and reflects what Oswalt calls a 

“broad tone of invitation.”
71

 The verses that follow convey a summons for sinners to 

forsake their way and for the audience to return to YHWH. Here, YHWH seems to be 

saying, “Seek out the Lord at a time in which He lets Himself be found.”
72

 The call-

answer motif in Isaiah 55:6 is used to express both a desire on the part of YHWH to 

enjoy a close relationship and a call for Israel to turn back to YHWH. The tacit 

undercurrent of this invitation is that there may come a time when YHWH may not be 

found. The call-answer motif heightens the urgency of the call for prayer and 

repentance.
73

 Isaiah is saying in short, “Call now!” 

The verb for call (a rq) which appears in this verse is used frequently in Isaiah.
74

 

Note in particular Isaiah 58:9, 65:1, 65:24, 66:4, where a rq is to convey the call-answer 

motif.  

Isaiah 58:9a  

At that time you will call and YHWH will answer h n [ y  h w h y w  a rq t za 
 

You will cry for help and he will say, “here I am!” y n n h  rm a y w  [ w v t 

 

                                                      
71

 Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapters 1-39, 442. 

72
 Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 441. 

73
 J. Alec Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 1993), 456, “while he is near implies urgency, a limited time of opportunity…We could 

translate while He may be found as ‘while he permits himself to be found’ (tolerative niphal), indicating a 

divinely determined day of grace and salvation.” 

74
 For the 88 occurrences of ar q in Isaiah see: 1:13, 26; 4:1; 6:3, 4; 7:3, 14; 8:3, 4; 9:5; 12:4; 

13:3; 14:9, 20; 21:8, 11, 14; 22:12, 20; 29:11, 12; 30:7; 31:4; 32:5; 34:12, 14, 16; 35:8; 36:13; 37:14; 40:2, 

3, 6, 26; 41:2, 4, 9, 25; 42:6; 43:1, 7, 22; 44:5, 7; 45:3, 4; 46:11; 47:1, 5; 48:1,  2, 8, 12, 13, 15; 49:1; 50:2; 

51:2, 19; 54:5, 6; 55:5, 6; 56:7; 58:1, 5, 9, 12, 13; 59:4; 60:14, 18; 61:1, 2, 3, 6; 62:2, 4, 12; 63:19; 64:6; 

65:1, 12, 15, 24; 66:4. 
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This verse begins with the word za (“at that time”). This word references a condition to 

the subsequent statements, and in order to understand it we must investigate the context 

of this passage. This verse falls within a larger section where YHWH is chiding with 

Israel about their superficial performance of the religious ritual of fasting. They were 

fasting, but at the same time quarreling (58:4) and oppressing others (58:6). In verses 6-8, 

YHWH explains the kind of fast he is looking for and it includes sharing bread with the 

hungry and shelter with the homeless. It is in this context that their relationship with 

YHWH would be made whole. Only then would they call on YHWH and he would 

answer them.
 75

 

This verse marks a transition in YHWH’s posture toward his worshippers. As 

Smith writes, “Previously in 58:3a the people complained that God did not respond to the 

people’s pious activity, but in this verse God promises that in the future he will answer 

them when they call because it will be a true fast that God will accept.”
76

  In a similar 

fashion to the call-answer motif in Isaiah 55:6, the call answer motif Isaiah 58:9a presents 

a conditional proposition to the people of Israel. If they fulfilled the conditions, here a 

proper fast with all of the provisions listed, then YHWH would be responsive to their 

calls and their cries. 

Isaiah 65:1-2: 

I was ready be sought by the ones who did not ask; w la v  a w ll y tv r dn  
I was ready be found by the ones who did not seek.

  y n v q b  a ll y ta cm n  

                                                      
75

 Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 844, notes, “‘Then’—that is, when actions on such social issues 

demonstrate true worship as YHWH wants it—“you may call and YHWH will answer.” There is a proper 

order to be followed. First, do what is known to be God’s will and what one is able to do. Then pray to God 

with assurance of being heard and answered.” 

76
 Smith, Isaiah 40-66, 290. 



 

   139 

I said, “Behold, I am here!” y n n h  y n n h  y trm a 

to a people that who did not call upon my name. y m v b  a rq -a l y w g -la 
 

I spread my hands all day to a stubborn people rrw s  ~ [ -la  ~ w y h -l k y dy  y tf rp  
who walked in the way that was not good, b w j -a l $ r dh  ~ y klh h  
after their own thoughts. ~ h y tb v xm  r xa 

 

The translation of the first and third verbs has presented some difficulty to interpreters. 

v rd 

(“to seek”) and a cm  (“to find”) both occur in the niphal stem. Interpreting these verbs 

with a tolerative force constitutes the best contextual choice.
77

 The resulting translations 

“I was ready be sought” and “I was ready be found” suggest an anticipation on the part of 

YHWH.   

This passage forms a unique parallel both with Isaiah 58:9 and with Isaiah 1:15. It 

forms a connection with Isaiah 58:9 through the repetition of the call-answer motif, but 

also through the two-fold repetition of y n n h  (“Behold!”). The connection with Isaiah 1:15 

is forged through the use of f rp (Piel: “to spread out”).
78

  

The final phrase of verse 1 is likely in need of some amending. Many 

commentators agree that the pual perfect a r"q o should be amended to read the qal perfect 

                                                      
77

 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 55-66, 267, takes this approaching, noting the dissention between this 

option and the LXX; Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 120, 591-2, though not using nomenclature of “tolerative niphal” 

(as Blenkinsopp does) ops for a similar translation: “I was there to be sought…I was to be found.”  

78
 The Piel form of f rp is also used in Isa 25:11, where is deployed a metaphor for the judgment 

of YHWH on Moab. The connection between 65:2 and 1:15 is stronger in that the verb is deployed with the 

same sense. 
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a r"q '.79
 Translating the verb with this nuance provides a clearer point of contrast to the 

verbs (v rd and a cm) discussed above.  

As for the use of the call-answer motif, among the other passages that have been 

examined (55:6 and 58:9) this passage deploys the motif in a unique way. The passage 

expresses a certain readiness by YHWH to be sought after and found; and the nation is 

chided for not doing just that. The distinctive element of this verse is the retrospective 

angle from which the disposition of the YHWH is described. In this verse, and in 66:4, he 

looks back on his previous actions. Smith suggests that the backward looking statements 

may amount to a defense against previous allegations. 
80

 In essence, YHWH may be 

saying, “You failed to find me because you were not looking, not because I was not 

available.” In the end, the call-answer motif functions to represent the unrequited 

disposition of YHWH. He was receptive to the nation’s seeking and ready for their calls, 

but the seeking and calls never came.  

Isaiah 66:4 

Moreover, I will choose their ill treatment; ~ h y ll[ tb  r xb a  y n a -~ g  
their fears I will bring upon them,

 ~ h l a y b a  ~ trw g m w  
because I called, and there was no one to answer. h n w [  ! y a w  y ta rq  ! [ y 

I spoke and they were not listening; w [m v  a lw  y t rb d  
but they did what was evil in my eyes, y n y [ b  [ rh  w f [ y w  
and choose that in which I did not delight. w rxb  y tcp x -a l rv a b w 

 

This verse falls within the first section of Isaiah 66 where YHWH is purifying Jerusalem. 

It provides some of the rationale for the recompense that is poured out on YHWH’s 

                                                      
79

 See Watts, Isaiah 34-66, 911; Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 592; and Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 267; for 

an interpretation that follows the unamended text see Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah, vol. 3, 501-2. 

80
 Smith, Isaiah 40-66, 700-701.  
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enemies (66:6). Like Isaiah 65:1-2, the perspective is backward looking, but here, 

YHWH is the one doing the calling and the speaking. In response to YHWH’s gracious 

actions, the people of YHWH do not answer or even listen. This use of the call-answer 

motif signals a breakdown of communication between YHWH and the people he 

addresses.
81

 

Summary 

What has been observed thus far is that the call-answer motif functions in one of 

two ways for Isaiah. In Isaiah 55:6 and 58:9 the call-answer motif presents a call to a 

right relationship with YHWH. In both passages the motif represents a conditional 

injunction to obedience and to a right relationship with YHWH. The other two passages, 

65:1-2 and 66:4, use the motif in a backward-looking manner. In the former, the motif 

describes YHWH as being poised to be sought and to be called upon, but Israel never 

reached out. In the latter, YHWH called and spoke, but his actions fell upon deaf ears and 

inattentive hearts. 

The Call-Answer Motif in Isaiah 65:24 

Isaiah 65:24 says, “And it will be that before they call, even I will answer; while 

they are speaking, even I will hear.” This verse mobilizes the call-answer motif like no 

other passage in Isaiah. In contrast to the other uses of the motif, this verse utilizes the 

motif in a manner that is both forward-looking and unconditional. It is forward looking 

                                                      
81

 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 299, “What is, for this tradition, characteristic of the God of Israel, 

and not of alien deities (see 46:7), is responsiveness and openness to dialogue. From the perspective of the 

group represented by the speaker, YHVH no longer had a dialogue partner among those denounced in this 

passage.” 
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based on the implication of Isaiah 65:17ff which presents a comprehensive renewal. It is 

unconditional in that no conditions are associated with the description; this new state of 

affairs will simply be. Essentially, this passage infers that YHWH will be so responsive 

that even before YHWH’s people pray, he will answer; he will hear ([m v) their prayers 

while they are praying them.
82

  

In light of the other passages that use the call-answer motif, it might be said that 

Isaiah 65:24 celebrates the type of access and relationship enjoined by the other passages. 

In 55:6-7, YHWH admonishes Israel to call upon him so that he can show Israel 

compassion and pardon Israel’s sins, thus removing relational impediments and restoring 

fellowship. The motif in 58:9 communicates a similar idea. In the verses that follow, 

YHWH describes the results of their calling in effervescent tones: h w h y -l[  g n [ tt za  

(“then you will delight in YHWH”; 58:14). In 65:1-2 and in 66:4, the same desire 

pervades, though this desire for relationship is unreciprocated. In summary, the open 

relationship that YHWH announces in 65:24 functions as a culmination of the other 

passages that deploy the call-answer motif.
 83

 

The Transformation from Unresponsive Idol to Attentive Deity 

The transformation of this image from chapter 1 to chapter 65 occurs along two 

axes. Each of the axes below represents a point of comparison/contrast between the 

                                                      
82

 Note the lexical connection between Isa 1:15 and 65:24 in that both use [mv (“to hear”). 

83
 Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah, 531, notes that “The uniting thought between these two verses 

[24-25] is ‘oneness’. First, there is such a oneness with the Lord that he anticipates their needs with his 

constant provident watchfulness for their good (24a); and secondly, there is such an identity of will that 

while they are still speaking what they say immediately commends itself to him for action.” 
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unresponsive idol image in Isaiah 1:15 and the attentive deity image of Isaiah 65:24. The 

goal of this section is to explore the aspects of this image transformation and to relate 

them to the enterprise of Isaiah as found in the first chapter and in the last chapters. 

Unresponsive to Attentive 

The image of YHWH in Isaiah 1:15 is among the more striking images in Isaiah 

1. YHWH essentially tells his covenant people to not bother praying because he is not 

listening. When compared with a number of passages describing idols and idolatry in 

Isaiah, it becomes clear that the YHWH’s unresponsiveness described in this verse 

mirrors the unresponsiveness of idols. This connection serves to heighten the irony of 

YHWH’s statements in Isaiah 1:15. YHWH, who unabashedly condemns idols as 

inanimate, manmade statues, assumes that very posture toward his children.  

But the image of YHWH in Isaiah 65:24 marks a significant transformation. 

Within the vision of renewal, the author(s) of Isaiah 65 envisions a god who is keenly 

aware of the needs of his worshippers. Isaiah 65:24 pictures a god who is highly 

responsive, even instantaneously responsive, to their prayers.
84

 This level of 

responsiveness represents a “hyper-transformation.” In Isaiah 65:24, YHWH does not 

just hear the prayers of his people, but supernaturally anticipates and miraculously sends 

instantaneous answers. The trajectory of this transformation exceeds expectations. This is 

due in part to the larger enterprise of the book in Isaiah 65-66. Because this image of 

                                                      
84

 Smith, Isaiah 40-66, 723, “But when the new heavens and the new earth are created for God’s 

servants, God will be attentive to his people: ‘I myself will answer’ them before they actually call. His 

second promise is that ‘I myself will hear’ while they are still speaking. These assurances indicate that God 

(a) will know everything that people will be thinking about, (b) will pay attention to everything people say, 

and (c) will instantaneously provide a [sic] answer.” 
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YHWH occurs within the renewal vision of Isaiah 65-66, the image transformation takes 

on other-worldly dimensions. 

It should be noted in relation to the connection between Isaiah 1:15 and 65:24, 

that while a lexical connection was noted ([m v occurs in both texts) other lexical 

connections were not present. Isaiah 1:15 refers to “making many prayer” (h lp t w b r t) 

where 65:24 speaks of “calling” (w a rq y) on YHWH. The point of this comment is to 

reinforce an important point of my analysis, that tracing vocabulary parallels in 

insufficient to appreciate the wealth of connections present within the text of Isaiah. The 

transformed image presented in this chapter stands as an example of this concept. 

In an article that examines the use of disability imagery in the prophets, Schipper 

demonstrates how disability imagery is common parlance for prophetic texts dealing with 

exilic restoration.
85

 The article examines why some Isaianic texts which deal with exilic 

restoration and include disability also include the “healing” of those disabilities. The 

answer to this question deals with the enterprise of Isaiah 65-66. Schipper demonstrates 

that the texts which include healing of the disabilities are also part of a broader trend: 

“These seemingly anomalous Isaianic healings may be explained as an element within a 

larger rhetorical agenda that grows out of Isaianic depictions of the divine protection and 

restoration of Zion and its inhabitants with physical idealization.”
86

  

Though Schipper’s research deals with a different topic (disability imagery) his 

findings corroborate the findings of this investigation of transformed images. His 
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 Jeremy Schipper, “Why Does Imagery of Disability Include Healing in Isaiah?” JSOT 39.3 

(2015): 319-333. 
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 Schipper, “Why Does Imagery of Disability Include Healing in Isaiah?”, 333. 
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research shows that certain restoration passages in Isaiah heighten and idealize images 

beyond one’s normal expectation. For Schipper this concept provides an explanation for a 

well-known anomaly in disability studies. As they concern this project, Schipper’s 

findings provide a rubric for interpreting images which occur in Isaiah 65-66. The 

heightened image of YHWH’s attentiveness, for instance, reflects the idealized nature of 

Isaiah’s enterprise in these visions of restoration. 

Idol to Deity 

The designation “Idol to Deity” is intended to refer to the nature of YHWH’s 

relationship with his people. In Isaiah 1:15, the breakdown of communication between 

YHWH and his people is a point of reference for the status of their relationship. The 

relationship is at best strained and tenuous. The people had offended YHWH through 

their religious and social transgressions. So deep was the offense that YHWH, the 

spurned parent, had turned his back on their religious practice. He had grown tired of 

their ceremonies and sacrifices when they were couple with rampant social injustice. 

Even their prayers would go unheard. YHWH had assumed the posture of an 

unresponsive idol.  

The key to understanding YHWH’s relational posture toward Israel at this 

juncture is to properly identify the parenentic function of the pericope. Wildberger 

discusses the form of 1:10-17 and considers whether “judgment speech” is the proper 

designation. But rather than designating 1:10-17 as judgment speech, Wildberger 

determines that this passage is more accurately viewed as a “summons to receive 
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instruction.”
 87

 He bases this determination on the content of verse 10ff which, though 

they begin with the repetition of the arraignment formula of v. 2, contains “no accusation 

about breaking the covenant” nor “topics which are characteristically mentioned in 

judgment speeches.”
88

 When viewed through the lens of giving instruction, the image of 

YHWH as an unresponsive idol takes on a different dimension. Beneath the hardened 

veneer of unresponsiveness lies a deep desire on the part of YHWH for repentance and 

restored fellowship. This desire gains a voice in the text in the verses immediately 

following Isaiah 1:15. 

The image of YHWH in Isaiah 65:24 presents a striking contrast. Whatever 

relational distance existed between YHWH and his people in Isaiah 1 has completely 

evaporated. In its place stands the image of divine attention and relational intimacy. This 

transformation in YHWH’s disposition is rooted in the judgment that occurs earlier in the 

chapter. Beginning in the early verses of chapter 65, YHWH pronounces judgment on 

those who do not follow him. But in verses 8-10, YHWH proclaims the beginning of the 

renewal blessing on his servants who have been faithful to him. Verses 11-12 oscillate 

back to a pronouncement of judgment on the disobedient. Verse 12 is of special interest 

due to the language it shares with verse 24: 

Isaiah 65:12 

I will remit you to the sword, b rxl ~ kta  y ty n m w  
and all of you to the slaughter will bow down. w [ r kt xb j l ~ klk w  
Because I called, and you did not answer; ~ ty n [  a lw  y ta rq  ! [ y 
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 Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 37, “There is no judgment taking place here, but rather, instruction is 

being set forth, specifically about what is disgusting to Yahweh, what he can no longer tolerate. On the 

other hand the instruction also deals with what he expects from the cultic community. The technical term 

‘summons to receive instruction’…is very applicable.” 

88
 Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 37. 
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I spoke and you did not listen;  ~ t[m v  a lw  y t rb d  
and did what was evil in my eyes; y n y [ b  [ rh  w f [ t w  
and choose that in which I did not delight. ~ tr xb  y tcp x-a l rv a b w 

 

This verse notes the judgment divvied out by YHWH because the people did not respond 

to his words and his calls. The language used to communicate the reason for this 

judgment corresponds very closely to 65:24 but in a reversed way. In 65:12, YHWH calls 

(a rq) and the people do not answer (h n [), but 65:24 anticipates that the people will call 

(a rq) and that YHWH will answer (h n [). Likewise in 65:12 YHWH spoke (rb d) and 

the people do not listen ([m v), but in 65:24 the people speak (rb d) and YHWH listens 

([m v). The shared vocabulary between 65:12 and 24 along with the reversing of subjects 

signals a transition within the chapter.  

As chapter 65 continues, vv. 13-16 oscillate back and forth between how YHWH 

will bless his servant, and how those who are not faithful to YHWH will be punished.
 89

 

The chapter then concludes in vv. 17-25 with a section that describes a thorough-going 

renewal. (See the discussion of the renewal in these verses above.) So chapter 65 begins 

describing those who are not faithful to YHWH and receive his judgment and ends by 

describing those who will experience the vibrant renewal of vv. 17-25. 

Relating this all to the image presented in 65:24, no longer are God’s people a 

mixed bag of those who follow YHWH and those on the fence, but YHWH’s judgment 

has sorted out those who truly serve YHWH. The result is an image of YHWH that 
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 Barry G. Webb, The Message of Isaiah (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996), 245, “Isaiah’s 

vision is breathtaking in its scope: new heavens and a new earth. But for all that, he is not a universalist. He 

does not believe that all will be saved. From verse 8 onwards the contrast between those who are God’s 

servants and those who are not is drawn ever more starkly. There are those who seek him and those who do 

not (10-11), and their destinies are as different as light and darkness (13-15).” 
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reflects unencumbered relational connection. YHWH’s judgment functions as a filter of 

sorts, such that servants of YHWH addressed in the vision of renewal (65:17-25) are an 

undiluted group of loyal followers of YHWH. It is in this context that the image of 

YHWH’s unprecedented attentiveness operates. The need to instruct his people (as in 

Isaiah 1:15) is gone and what remains is an open relationship with those who truly love 

him. All of this demonstrates that this image of YHWH is transformed along a relational 

axis. 

Conclusion 

The previous chapter traced the transformation of the image of YHWH from a 

spurned parent in Isaiah 1 to a loving mother in Isaiah 66. The present chapter traced the 

transformation of a second image for YHWH. The image of YHWH presented in Isaiah 

1:15 is that of an unresponsive idol. This image is transformed in Isaiah 65:24 when 

YHWH is presented as an attentive deity. The transformation of this image occurs along 

both communicative and relational axes and has been shown to reflect the larger 

enterprise of Isaiah 65-66. In particular, the transformation of this image is deeply 

embedded in the renewal vision of 65:17-25. This explains in part the drastic 

transformation of the image from unresponsive idol to (hyper-) attentive deity. We turn 

now to the investigation of the third image, Jerusalem as prostitute (Isaiah 1) and Zion as 

nursing mother (Isaiah 66). 



 

 

--CHAPTER 4-- 

A PROSTITUTE AND A BIRTHING AND NURSING MOTHER 

 

Introduction 

We turn now the investigation of the transformed image in Isaiah 1:21 and 66:7-

12. The image of Jerusalem as a prostitute will be presented first, along with an 

investigation of the language used to convey this image. Next, the chapter will take up 

the image of Zion as a nursing and birthing mother as found in Isaiah 66. Finally, the 

chapter will conclude by considering the transformation of the image from one text to the 

other. 

Jerusalem as a Prostitute in Isaiah 1:21  

Fresh on the heels of an offer for repentance in Isaiah1:16-20, the prophet cycles 

through another section of condemnation. The opening image of the indictment is 

striking:  

How the faithful city has become a prostitute, h n m a n  h y rq  h n w zl h ty h  h ky a  
[she who was] full of justice; j p vm  y ta lm  
righteousness dwelled in her, h b  ! y ly  q dc 

and now murderers. ~ y xcrm  h t [ w 

 

This verse sets up a contrast between how Jerusalem was idealized by the prophet and 

how it is at the time of this prophecy. This section explores the image presented in this 

text of Jerusalem as a prostitute by tracing four strands of inquiry. First, we will consider 

the phrase h n m a n  h y rq (“faithful city”). Second, will be the word pair j p vm and q dc 
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(“justice” and “righteousness”), followed by h n z (“prostitute”). Finally we will consider 

the word x cr (“murderers”). 

The Faithful City (h n m an  h y rq) 

In the opening phrase of this section Isaiah refers to Jerusalem as a “faithful city” 

(h n m a n  h y rq). This phrase is unique on two counts. First, it is unique in that the more 

common word for city (r y [) is not used. Second, it is unique in that the phrase “faithful 

city” does not occur anywhere outside of Isaiah 1:21 and 26. 

The word h y rq occurs 29 times in the Hebrew Bible.
1
 Several observations are in 

order. First, the word is used primarily in poetic contexts, and all but four occur in poetry 

(Deut 2:36; 3:4; 1 Kgs 1:41, 45). Second, h y rq is related closely to ry [. In seven of the 

occurrences of the word it occurs in close proximity to ry [ (Deut 2:36; 3:4; Isa 1:26; 

22:2; 25:2; Jer 49:25; Hab 2:12). Of interest for our purposes are the places in Isaiah 

where the two occur together: 

Isaiah 1:26 

I will bring back your judges as at first, h n v a rb k $ y j p v  h b y v a w 

and your counselors as at the beginning.  h lxtb k $ y c[ y w  
Afterward it will be called a city of righteousness, q dch  ry [  $ l a rq y  ! k -y rxa  
a faithful city. h n m a n  h y rq 

 

Isaiah 22:2 

[You are] full of noise, a murmuring city,  h y m w h  ry [  h a lm  tw a v t 

a joyous town?  h zy l[  h y rq   
Your slain are not killed with the sword b rx-y ll x a l $ y ll x  

                                                      
1
 Num 21:28; Deut 2:36; 3:4; 1 Kgs 1:41, 45; Job 39:7; Ps 48:3; Prov 10:15; 11:10; 18:11, 19; 

29:8; Isa 1:21, 26; 22:2; 24:10; 25:2, 3; 26:5; 29:1; 32:13; 33:20; Jer 49:25; Lam 2:11; Hos 6:8; Mic 4:10; 

Hab 2:8, 12, 17. 
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or dead in battle.

 h m xlm  y tm  a lw 

 

Isaiah 25:2 

For you have put the city to a heap, lg l ry [ m  tm f  y k  
the fortified city to ruin, h lp m l h rw cb  h y rq  
the castle of the foreigner from the city forever.  ~ lw [ l ry [ m  ~ y r z ! w m ra  
It will never be built. h n b y  a l 

 

In each case the terms h y rq and ry [ refer to the same city. In other words, they are used 

somewhat interchangeably. Stylistic variety seems to be the key factor warranting the 

change from a common term to an uncommon one. Finally, h y rq has a strong association 

with Jerusalem or Zion in some contexts (Isa 1:21, 26, 29:1, 33:20; Mic 4:10; Ps 48:3; 

Lam 2:11).  

The verb ! m a is used 138 times in the Hebrew Bible including 19 times in Isaiah.
2
 

It is used broadly with the meaning “to be permanent or endure.” A full discussion of this 

verb is not possible here, but of interest are several verses where the word is strongly 

associated with the establishment of David’s dynasty
3
: 

1 Samuel 2:35 

And I will raise to me a faithful priest,  ! m a n  ! h k y l y tm y q h w  
who will do what is in my heart and my mind; h f [ y  y v p n b w  y b b lb  rv a k 
and I will build him a sure house ! m a n  ty b  w l y ty n b w 

and he shall go in and out before my anointed forever. ~ y m y h -lk y xy vm -y n p li $ lh th w 

                                                      
2
 For the uses of ! ma in the Hebrew Bible see: Gen 15:6; 42:20; 45:26; Exod 4:1, 5, 8, 9, 31; 

14:31; 19:9; Num 5:22; 11:12; 12:7; 14:11; 20:12; Deut 1:32; 7:9; 9:23; 27:15, 16, 17,18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 

23, 24, 25, 26; 28:59, 66; Judg 11:20; Ruth 4:16; 1 Sam 2:35; 3:20; 22:14; 25:28; 27:12; 2 Sam 4:4; 7:16; 1 

Kgs 1:36; 8:26; 10:7; 11:38; 2 Kgs 10:1, 5; 17:14; 1 Chr 16:36; 17:23, 24; 2 Chr 1:9; 6:17; 9:6; 20:20; 

32:15; Neh 5:13; 8:6; 9:8; 13:13; Esth 2:7; Job 4:18; 9:16; 12:20; 15:15, 22, 31; 24:22; 29:24; 39:12, 24; Ps 

19:8; 27:13; 41:14; 72:19; 78:8, 22, 32, 37; 89:29, 38, 53; 93:5; 101:6; 106:12, 24, 48; 111:7; 116:10; 

119:66; Prov 11:13; 14:15; 25:13; 26:25; 27:6; Song 7:2; Isa 1:21, 26; 7:9; 8:2; 22:23, 25; 25:1; 28:16; 

30:21; 33:16; 43:10; 49:7, 23; 53:1; 55:3; 60:4; 65:16; Jer 11:5; 12:6; 15:18; 28:6; 40:14; 42:5; Lam 4:5, 

12; Hos 5:9; 12:1; Jonah 3:5; Mic 7:5; Hab 1:5. 

3
 For additional verses that deploy ! m a in this sense see: 1 Sam 25:28; 1 Chr 17:23. 
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 2 Samuel 7:16 

And your house and your kingdom will be established  $ tk lm m w  $ ty b  ! m a n w  
forever before my face; $ y n p l ~ lw [ - d[  
your throne will be established forever. ~ lw [ -d [  ! w kn  h y h y  $ a s k 
  

 1 Kings 11:38 

Then it will be if you obey all that I commanded you  $ w ca  rv a -l k- ta  [m v t-~ a  h y h w  
to walk in my ways and do what is right in my eyes, y n y [ b  rv y h  ty f [ w  y kr d b  tklh w  
to keep the laws and commands y tw cm w  y tw q x r w m v l  
which I gave to David my servant. y db [  dw d h f [  rv a k 

And I will be with you,  $m [  y ty y h w 

and build to you an established house ! m a n -ty b  $ l y ty n b w   

like I built for David, dw d l y ty n b  rv a k 

and I will give Israel to you. la rf y -ta  $ l y t tn w  
  

 Isaiah 55:3 

Bend your ear and come to me; y la  w klw  ~ kn za  w j h 

listen and your soul will live. ~ kv p n  y xt w  w [m v  
And I will make with you an eternal covenant, ~ lw [  ty rb  ~ kl h t r k a w  
My steadfast loves for David, they are enduring. ~ y n m a n h  dw d y ds x 

 

Each of these texts, with the exception of 1 Samuel 2:35, use ! m a as a means to 

communicate the favor of YHWH on David and his dynasty. In 1 Samuel 2:35, the word 

is used as a designation to communicate blessing on the priestly family of Samuel. Note 

the last phrase of the verse which envisions this new priestly line having a presence 

before YHWH’s “anointed one.”
4
 In 2 Samuel 7:16, ! m a denotes the establishing (! m a) 

of David’s house and kingdom forever. In 1 Kings 11:38 the prophet Ahijah speaks to 

Jeroboam, and through the prophet YHWH promises Jeroboam an established (! m a) 

house like he had given David, if Jeroboam would walk in YHWH’s ways. In Isaiah 55:3, 

                                                      
4
 The interpretation of 1 Sam 2:35 present a challenge for interpreters; see Daniel S. Diffey, 

“David and the Fulfilment of 1 Samuel 2:35: Faithful Priest, Sure House, and a Man after God's Own 

Heart” EQ 85.2 (2013), 99-104, for a review of scholarship on the issue; the majority position where this 

verse is read as a pro-Zadokite declaration is to be preferred over the interpretation Diffey suggests. 
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YHWH speaks in a tone of compassion to Israel promising a covenant with them based 

on his enduring (! m a) love for David. Based on these texts, it can be said that ! m a bears a 

general (but not exclusive) association with divine favor on David’s dynasty.  

Moving now to the examination of the phrase, this section will examine the work 

of Hans Wildberger.  Wildberger, in his commentary on Isaiah, makes an extended case 

that the phrase under consideration (h n m a n  h y rq) should be associated with Zion and by 

extension the Zion Tradition.
5
 His case involves associating the two words in the phrase 

with explicit references to Zion. As noted above, h y rq occurs in several contexts where 

Zion is referenced. Of particular interest to Wildberger is the use of the word in Psalm 

48:3: 

Beautiful in elevation, rejoicing of all the earth # ra h -lk f w f m  @w n  h p y 

[is] Mount Zion, to the far parts of the north, ! w p c y tk ry  ! w y c- rh  
the city of the great king. b r $ lm  ty rq 

This text associates h y rq with Zion, but also highlights a key tenet of the Zion Tradition.
6
 

Through this liturgical connection, Wildberger argues, Isaiah’s audience would have 

associated h y rq with Zion. Next, Wildberger seeks to associate ! m a with Zion by noting 

its use in 1 Samuel 25:28: 

                                                      
5
 Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, CC, trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 

63-64. 

6
 For a summary of the Zion Tradition, see H.A. Thomas, “Zion” in Dictionary of the Old 

Testament Prophets, eds. Mark J. Boda and J. Gorgon McConville (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2012), 

907-14, “It is common to identify the central tenets of this tradition as (1) Zion is the peak of Zaphon, the 

highest mountain; (2) the river of paradise flows from Zion; (3) Yahweh triumphed over the flood of chaos 

waters at Zion; (4) Yahweh triumphed over the kings and their nations…A final tenet is the pilgrimage of 

the nation to worship Yahweh in Zion” (907); Jon D. Levenson, “Zion Traditions” ABD 6:1098-1102; 

J.J.M. Roberts, First Isaiah, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 4-6. 
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Forgive, I pray, the offense of your handmaid, $ tm a  [ v p l a n  a f  
for YHWH will surely make to my lord a sure house; ! m a n  ty b  y n da l h w h y  h f [ y -h f o[  y k 

for the battles of YHWH my lord fights, ~ xln  y n da  h w h y  tw m x l m -y k 
and evil is not found in your in your days. $ y m y m  $ b  a cm t-a l h [ rw 

 

In this text, Abigail communicates to David that his house is blessed by YHWH. This 

constitutes another tenet of Zion Tradition.  Finally, Wildberger associates ! m a with a 

related term ! w k (“to firmly establish”) which has direct ties to the Zion Tradition. His 

suggestion is that Isaiah may be modifying the tradition slightly to underscore the 

parenetic nature of this oracle. Wildberger’s explanation of this final argument appears 

below: 

In addition, ! m a (confirm, support) is a synonym for ! w k (firmly establish), 

and various derived terms are found in the songs of praise for the city of 

God (Ps. 48:9; 87:5; see also ! w kn ,firm foundation, in Isa. 2:2). Isaiah uses 

this synonym because of the double meaning which this root conveys: 

“firmly established” and “trustworthy, faithful.” In this way he reinterprets 

the ancient tradition. The “firmly established” city of God can have 

confidence in its future and stability only if it is also the city of 

faithfulness, only if its king “remains” a believer…and if the new 

community of Zion continues to be made up of believers.
7
   

 

Wildberger’s proposal that the phrase h n m a n  h y r q is directly tied to the Zion Tradition 

has a great deal of merit, but is not convincing to some.
8
 Two suggestions may be offered 

to further augment this connection. The first comes by way of a contextual reading. In 

Isaiah 1:24-31, YHWH begins to fight for the faithful ones of Zion. In the Zion Tradition 

this fighting would have been conducted against the enemies of Zion. In this case, 

                                                      
7
 Wildberger, Isaiah 1-12, 63. 

8
 H.G.M. Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, ICC (New York: T&T Clark, 2006, 134, discusses Wildberger’s 

proposal and notes, “It is tempting to think that there is a veiled allusion to the so-called Zion tradition, and 

the descriptive terms which follow add something to the case.  However, frequency of usage in other 

contexts means that this cannot be certain.”  
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however, the fighting is done against Zion. The goal of YHWH’s mighty actions is to 

purify and redeem Zion. Following Wildberger’s earlier suggestion, it would appear that 

Isaiah is modifying the Zion Tradition. Still, if this text is included in the list of texts 

forwarding the Zion Tradition, then the tentative identification of Isaiah 1:21-23 as 

forwarding the Zion Tradition might be made more firm. Additionally, Isaiah 1 should be 

read in light of the widespread use of the Zion Tradition in First Isaiah.
9
 

A second suggestion comes by way of the transformed image associated with this 

text. In Isaiah 66, the image of Jerusalem as a prostitute is transformed. Zion is presented 

as a nursing mother. This image will be explored in detail below, but of specific interest 

for our purposes here is where the description of the nursing mother Zion takes on tones 

of the Zion Tradition: 

 Isaiah 66:12  

For thus says YHWH, h w h y  rm a  h k-y k  
“Behold, I will extend to her peace like a river, ~ w lv  rh n k  h y la -h j n  y n n h  
and like an overflowing wadi the glory of nations. ~ y w g  dw b k @j w v  lxn kw 

You will nurse, upon her hip you will be carried,  w a f n t dc- l[  ~ tq n y w  
and upon her knees you will be bounced.” w [ v [ v t ~ y krb -l[ w 

 

In this text, the nursing mother Zion becomes the source of peace and glory which flows 

from her to the inhabitants of Zion and to the nations. The presence of the Zion Tradition 

in this text is more apparent.
10

 It is the contention of this chapter that the veiled tones of 

the Zion Tradition in Isaiah 1:21 are made explicit when the image is transformed in 

                                                      
9
 See Patricia K. Tull, Isaiah 1-39, Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon: Smith and 

Helwys, 2010), 69, for a brief overview of the Zion Tradition in First Isaiah. 

10
 Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah, OTL (Louisville: John Knox, 2001), 541; John N. Oswalt, The Book 

of Isaiah Chapters 40-66, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 677-8; “Zion” in Dictionary of 

Biblical Imagery, eds. Leland Ryken, James C Wilhoit, and Tremper Logman III (Downers Grove: 

InterVarsity, 1998), 981. 
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Isaiah 66. The findings of this chapter further augment the case that Isaiah 1:21 should be 

read in line with Wildberger’s analysis as purporting the Zion Tradition. 

Justice (j p vmj p vmj p vmj p vm) and Righteousness (q dcq dcq dcq dc) 

To describe the previous state of affairs in Jerusalem, the author(s) employs the 

words justice (j p vm) and righteousness (q dc). These words are common within the 

Hebrew Bible and occur often together across the major genres of the Hebrew Bible.
11

 

But of interest for this analysis are the texts within Isaiah where these words are paired 

together. The book of Isaiah employs the word pair sixteen times including the pairing in 

Isaiah 1:21 (1:21, 27; 5:7, 16; 9:6; 16:5; 26:9; 28:17; 32:1, 16; 33:5; 54:17; 56:1; 58:2; 

59:9, 14).  When using these terms together, Isaiah presents these positive virtues as 

endemic of YHWH himself (5:16, 26:9, 32:16, 58:2). In other passages the words are 

used to describe the reign of a king who reflects YHWH’s character (9:6, 16:5, 32:1). 

Still other passages cite YHWH’s desire for these qualities to exist among his people 

(28:17, 33:5, 54:17, 56:1) and the perceived lack of them (5:7, 58:2, 59:9, 59:14). The use 

of the pair in Isaiah 1:21 and 27 falls into this same vein and ascribes to the city of 

Jerusalem these virtues that reflect the character of YHWH himself. 

Isaiah’s use of this word pair is directly relates to the emphasis in Isaiah on the 

Zion Tradition. Roberts, in his seminal article, list five key motifs of the Zion Tradition: 

                                                      
11

The following list represents all the occurrences of j p vm and qd c or h qdc within a single verse in 

the Hebrew Bible. This does not include times where qd c is used as a verb with j p vm: Gen 18:19; Lev 

19:15; Deut 16:18; 33:21; 2 Sam 8:15; 1 Kgs 10:9; 1 Chr 18:14; 2 Chr 9:8; Job 8:3; 29:14; 35:2; 37:23; Ps 

9:5; 33:5; 36:7; 37:6; 72:1, 2; 89:15; 94:15; 97:2; 99:4; 103:6; 106:3; 119:7, 62, 75, 106, 121, 160, 164; 

Prov 1:3; 2:9; 8:20; 16:8; 21:3; Eccl 3:16; 5:7; Isa 1:21, 27; 5:7, 16; 9:6; 16:5; 26:9; 28:17; 32:1, 16; 33:5; 

54:17; 56:1; 58:2; 59:9, 14; Jer 4:2; 9:23; 22:3, 13, 15; 23:5; 33:15; 39:5; Ezek 18:5, 19, 21, 27; 33:14, 16, 

19; 45:9; Hos 2:21; Amos 5:7, 24; 6:12; Mic 7:9; Zeph 2:3. 
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“(1) Zion is the peak of Zaphon, i.e., the highest mountain; (2) the river of paradise flows 

out of it; (3) God has defeated the assault of the waters of chaos there; … (4) God has 

defeated the kings and their peoples there…[5] the pilgrimage of the nations to 

Jerusalem.”
12

 Of these five motifs, Isaiah deploys the word pair of justice and 

righteousness in support of three. Isaiah 33:5 refers to YHWH dwelling on high and 

filling Zion with justice and righteousness, which corresponds to (1) Zion is the peak of 

Zaphon. Isaiah 54:17 speaks of the protection of YHWH and his defeat of every weapon 

that comes against his people, which corresponds to (4) God has defeated the kings and 

their peoples there; and Isaiah56:1-3 speak of the inclusion of foreigners into YHWH’s 

people, which corresponds to (5) the pilgrimage of the nations to Jerusalem. 

The treatment of justice and righteousness in scholarly literature has undergone a 

significant transformation in the last 20 years. For most of the twentieth century these 

concepts were viewed primarily through a judicial lens. Commenting on the word pair in 

Isaiah 1:21, Skinner writes, “righteousness…is the principle of right action in individuals 

or the community; judgment…[is] the embodiment of that principle in judicial decisions, 

use and wont, and the like. These qualities constitute the “faithfulness,” trustworthiness, 

of the city.” (italics original)
13

 Motyer serves as a more recent example of this tendency. 

After noticing the frequency of their pairing in Isaiah, Motyer writes, “[justice and 

righteousness] are equally rooted in divine holiness (5:16): righteousness embodies 

holiness in sound principles, and justice is the expression of righteousness in sound 

                                                      
12

 J.J.M. Roberts, “The Davidic Origin of the Zion Tradition,” JBL 92 (1973): 329. 

13
 John Skinner, Isaiah 1-39, Cambridge Bible for School and Colleges (New York: Cambridge, 

1915), 11. 
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precepts.”
14

 Both of these twentieth century scholars explain the word pair in similar 

terms, where righteousness describes the principle and justice describes the application of 

the principle in the legal realm. 

Around the turn of the century scholars like Moshe Weinfeld began to understand 

the concepts of justice and righteousness in a more comprehensive way.
15

 Williamson 

summarizes Weinfeld’s contribution to the broader understanding of justice and 

righteousness: 

[Weinfeld] demonstrates convincingly that through the ancient Near East 

this phrase (or its equivalents) is by no means limited to the sphere of the 

law courts along, but that it refers more broadly, both positively and 

negatively, to social justice throughout society, often entailing notions of 

equality and freedom. Its introduction and maintenance are particularly the 

responsibility of the king, but it extends too to the other leasers of society 

and, indeed, to individual citizens.
16

 

 

This new approach to these words views the terms through the lens of social justice. In 

this way of thinking, justice and righteousness operate both inside and outside the realm 

of legal discourse. They become guideposts for life within the ancient community, not 

just principles of jurisprudence. This expanded understanding of justice and 

righteousness squares well with the context of Isaiah 1. In the verses following v. 21, the 

leaders are rebuked for their oppression of the fatherless and widows. Indeed, justice and 

righteousness are expected beyond the judicial arena. Other scholars have followed 

Weinfeld’s lead including Williamson, who identifies justice and righteousness as a key 

                                                      
14

 J. Alec Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove: 

InterVarsity, 1993), 49. 

15
 Moshe Weinfeld, Social Justice in Ancient Israel and in the Ancient Near East (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1995). 

16
 Williamson, Isaiah 1-5, 135. 
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theme in the book of Isaiah as a whole: “By observing uses in context, including topics 

with which these values are contrasted, we soon learn that this goes far beyond just the 

administration of the criminal legal system (though that is included). It speaks instead of 

the need for probity, including compassion, in all walks of social and political life.”
17

  

One use of this word pair outside of Isaiah sheds further light on the use in Isaiah 

1. This word pair also occurs in Hosea 2:19-20 (vv. 21-22 MT):  

I will betroth you to me forever;  ~ lw [ l y l $ y tf ra w  
I will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice,  j p vm b w  q dcb  y l $ y tf ra w  
in steadfast love and in mercy. ~ y m xrb w  ds xb w  
 

I will betroath you to me in faithfulness, h n w m a b  y l $ y tf ra w  
and you will know YHWH. h w h y -ta  t[ dy w 

 

To my knowledge, this is the only place where the word pair is used with the metaphor of 

betrothal. This bears significance to our understanding of Isaiah 1:21 in that Isaiah 1 

reflects a similar image. When these virtuous characteristics of YHWH are attributed to 

Jerusalem (here in the past tense), they are done so in contrast to the city’s current 

condition as sexually promiscuous in a metaphorical sense. The connection of j p vm and 

q dc to betrothal image in Hosea resonates with the use in Isaiah1:21. A further 

connection is made through Isaiah and Hosea’s mutual use of ! m a (“faithfulness”). In 

Hosea 2:20 (22 MT), this betrothal is said to be done “in faithfulness” which corresponds 

to phrase “faithful (! m a) city” in Isaiah 1:21.  Though Isaiah does not clearly present a 

betrothal or marriage image, the contrasting image of sexual promiscuity and the use of 

j p vm and q dc suggest such an image. The use of ! m a in reference to this betrothal adds 

                                                      
17

 H.G.M. Williamson, “Isaiah: Book of,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 374. 



 

  160 

 

further weight to the connection between these texts. In summary, Isaiah’s prophecy 

imagines a time when Jerusalem was a just and righteous marriage partner.  

h n zh n zh n zh n z in Isaiah and the Prophets 

Prostitution in the Hebrew Bible is always presented as a liminal activity, though 

the authors do not always condemn those who participate in it. Examples of this non-

condemnatory attitude are Rahab (Joshua 4-6), Tamar (Genesis 38) and the two 

prostitutes who visit Solomon (1 Kings 3). In the prophetic writing, prostitution becomes 

a prophetic trope. This recurring theme is used to describe religious aberrance, misplaced 

political allegiances, and the general shaming of a national entity.
18

 The following section 

examines the use of h n z (“prostitute”) in the Hebrew Bible, surveying the non-prophetic 

literature briefly and then focusing on the prophets and especially Isaiah.  

h n z occurs 20 times in the Pentateuch conveying the general idea of sexual 

impropriety.
19

 The uses of the word toggle between references to physical prostitution 

and references to metaphoric prostitution. Among the references to physical prostitution 

is the story in Genesis 38 of Tamar and Judah, where Tamar engages in prostitution with 

Judah. h n z occurs outside the Pentateuch and Prophets 22 times.
20

 The occurrences 

                                                      
18

  C.J. Dempsey, “Feminist Interpretation,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 243, 

“This theme of harlotry…surfaces in Isaiah 1:21; Jeremiah 2-3; Ezekiel 16; 23; Micah 1:6-7. In the 

prophetic literature harlotry was not only about sex acts at high places, but also about spiritual whoredom 

that violated covenant with God. Israel sought other gods and trusted in foreign power often solicited 

protection from foreign powers instead of trusting only in God. Thus Israel was guilty of apostasy.” 

19
 Gen 34:31; 38:15, 24; Exod 34:15, 16; Lev 17:7; 19:29; 20:5, 6; 21:7, 9, 14; Num 15:39; 25:1; 

Deut 22:21; 23:19; 31:16. 

20
 Josh 2:1; 6:17, 22, 25; Judg 2:17; 8:27, 33; 11:1; 16:1; 19:2; 1 Kgs 3:16; 22:38; 1 Chr 5:25; 2 

Chr 21:11, 13; Ps 73:27; 106:39; Prov 6:26; 7:10; 23:27; 29:3. 
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display a similar alternation between physical and metaphorical prostitution as was found 

in the Pentateuch. Of interest for this analysis is the use of the word in Psalm 73:27: 

For behold, the ones who hold themselves aloof from you will perish,w db a y  $ y q xr h n h -y k  
You destroy all the ones who are unfaithful to you. $m m  h n w z-lk  h tm ch 

 

This text occurs in a psalm where the psalmist, in the second half of the psalm, is 

extolling the virtues of a right relationship with YHWH. In this verse, the psalmist seems 

to reference the first half of the psalm in referring to those who “hold themselves aloof” 

($ y q xr) and those “who are unfaithful” (h n w z). By placing these words in parallel, he 

psalmist deploys h n z in a way that conveys an intentional relational distance. This 

dynamic fits the context of Isaiah 1 where YHWH, the spurned parent, bemoans how his 

child has turned away from him. 

Moving onto the prophets, according to Isaiah 1:21 Jerusalem has become a 

prostitute (h n z). This word for prostitute is used with greater frequency in prophetic 

literature and, as noted above, functions as a prophetic trope.
21

 The use of this trope 

follows two axes. Sometimes the word is used as a metaphor to describe political and 

religious unfaithfulness.
22

 But other times the word addresses the existence of actual 

                                                      
21

 For the 52 occurrences of h n z within the prophetic literature see: Isa 1:21; 23:15, 16, 17; 57:3; 

Jer 2:20; 3:1, 3, 6, 8; 5:7; Ezek 6:9; 16:15, 16, 17, 26, 28, 30, 31, 33, 34, 35, 41; 20:30; 23:3, 5, 19, 30, 43, 

44; Hos 1:2; 2:7; 3:3; 4:10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 18; 5:3; 9:1; Joel 4:3; Amos 7:17; Mic 1:7; Nah 3:4; note also 

seven additional uses of t w n z (whoredom): Jer 3:2, 9; 13:27; Ezek 23:27; 43:7, 9; Hos 4:11; 6:10. 

22
 S.J. Dille, “Women and Female Imagery,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 853, 

“The people of Israel were understood to be in covenant relationship with the God. Their God, Yahweh, 

was a jealous God, with whom they were to have an exclusive relationship, excluding all other gods. The 

worship of another god thus was seen as infidelity to the covenant relationship. This understanding is 

reflected in the marriage metaphor that appears in Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. Whereas a man 

could have more than one wife, a wife must be faithful to only one husband. The prophets cast the people 

Israel in the role of wife owing exclusive fidelity to God, her husband, who loves her, provides for her, and 
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prostitution. However, these two axes are not always distinct in that the participation in 

cultic prostitution might fall into both categories (prostitution as metaphor and 

prostitution as physical activity).  

Several of the prophets develop this trope and deploy it with their own unique 

flavor. Jeremiah uses h n z as a trope for religious unfaithfulness, and he frequently 

connects the concept with idolatry. Jeremiah 3:6 is typical:  

YHWH said to me in the days of Josiah the king, $ lm h  w h y v a y  y my b  y lae h w h y  rm a y w  
“Have you seen what she did, the apostatizing one, Israel? la rf y  h b v m  h tf [  rv a  ty a rh  
How she went upon every high mountain h b g  rh -lk -l[  a y h  h k lh 

and to every green tree and prostituted herself there?” ~ v -y n ztw  ! n [ r # [ -l k t xt -la w 

 

The prostitution for Jeremiah includes religious unfaithfulness to YHWH but is used as a 

derogatory term for idolatrous practice. In Ezekiel, h n z is used to signal religious 

unfaithfulness to YHWH. In addition Ezekiel adds at least two concepts to the 

prostitution trope. First, prostitution is used a metaphor for political unfaithfulness. 

Jerusalem is presented as a prostitute for soliciting other nations. Note the similarity to 

Isaiah 1 where Jerusalem, rather than Israel generally, is characterized as a prostitute. 

Ezekiel 16:26 is presented below, but see also Ezekiel 16:28; 23:3, 5, 19, 30: 

You prostituted yourself with the sons of Egypt, ~ y rcm -y n b -la  y n ztw  
your neighbors [who are] great of flesh; rf b  y ldg  $ y n k v  
you have multiplied your fornication to provoke me. y n s y [ kh l $ tn z t- ta  y b rtw 

 

                                                                                                                                                              
protects her. The OT speaks of idolatry as the people ‘prostituting themselves’ or ‘playing the whore’ with 

other gods.” 
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Ezekiel pictures their relationship with Egypt as marital unfaithfulness to YHWH.  

Second, Israel’s prostitution as presented by Ezekiel was prostitution without 

remuneration. 

Ezekiel16:30-34 

“How weak is your heart?” says YHWH, h w h y  y n da  ~ a n  $ tb l h lm a  h m 
“while doing all these deed of h f [m  h la -lk -ta  $ tw f [ b  
a shameless prostitute?” tj lv  h n w z -h v a  
 

Building your shrines at the head of every street; $ rd -l k v a rb  $ b g  $ y t w n b b  
your high place you make on every plaza; b w xr -lkb  y ty f [  $ tm r w 

you are not like a prostitute because you reject the wages. ! n ta  s lq l h n w z k y ty y h -a lw  
 

Adulterous wife,  tp a n m h  h v a h  
instead of her husband, you take strangers. ~ y rz-ta  xq t h v y a  t x t  
 
 

To all prostitutes they give gifts, h dn -w n ty  tw n z -l kl  
but you gave gifts to all your lovers,

  $ y b h a m -lkl $ y n dn - ta  ttn  ta w  
bribing them to come to you $ y la  a w b l ~ tw a  y dx v tw 

from every side with your fornication. $ y tw n z tb  b y b s m  
 

So you were the different from women of fornication: $ y tw n z tb  ~ y v n h -! m  $ p h  $ b -y h y w  
you were not approached for prostitution,  h n w z a l $ y r xa w  
but you gave the wages; the wages were not given to you. $ l-! tn  a l ! n ta w  ! n ta  $ ttb w 

And so you were different. $ p h l y h tw 

 

This passage explains that Jerusalem solicited other lovers (other nations, in this case) 

and did not require payment for services rendered. Ezekiel 16:34 presses the issue one 

step further in noting that not only did Israel not require payment, but Jerusalem actually 

rendered payment to the solicited lovers. This second innovation serves to further 

deprecate Jerusalem for her religious unfaithfulness.  

Hosea’s use of the prophetic trope of prostitution is unique in that the book 

toggles between discussing the actual prostitution of his wife Gomer and the religious 

unfaithfulness of Israel. Hosea 1:2 sets up this extended metaphor: 
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When YHWH first spoke with Hosea [ v w h b  h w h y -rb d tl xt  
YHWH said to Hosea,  [ v w h -la  h w h y  rm a y w  
“Go and take to you a wife of fornication ~ y n w n z tv a  $ l -xq  $ l 

and children of fornication, ~ y n w n z y dly w  
because the land commits great prostitution # ra h  h n zt h n z -y k  
away from YHWH. h w h y  y rxa m 

 

 In terms of Hosea’s metaphorical use of the term, the book singles out idolatry, cultic 

prostitution, and political alliances as proof of Israel’s religious unfaithfulness to YHWH. 

Hosea 4:12 serves as an example of the prostitution metaphor used to describe the 

people’s worship of other deities: 

My people inquire of trees and their sticks inform them, w l dy g y  w lq m w  la v y  w c [ b  y m [  
because the spirit of fornication has caused them to err, h [ th  ~ y n w n z xw r y k  
and they prostitute themselves away from their god.

  ~ h y h la  txtm  w n zy w 

 

In summary, Hosea’s marriage to Gomer serves as a prophetic sign to rebuke the nation 

for its religious and political unfaithfulness to YHWH.
23

 

h n z occurs in Isaiah five times (Isa 1:21; 23:15, 16, 17; 57:3). In 57:3, the trope of 

prostitution is associated with idolatry, though the association is not as direct as in some 

of the other prophets. The three occurrences in Isaiah 23 are of special interest:  

Isaiah 23:15-17 

In the day, Tyre will be forgotten for seventy years, h n v  ~ y [ b v  rc tx kv n w  a w h h  ~ w y b  h y h w 
Like the days of one king; after the end of seventy years, h n v  ~ y [ b v  # q m  dxa  $ lm  y m y k 

it will be to Tyre like the song of the prostitute: h n w zh  try v k rcl h y h y  
  

“Take a harp [and] go around the city, O forgetful prostitute. h xkv n  h n w z ry [  y b s  r w n k y xq  
Play well [and] sing songs, that you might be remembered.” y rkz t ! [ m l ry v -y b rh  ! g n  y b y j yh 
 

Then at the end of seventy years, h n v  ~ y [ b v  # q m  h y h w 

                                                      
23

 For summary of the use of prophetic signs see K. G. Friebel, “Sign Acts” in Dictionary of the 

Old Testament Prophets, 707-13; K. G. Friebel, “A Hermeneutical Paradigm for Interpreting Prophetic 
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YHWH will visit Tyre and she will return to her wages;
 h n n ta l h b v w  r c- ta  h w h y  dq p y 

and she will prostitute herself with all the kingdoms of the land # ra h  tw klm m -l k- ta  h tn zw  
upon the face of the earth. h m da h  y n k-l[ 

 

In this text Isaiah presents an oracle concerning Tyre. The references to prostitution occur 

in this section following an extended oracle (vv. 1-14).
24

 In this section, Isaiah recounts 

the song of the prostitute all the while picturing Tyre as the prostitute. The song is used to 

convey the prophecy concerning Tyre that after 70 years of desolation, Tyre will return to 

once again to prostitute herself to the nations. But the financial gain they would receive 

for this renewed activity (the prostitute’s wages, in the analogy) would belong to Israel.  

The depiction of Tyre as a prostitute bears great similarity to the description of 

Jerusalem in Isaiah 1:21 (as well as the prostitute imagery in Ezekiel 16). In describing 

Tyre, the analogy of the prostitute is intended to convey shame and the dispersion of its 

assets. In describing Jerusalem something similar is intended. Verse 21 speaks of the city 

formerly being filled with justice and righteousness, but now those virtues are dispersed 

and degraded through religious unfaithfulness and social injustice. Referencing Isaiah 

1:21 one author notes, “Because they value material gain too highly, Israelites who 

accept bribes and abandon God’s plan of social justice are…considered harlots.”
25

 

In summary, Isaiah deploys the prostitution trope to describe religious 

unfaithfulness and is also used in Isaiah to condemn specific cities. The analogy is 

intended to convey shame and judgment along with the standard sentiment of religious 

                                                      
24

 See Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 13-27, CC, trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

1997), 403-38, for a discussion of the composition of this section beginning with a core of vv. 1-14 and 

expanding from there. 
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unfaithfulness (in the case of Isaiah’s description of Jerusalem). The use of the term in 

the other prophets, Hosea and Ezekiel in particular, underscores these same concepts. 

Murderers (xc rx c rx c rx c r) in Jerusalem 

One other word that bears significance for the analysis is the final description of 

the Jerusalem in Isaiah 1:21, murderers (x cr). This word occurs most frequently in the 

Pentateuch and historical literature and only occurs a few times in the prophets.
26

 A 

survey of the use of this word in the Hebrew Bible evidences the strong influence of its 

occurrences in the Decalogue. In Exodus and Deuteronomy, this word conveys the unjust 

taking of life in a general sense. The influence of the Decalogue is seen in the prophetic 

books in that two of the references bear striking similarity to the Decalogue: 

 Jeremiah 7:9 

Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, rq v l [ b v h w  @a n w  x cr  b n g h  
worship Baal, and go after other gods ~ y rxa  ~ y h la  y rxa  $ l h w  l[ b l rj q w 

that you do not know? ~ t[ dy -a l rv a 

 

 Hosea 4:2 

[There is] swearing, lying, murder, stealing, b n g w  xcr w  v xkw  h la  
and committing adultery; they act violently; w crp  @a n w  
they strike with blood upon blood. w [ g n  ~ y m db  ~ y m dw 

 

But in addition to the times the word signals a possible allusion to the Decalogue in the 

prophets, the word signals the taking of life and the judgment associated with such an 

action. In addressing the use of the word in 1 Kings 21:19, Domeris writes, “rṣḥ 

expresses the full horror and violence of the murder as well as the bloodguilt that now 

                                                      
26

 This word for murder is used 49 times in 42 verses of the Hebrew Bible: Exod 20:13; Num 35:6, 

11, 12, 16, 17, 18, 19, 21, 25, 26, 27, 28, 30, 31; Deut 4:42; 5:17; 19:3, 4, 6; 22:26; Josh 20:3, 5f; 21:13, 21, 
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comes to rest on Ahab and Jezebel.”
27

 Isaiah 1:21 conveys a similar thrust. The city once 

filled with justice and righteousness was now full of those who take the lives of others 

and bear the guilt of their actions. 

Summary of the Image in Isaiah 1:21 

This passage presents a nuanced image of Jerusalem. In the first place, it presents 

an image of how the prophet imagines Jerusalem once was. The city is pictured first as a 

“faithful city.” This short phrase contains both a celebration of YHWH’s blessings and a 

challenge to maintain its faithfulness. The phrase likely carries forward an Isaianic 

version of the Zion Tradition through the careful choice of vocabulary and through the 

connection with the transformed image in Isaiah 66. Next, the city is described as being a 

place of justice and righteousness. This word pair conveys a certain reflection of the 

divine character fleshed out in the legal and social arenas of society. These traits of 

justice and righteousness are associated with betrothal imagery indicating that 

Jerusalem’s former state was one of marital faithfulness. In addition, justice an 

righteousness are used to convey the key motifs of the Zion Tradition elsewhere in Isaiah 

and carry a similar nuance in 1:21. 

In the second place, it presents Jerusalem as it is presently (from the perspective 

of the prophecy). The city is pictured first as a prostitute. This image conveys a deep 

sense of religious unfaithfulness on the part of Jerusalem as well as a poignant shame. 

Isaiah uses the prophetic trope of prostitution as an abrupt condemnation of cities and 

their inhabitants. Jerusalem has chosen a lifestyle that Isaiah condemns as prostitution, 

                                                      
27

 W.R. Domeris, “xc r,” in NIDOTTE 3:1187. 
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and it stands condemned for its choice. The city is picture second as being full of 

murderers. Instead of being the source of life, as in the previous description and in the 

Zion Tradition, the city is full of those who take lives for their own advantage.  

Zion as a Birthing and Nursing Mother Isaiah 66:7-12 

The image presented of Jerusalem in Isaiah 66:7-12 occurs in stark contrast to the 

image presented in Isaiah 1:21. No longer portrayed as a prostitute, the city of Jerusalem 

is portrayed as a new and nursing mother:  

Before she was in labor, she gave birth; h dly  ly xt ~ rj b  
before her pain came to her, she delivered a son. rk z h j y lm h w  h l lb x a w b y  ~ rj b  
 

Who has heard of this? Who has seen something like this? h la k h a r y m  ta z k [m v -y m  
Shall a land be brought forth in one day?

 dxa  ~ w y b  # ra  l xw y h  
Shall a people be birthed in a single moment? txa  ~ [ p  y w g  dlw y -~ a 

For as soon as Zion was in labor, she brought for her sons.h y n b -ta  ! w y c h dly -~ g  h lx-y k  
 

“Shall I bring to the point of birth and not deliver?” dy lw a  a lw  ry b v a  y n a h  
says YHWH. h w h y  rm a y 
“Shall I cause to bring forth and shut [the womb]?” y trc[ w  dy lw m h  y n a -~ a  
 
says our god.

 $ y h la  rm a  
 

Rejoice over Jerusalem,  ~ Ø lv w ry -ta  w xm f 

be glad with her all the ones that love her;
 h y b h a -lk h b  w ly g w  

rejoice with her in exultation  f w f m  h ta  w f y f  
all the ones the mourn over her. h y l[  ~ y lb a tm h -lk  
 

That you may nurse and be satisfied   ~ t[ b f w  w q n y t ! [m l  
from the breast of her consolation; h y m xn t dvm  
that you may drink deeply and enjoy yourself ~ tg n [ th w  w cm t ! [m l  
from the teat of her abundance. h dw b k zy zm  
 
 

For thus says YHWH,  h w h y  rm a  h k-y k  
“Behold, I am extending to you like a river peace; ~ w lv  rh n k  h y la -h j n  y n n h  
and like a wadi [I] will overflow the glory of nations ~ y w g  dw b k @j w v  lxn kw 

and you will nurse; upon her side you will be carried; w a f n t d c-l [  ~ tq n y w  
upon her knees you will be bounced.” w [ v [ v t ~ y Ik rb -l[ w 
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This new image of Zion is presented in two parts. In vv. 7-9, Zion is presented as a 

mother giving birth. In vv. 10-12, Zion is presented as mother nursing her new born 

child. The following sections examine the images presented in detail. 

Zion as a Mother Giving Birth 

Isaiah 66:7-9 contains a high frequency of birthing language. In these three verses 

dly (give birth) occurs 5 times and ly x (to be in labor) occurs 3 times. The identity of the 

one giving birth is kept hidden until the second part of v. 8 where Zion (! w y c) is revealed 

as the new mother. Of particular interest is the nature of the birth that is described. This 

birth is like no other birth described in the Hebrew bible. In the first place, this birthing 

process was without pain. The basic meaning of l y x is “to twist or writhe in pain.”
28

 The 

word’s association with the birthing process highlights the regular expectation that 

birthing children involves extreme pain. What makes this birth so exceptional is that it is 

said to have occurred before (~ rj) the pains of labor began. Then, in the latter part of v. 

7, the birth is said to have occurred “before her pain (lb x) came upon her.” The word for 

pain (lb x) describes the specific pain associate with the birthing process and is often 

translated “birth pang.” The word only occurs 8 times in the Hebrew Bible.
29

 The 

                                                      
28

 Victor Hamilton, “ly x” in NIDOTTE 2: 116; for examples of this meaning see Isa 26:17; Jer 

4:31; Mic 4:10. 

29
 Several homonyms are attested in the Hebrew bible including l b x (“pledge”), l b x (“to treat 

badly”), l b x (“cord” or “rope”), and l b x (“sailor”); the following are the attested references to labor 

pains: Isa 13:8; 26:17; 66:7; Jer 13:21; 22:23; 49:24; Hos 13:13. 
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occurrence in Isaiah 66:7 is the only time the word occurs in the singular form, possibly 

indicating that not even “a single birth pang” will come upon her before she gives birth.
30

   

In the second place, this birthing process was unusually quick, almost 

instantaneous. One of the phrases that indicates the rapid progression of the birthing 

process occurs in v. 8 “in a single day” (d xa  ~ w y b). While a 24 hour labor would be 

considered long by most people’s standards, the phrase is used to indicate the timeframe 

of birthing a nation (y w g). As such, a single day is quite an accelerated pace. But further, 

this phrase is used in Isaiah 47:9 to indicate a rapid progression of events: “These two 

things shall come to you in a moment ([ g r), in one day (dxa  ~ w y b).” Here dxa  ~ w y b is 

place in parallel to [ g r (moment) which indicates a very short period of time. The second 

phrase used to indicate the birthing process’s rapid pace is the phrase in v. 8 “in a single 

moment” (t xa ~ [ p). ~ [ p carries the meaning “foot” or “footfalls” and came to indicate 

a small amounts of time or a single event. An example of similar use occurs in 1 

Chronicles 11:11, “This is the number of David's mighty men: Jashobeam, a Hachmonite, 

was chief of the three. He lifted up his spear against three hundred whom he killed at one 

time (txa ~ [ p).”  

In the third place, this birth was unusual in regards to the number of children 

born. The last clause of v. 8 describes Zion giving birth to her children (h y n b). This 

construction is not unusual, though when “son” is plural, the language normally refers to 

                                                      
30

 This birth occurs in contrast to the interrupted births described in Isaiah 37:3b: “This is a day of 

distress, rebuke, and contempt; for children have come to the cervical opening and there is not strength to 

give birth.”; see Jeremy Schipper, “Why Does Imagery of Disability Include Healing in Isaiah?” JSOT 39.3 

(2015): 332-33 for a discussion of the interplay between Isaiah 37:3 and Isaiah 66:7.  
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multiple occasions where children were born in succession. 1 Samuel 2:21 is an example 

of this phenomenon:
 31 

Then YHWH visited Hannah, and she became pregnant, rh tw  h n x- ta  h w h y  dq p -y k  
and she gave birth to three sons and two daughters. tw n b  y tv w  ~ y n b -h v l v  dlt w 

And the young man Samuel grew in the presence of YHWH. h w h y -~ [  la w m v  r[ n h  ldg y w 

 

Here in Isaiah 66:8 the birth of the plural object, “sons,” is accomplished in a single 

event. Earlier in v. 8, the rhetorical question is posed, “Shall a people be birthed in a 

single moment?” Here the object of the birthing process is a people or nation (y w g). This 

construction brings to mind the promises to the patriarchs (Gen 12:2, 17:20, 18:18, 21:18, 

46:3) where YHWH promises to make them into a great nation (y w g). But the language in 

Isaiah 66:8 moves beyond the scope of even these sweeping promises. Zion is going to 

birth a nation. The rhetorical question that occurs just before the one regarding birthing a 

nation reads, “Shall a land (# ra) be born in one day?”  The interpretation of the phrase 

“shall a land be born” (# ra  lxw y h) has caused some difficulty to interpreters.
32

 But 

beyond the grammatical difficulties, the use of # r a is unique. Based on the parallel 

structure, the emphasis seems to be on the multitude of people.
33

 

                                                      
31

 This figure is particularly prominent in the genealogies of Genesis 5, 10, and 46; see Ezekiel 

23:4 for an example of a plural verb with a plural object: “Oholah was the name of the elder and Oholibah 

was her sister; they became mine, and they bore sons (~ y n b  h n dl tw) and daughters. As for their names, 

Oholah is Samaria, and Oholibah is Jerusalem.” 

32
 See Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 55-66, AB (New York: Doubleday, 2003), 303 and John D. W.  

Watts, Isaiah 34-66, WBC (Waco, TX: Word, 2005), 935, for a discussion of this grammatical difficulty of 

a masculine verb with a feminine subject. 

33
 Barry G. Webb, The Message of Isaiah (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996), 248, fn 144, 

discusses this interpretation: “I take country (‘eres) and nation here to refer to population – and entire, 

distinct people group.” He references Judges 18:30 as a potential parallel to this reading: “And the people 

of Dan set up the carved image for themselves, and Jonathan the son of Gershom, son of Moses,
 
and his 



 

  172 

 

In summary, Isaiah 66:6-9 conveys an extraordinary birthing event. This birth was 

without pain, occurs almost instantaneously, and produces a multitude. There is no 

question that this imagery moves beyond the description of a birth conducted under 

natural circumstances. This is a miraculous birth. Chapter 2 of this project discussed 

Isaiah overall agenda in the final section of the book. In particular it was noted that 

certain restoration passages in Isaiah heighten and idealize images. This birthing image is 

another example of a heightened restoration image. One additional connection should be 

made in order to appreciate the degree to which this restoration is operating. Genesis 

3:16a records YHWH’s curse on the woman in the famous primordial narrative:
34

  

To the women he said rm a  h v a h -la  
“I will greatly multiply your difficulty and your pregnancy; $ n rh w  $ n w b c [  h b ra  h b rh  
In pain you will bear children.” ~ y n b  y dlt b c[ b   

 

One part of the curse was that the woman would experience pain in child-bearing.
35

 The 

image in Isaiah 66 completely reverses this. The new mother Zion effortlessly and 

                                                                                                                                                              

sons were priests to the tribe of the Danites until the day of the captivity of the land (# r a).” While I agree 

with his reading of Isaiah 66:8, I find do not find Judges 18:30 to be a convincing example of this reading 

of # r a.  

34
 The colored text indicates overlapping vocabulary between Gen 3:16 and Isa 66:7-9. 

35
 Carol Meyers, Rediscovering Eve: ancient Israelite Women in Context (New York: Oxford, 

2013), 79-102, engages in a fresh reading of Genesis 3:16. Through a close reading of each word, she 

attempts to undermine the prevailing interpretation of this verse, which suggests that the curse that Eve 

received included pain associated with the process of birthing children. Her analysis of $n r h w  $n w b c [ 
h b r a h b r h (“I will greatly multiply your toils and your pregnancy”) is somewhat convincing. Her case 

regarding $n w b c [, however, is overstated. She insists that the word does not indicate physical pain, but the 

only three occurrences in the Hebrew Bible (Gen 3:16, 17, 5:29) are inconclusive. While the other two uses 

seem to indicate “hardship” or “difficulty,” Meyers artificially separates “difficulty” from physical pain. 

With the small number of examples of the precise lexeme, Meyers turns to the verbal cognates. Note that 

tracing this root is fraught with challenges due the homonym b c '[' (“idol”) and  b c,[, ((“pottery vessel”). In 

doing so she presents 1 Chron 4:9, which uses b c ,[o (a homonym that can means “idol” or “anguish”). 

While she admits that this example might indicate physical pain, she dismisses the example as “dubious.” 
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painlessly gives birth to a multitude. One scholar notes this connection between Genesis 

3 and Isaiah 66: “Zion is pictured as a pregnant woman in labor…This miraculous 

birth—no labor pains—portrays the rebirth of the nation after the exile. Nothing like this 

has ever happened before—a picture of the curse removed in the new Eden.”
36

 The 

thorough-going renewal described by Isaiah 66:7-9 provides a vivid contrast to the image 

of Jerusalem presented in Isaiah 1:21.This transformation will be examined below.  

Zion as a Nursing Mother 

Isaiah 66:10-12 presents an image of Zion as a nursing mother. This image may at 

first seem counterintuitive to modern readers, but it is an image intended to convey a 

message of comfort and provision.
 
The image of nursing in Isaiah 66 is not the first time 

this image has occurred in Isaiah. The section below will investigate the use of q n y (“to 

nurse”) in Isaiah before exploring the use of the image in Isaiah 66. 

                                                                                                                                                              

But far from being dubious, this verse represents an occurrence of  b c,[o with the verb dl y to indicate pain 

in childbirth: b c [b  y tdl y  yk r mal  # b [y  wmv h ar q  wmaw (“and his mother called his name Jabez 

saying, that I gave birth to him in pain”). Meyers incorrectly eliminates physical pain as a possible meaning 

of $n w b c [. But this elimination become very significant in her interpretation of the next phrase, ~ y nb  y dl t 
b c [b  $nr h w (“In pain you will bear children”). When interpreting this phrase she immediately dismisses 

the possibility of b c ,[,B. indicating physical pain based on her analysis of the previous phrase. This is an 

unfortunate decision in that it ignores the clear precedent of 1 Chron 4:9 which uses the combination of dl y 

and b c,[, to indicate pain in childbirth. An additional feature of her argument is to suggest that dl y does not 

mean “to give birth,” but rather “to parent.” While this statement may be generally true, it does not account 

for places like Isa 37:3 which uses dl y to indicate the birthing process: h dl l  ! y a xkw r b vm- d[ ~ y n b  
w ab  y k (“For children have come to the cervical opening and there is not strength to give birth.”) (See also 

Isa 26:17-18). In the end, I find her analysis helpful in interpreting the first phrase of Gen 3:16, but much 

less convincing in interpreting the second. Moreover, based on a close reading of the second phrase, the 

language of Gen 3:16 does include the concept of physical pain.  

36
 “Zion” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 981. 
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The verb, q n y (“to nurse”), occurs 6 times in Isaiah (Isa 11:8; 49:23; 60:16; 66:11, 

12). It occurs in Isaiah 11:8 as a participle: “The nursing child (q n EA y) shall play over the 

hole of the venomous snake, and the weaned child shall put his hand on the serpent’s 

den.” This verse uses the nursing language to indicate the stage in the child’s 

development, but is not significant for the understanding of Isaiah’s use of nursing 

imagery.
37

 Isaiah 49:23 presents a more significant image of nursing:  

Then kings will nourish you,  $ y n m a  ~ y klm  w y h w 
and queens will nurse you; $ y tq y n y m  ~ h y tw rf w  
with their faces to the earth they will bow down to you,

 $ l w w x tv y  # ra  ~ y p a 

and the dust of your feet they will lick. w kx ly  $ y lg r rp [ w  
Then you will know that I am YHWH; h w h y  y n a -y k t[ dy w  
the ones who wait for me will not be ashamed. y w q  w v b y -a l rv a 

 

This verse continues a section of reassurance begun in v. 22. In this section, YHWH 

signals to the nations and they bring the sons of Israel back in their bosoms and the 

daughters are carried on their (the nation’s) shoulders. In v. 23, the kings of the foreign 

nations nourish (! m a)
38

 Israel and queens will nurse (q n y) them. In this image, YHWH 

uses the nations to provide for the needs of his people.  

Isaiah 60:16 presents this same concept of YHWH using the nations to provide 

for his people:  

You shall suck the milk of nations, ~ y Iw g  b lx tq n y w  
and at the breast of kings you shall nurse; y q n y t ~ y klm  dv w  
and you shall know that I, YHWH, am your deliverer, $ [ y v w m  h w h y  y n a  y k t[ dy w 

                                                      
37

 It should be noted incidentally that Isa 11:8 uses the same term for playing ([[ v) over the hole 

of a cobra as Isa 66:12 does for bouncing ([[v) on Zion’s knees. 

38
 Note the use of this word in Isa 1:21, 26, “faithful city” (h n man  h y r q). 
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your redeemer, the strong one of Jacob. b q [ y  ry b a  $ la g w 

 

This verse also occurs in a section of reassurance, where YHWH promises future 

restoration. In this image the people are presented as a collective entity (“you”) and will 

suck the milk of the nations. The concept of nursing at the breast of gods and kings has 

many parallels in ancient literature. As Paul writes, “sucking at the divine breast is a 

common motif in descriptions of the rearing of gods and kings…sucking at the breasts of 

goddesses confers certain divine attributes. Here [in Isaiah 60:16] this poetic image is 

picturesquely applied to Zion, who sucks the milk (= the wealth) of the nations.”
39

 Again 

it should be noted that this nursing, though done at the breast of a foreign nation, is 

presented as the provision of YHWH for his people.
40

 

 

Isaiah 66:10-12 

Rejoice over Jerusalem,  ~ Ø lv w ry -ta  w xm f 

be glad with her all the ones that love her;
 h y b h a -lk h b  w ly g w  

rejoice with her in exultation  f w f m  h ta  w f y f  
all the ones the mourn over her. h y l[  ~ y lb a tm h -lk  
 

That you may nurse and be satisfied   ~ t[ b f w  w q n y t ! [m l  
from the breast of her consolation; h y m xn t dvm  
that you may drink deeply and enjoy yourself ~ tg n [ th w  w cm t ! [m l  
from the teat of her abundance. h dw b k zy zm  
 
 

For thus says YHWH,  h w h y  rm a  h k-y k  
“Behold, I am extending to you like a river peace; ~ w lv  rh n k  h y la -h j n  y n n h  
and like a wadi [I] will overflow the glory of nations ~ y w g  dw b k @j w v  lxn kw 

and you will nurse; upon her side you will be carried; w a f n t d c-l [  ~ tq n y w  
upon her knees you will be bounced.” w [ v [ v t ~ y Ik rb -l[ w 

 

                                                      
39

 Shalom M. Paul, Isaiah 40-66, ECC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 530. 

40
 “Nurse” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 600, specifies that along with gentleness and care, 

the image of a nurse in the Bible is one of “nourishment and nurture.” 
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Isaiah 66:10-12 presents a similar image in that the nursing metaphor is used to 

describe YHWH’s provision for the people of Zion. But a subtle shift has taken place. 

Verses 10-11 invite the people who love and have mourned for Jerusalem to nurse, not at 

the breast of a foreign nation or king, but at the breast of Zion. The image of Zion as the 

nursing mother flows from the previous uses of the nursing metaphors, but also innovates 

beyond them. This passage, then, marks a significant shift in the Isaiah’s use of the 

nursing metaphor. After exploring more closely the language used in these verses, a 

subsequent section will take up the issue of what has caused this shift in Isaiah’s imagery. 

Several words related to the nursing metaphor in Isaiah 66:10-12 warrant 

examination.
41

 In conveying the nursing image, v. 11 uses dv to denote the female breast. 

This common image is used to convey a range of concepts. Note the use of dv in Isaiah 

32:12 where the breasts are beaten to indicate the loss of security, in Job 24:9 as a symbol 

for motherly care, and in Ezekiel 23:3, 21 as sexualized metaphor for Israel’s 

unfaithfulness to YHWH. Its use in Isaiah 66:11 conveys the notion of comfort and 

security.
42

 A second word, zy z, is used in parallel to dv and has been understood and 

                                                      
41

 As an additional consideration, Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapters 40-66, 676, notes that this 

image “may have been suggested by the opposite picture arising from famine and siege…by the time the 

exile and return were completed, the Israelites would have seen that picture all too many times.” When 

placed in contrast to firsthand experience of siege and food shortages, the image of Jerusalem as a nursing 

mother musters even greater poignancy.  

42
 “Breast,” Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 118, “the breast has strong symbolic significance in 

Scripture. The breast is used as an image of female sexuality. The picture of the mother feeding her child at 

the breast is widely used as a symbol of comfort and security. The concept of security is also picked up in 

the protection afforded to the exposed vulnerable breast by the use of the breastplate as body armor. Almost 

all uses of the term in Scripture relate directly or indirectly to one of these three concepts.” 
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translated in a variety of ways.
43

 The best understanding of the word is presented by Paul 

who identifies zy z as an Akkadian loan word meaning “teat.”
44

 Two other words in v. 11 

explain what is being transmitted by the nursing at Zion’s breast, ~ xn (“comfort”) and 

dw b k (“abundance”). The verb ~ x n (“comfort”), as noted in the chapter 2, occur three 

times in Isaiah 66:13, as well as in Isaiah 40:1 and Isaiah 1:24. This word and the related 

concept form a major theme that extends throughout the book, the theme of consolation. 

Its significance has already been discussed in chapter 2. dw b k (“abundance”) is used in 

the phrase h dw b k zy zm (“teat of abundance”). Paul cites Genesis 31:1 as a parallel texted 

where dw b k indicates material wealth.
45

 

Then he heard the words of the sons of Laban, saying rm a l ! b l-y n b  y rb d -ta  [m v y w  
“Jacob has taken all that [was] to our father, w n y b a l rv a -l k ta  b q [ y  xq l 

and from that which [is] to our father,  w n y b a l rv a m  
he has gotten all this wealth.” h zh  db kh - lk ta  h f [ 

 

Based on the next verse where YHWH sends peace and dw b k  ~ y w g  (“the abundance of 

nations”), it seems best to understand d w b k to denote wealth and material assets. 

A final point of clarity is in order. Verse 12 begins with the declaration of YHWH 

that peace and riches will flow to them from the nations. The text then returns to the 

nursing metaphor and two other maternal activities, carrying on the hip (w a f n t d c-l [) 

                                                      
43

 Most translations of zy z follow the King James, “abundance”(NIV, ESV, and JPS); a few capture 

the parallel structure with the term bosom (NAS and NRSV). 

44
 Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 620. 

45
 Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 620. 
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and bouncing on the knee (w [ v [ v t  ~ y krb - l[).
46

 There are two ways to read the phrase 

in v. 12, ~ tq n y w (“and you shall nurse”). One way of reading relates the nursing back to 

the previous clauses of the verse. The nursing is at the breast of the nation, enjoying the 

peace and material abundance provided by YHWH through them.
47

 A second way is to 

see the phrase as a resumption of the previous verse. The nursing is still at Zion’s breast. 

The provisions of v. 12a come from the nations to Zion and are disperse to its residence 

via Zion’s breast.
48

 This interpretation commends itself over the former in that 

emphasizes the continuity of imagery within the unit of vv. 7-14. It also explains the 

abrupt repetition of q n y in such close proximity to the previous occurrence. 

This discussion leads to the question posed above regarding the transition in the 

nursing image from Isaiah 49 and 60 to Isaiah 66. To review, this inquiry questions the 

purpose behind the new configuration of Isaiah’s nursing image with Zion as a nursing 

mother (in chapter 66) rather than the nations (as in chapters 49 and 60). This transition is 

more marked in light of the content of Isaiah 66:12, where the nations supply material 

                                                      
46

 William C. Williams, “$r b” NIDOTTE 1: 755, discusses the relationship between $r b (“to 

bless”) and  $r b (“knee”): “Rather than assuming that the one who is to be blessed must kneel, the 

association between kneel and bless…may perhaps be better sought in the custom of taking a child on one’s 

knees to pronounce a blessing on it”; see also “Knee, Kneel,” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 483, 

“Knees are also significant in blessing and nurture. Job 3:12 and Isaiah 66:12 both depict being held and 

loved as when on a mother’s knee. In the patriarchal period a father would place his children on is knee 

when blessing them (Gen 48:12).” 

47
 For this interpretation see Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 40-66, NAC (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 

2009), 741-42; Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 620-21; and  John Skinner, Isaiah 40-66, Cambridge Bible for Schools 

and Colleges (New York: Cambridge, 1951), 250. 

48
 For this interpretation see Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapters 40-66, 678; Childs, Isaiah, 541; 

and C.J. Dempsey, “Feminist Interpretation,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 246,  

“Prophetic literature also uses female imagery to indicate both fertility and transformation…Mother 

Jerusalem will provide breasts so that her children can suck and be satisfied from her consoling breast, and 

she will carry them on her arm and dandle them on her knees.” 
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abundance to Zion. Indeed, framing the nursing metaphor in line with the previous 

chapters would have been congruent with the content of this section (66:7-14). My 

suggestion is that there was an additional consideration at work in the formation of this 

section and the deployment of the nursing metaphor. By framing the section so as to 

allow Zion to be pictured as the nursing mother it places the nursing mother image in 

parallax with the image in chapter 1 were Jerusalem is a prostitute. The nursing image 

could have been deployed with the nations providing the nursing breast. This would have 

required only slight modifications in content. Instead, the image shifts to Zion and her 

breast. In summary, the nursing imagery in Isaiah 66 represents a transformation of the 

nursing image at the closing of the book, such that the parallel and transformed image in 

Isaiah 1:21 comes to light. 

Exploring Additional Connections  

Two additional texts warrant our attention based on their connection with the 

image in Isaiah 66:7-12. In Isaiah 37:3, the words of Hezekiah are reported to Isaiah in a 

time of national crisis: 

Then they said to him, “Thus says Hezekiah: w h y q zx rm a  h k w y la  w rm a y w  
This day is a day of distress, of rebuke, of humiliation; h zh  ~ w y h  h ca n w  h xkw t w  h rc-~ w y  
for children have come to the cervical opening,

 rb vm -d [  ~ y n b  w a b  y k 

but there is not strength to give birth.” h dll ! y a  x kw 

 

In his message to Isaiah, Hezekiah communicates his deep distress over the impending 

Assyrian invasion.
49

 Rabshakeh had called out a message to the residents of Jerusalem 

                                                      
49

 For a discussion of the challenges of reconstructing the historical circumstances referred to in 

this verse see Roberts, First Isaiah, 445-60; Marvin A. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39: With and Introduction to 

Prophetic Literature, The Forms of Old Testament Literature, vol. 16 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 
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which shook the residents and Hezekiah to the core. In conveying his deep fear, Hezekiah 

uses a metaphor to express the powerlessness of the Judeans to withstand the certain 

onslaught of the Assyrians, that of children nearly being born but coming short for lack of 

strength on the part of the birthing mother.
50

 This image of distress calls to mind the 

image in 66:7-12 and its presentation of miraculous births might be viewed as a reversal 

of the image in 37:3. My analysis does not deny this connection exists. But the 

connection with Isaiah 1:21 exhibits at least two features that set it apart from the 

connection with the 37:3. First, the image of the prostitute and the image of the birthing 

and nursing mother are both used as direct metaphors for Jerusalem.
51

 The referent in 

Hezekiah’s words of mothers giving birth is not mentioned, though it is possible he is be 

referring either to Jerusalem or to Judeans generally. But notice, second, that the mother 

is assumed in 37:3, and not directly mentioned. The directness of the metaphor in Isaiah 

1:21 and Isaiah 66:7-12 adds weight the connection between the two texts. In the end, 

                                                                                                                                                              
460-88; Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 523-536; Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 28-39,CC, trans. Thomas H. Trapp 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 369-406. 

50
 Tull, Isaiah 1-39, 531, suggests a background to Hezekiah’s image in an Assyrian incantation. 

Making this connection provides insight into Hezekiah’s possible motivation: “In using the proverb, 

Hezekiah may have been admitting having defied the prophet (Isa 30-31) and having brought danger upon 

Jerusalem from which he was unable to deliver it.” 

51
 As noted above, Isaiah 1:21-26 does not mention Jerusalem by name, but does use a direct 

metaphor when it refers to Jerusalem as “the faithful city” (h n man  h y r q). 
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Isaiah 66 certainly reverses the metaphor of Isaiah 37
52

, but it also transforms the 

imagery of Isaiah 1.
53

 

In Isaiah 49, Zion is presented as a mother bereft of her children: 

 Isaiah 49:21 

Then she will say in her heart, $ b b lb  trm a w  
“Who has birthed these to me? h la -ta  y l- dly  y m  
I was childless and barren, exiled and turned away,

 h rw s w  h lg  h dw m lg w  h l w kv  y n a w 

and who brought these up?  ldg  y m  h la w  
Behold, I was left in solitude,  y db l y tra v n  y n a  ! h  
where have these come from? ~ h  h p y a  h la 

 

This text presents the image of Zion as a childless mother from a unique perspective. 

From the perspective of the text, Zion is no longer childless, but is so surprised by 

presence of children that she asks, “Where did these come from?” Zion remembers her 

former childless days and is reacting to the sudden change of events. YHWH has caused 

a significant renewal where the nations carry the sons and daughters of Zion on their 

shoulders (49:22) and the kings and queens of other nations provide for them (49:23; see 

the discussion above). The connection of this text to 66:7-12 is apparent.
54

 In 66:7-12 

YHWH causes a substantial renewal where children are born instantaneously and without 

pain. A nation is born in a moment (66:8). In 49:21 Zion is stunned by the sudden 

                                                      
52

 For a more detailed discussion of Isaiah 37:3b and its relationship to Isaiah 26:17-18 and 66:7-

12 see Katheryn Pfister Darr, “No Strength to Deliver: A Contextual Analysis of Hezekiah’s Proverb in 

Isaiah 37:3b” in New Visions of Isaiah, eds. Roy F. Melugin and Marvin A. Sweeney (Atlanta: Society of 

Biblical Literature, 2006), 217-256. 

53
 A similar text occurs in Isa 26: 17-18: “Like a pregnant woman who is near to giving birth 

writhes and cries out in her pangs, so were we in the presence of YHWH. We were pregnant and we 

writhed but gave birth to wind; we have brought about no deliverance in the earth and the once who live in 

the world have not fallen.” While this verse bear some connection to the image in Isa 66:7-12, my 

assessment of the connection follows the same trajectory as the assessment of Isa 37:3. 

54
 For a discussion of the infertility image in Isaiah 49ff, see Candida R. Moss and Joel S. Baden, 

Reconceiving Infertility: Biblical Perspectives on Procreation and Childlessness (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2015), 103-40. 
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appearance of children. Both passages describe a significant renewal with similar results 

(the rapid arrival of children). And now to the point, Isaiah 49:21 does present an image 

of Zion (the childless mother) that is reversed. It might be suggested that the image of the 

childless mother is better conversation partner for Isaiah 66 than the image in Isaiah 1. 

Two observations are in order. First, the connection between 49:21 and 66:7-12 is 

indisputable. My analysis does not undermine or overlook this connection. However, it 

should be noted that the reversal of this image occurs in chapter 49 as well as in 66:7-

12.
55

 This leads to my second observation, that the image of the childless mother in Isaiah 

49 is introduced as a point of reference in the past to heighten the present renewal.
56

 

While the image of Zion, the childless mother evidences a connection with 66:7-12, this 

connection does not preclude the connection with Isaiah 1 through the transformation of 

the image of Zion as a prostitute.   

Summary 

This section has presented the maternal image of Zion in two parts, Zion as a 

mother giving birth and Zion as a nursing mother. In the former, the analysis highlighted 

the miraculous nature of the birth, showing the birth to be painless, instantaneous, and 

producing a multitude. This description falls into a larger enterprise of Isaiah where the 

final chapters display consistent characteristics of a thorough-going renewal on all 

                                                      
55

Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 104, “Isaiah used the image of Zion as a barren 

mother in the service of depicting a gloriously revered future state, at time when Israel will in fact be so full 

of people, so fertile in every sense, that her previously barren state will be but a distant memory.” 

56
 A similar image occurs in Isaiah 26:17-18a where in the context of a renewal passage, the text 

recalls a past time of judgment and uses a birthing image to describe the state of Judah before the renewal: 

“Like a pregnant women who is near to giving birth writhes and calls out with birthing pangs, so were we 

in the presence of YHWH. We were pregnant and we writhed, but we gave birth to wind.” This verse also 

has affinities with Isaiah 37:3 examined above. 
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levels.
57

 In the latter, the analysis examined the nursing metaphor in Isaiah and showed 

how the image in Isaiah 66 makes significant modifications. The analysis suggested that 

this adjustment in imagery might be explained through transformation of images from the 

first to the last chapter of Isaiah. 

The Transformation of Jerusalem, the Prostitute to Zion, the Birthing and Nursing 

Mother 

The transformation of this image of Jerusalem from chapter 1 to chapter 66 occurs 

along two axes. Each of the axes below represents a point of comparison/contrast 

between the image in Isaiah 1:21 and the related image of Isaiah 66:7-12. The goal of this 

section is to explore the aspects of this image transformation and to relate them to overall 

enterprise of Isaiah as found in the first chapter and in the last chapters. 

One question warrants examination before we examine the transformation of this 

image. The previous analysis traces the transformation of an image from a prostitute to a 

birthing and nursing mother. But in places in the Hebrew Bible the same woman might be 

both a prostitute and a nursing mother. In 1 Kings 3:16-28, two prostitutes present their 

case before Solomon. Both women are prostitutes and both women gave birth to and 

nursed a child. In Genesis 38, Tamar engages in prostitution with Judah and as a result 

                                                      
57

 While the theme of renewal was examined in relation to Zion as a mother giving birth, the same 

theme is connected with Zion as a nursing mother; also see “Glory,” Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 330-1, 

“All will come to Jerusalem to ‘drink deeply with delight from the abundance of her glory’…The 

eschatological revelation of glory enacts a series of unparalleled transformations—a transformation of 

human relationships, society at large, the human heart and even the whole world.”; also see Moshe 

Weinfeld, “**dw b k” in TDOT 7: 34-36, “In the prophets and Psalms, the future deliverance of the people in 

Zion is depicted as a new revelation of the kabod. In the future, the Lord will reveal his glory once again, as 

in the days of old when he led Israel out of Egypt…In postexilic texts, the future revelation of the kabod 

takes on universal dimensions. Not just the Israelites but the whole world will behold the glory and 

splendor of God…The restoration of Zion and the reestablishment of Yahweh’s kabod upon it move the 

nations and their kings to pay homage to the God of Israel.” 
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gives birth to a son. In Hosea 2, Hosea begs his wife Gomer, the mother of his children, 

to stop her prostitution and come back to her family. These three passages highlight the 

fact that the terms prostitute and mother are not mutually exclusive. Given this fact, is it 

still possible to talk about a transformation of images from one to the other?  

Two concepts provide an affirmative answer. First, the two images, prostitute and 

mother, are used in prophetic literature to denote contrasting images. As noted above in 

the survey of the prophets’ use of h n z, the term prostitute almost exclusively connotes a 

negative image. Isaiah deploys the prostitution trope to describe religious unfaithfulness. 

The analogy is intended to convey shame and judgment and the other prophets, Hosea 

and Ezekiel in particular, follow suit. The mother imagery in the prophets is a bit less 

univocal.
58

 Most frequently, mothers are caught up in the judgment that is levied against 

the general population (Isa 50:1; Jer 15:8; 16:3, 7; 22:26; 50:12; Lam 2:12; 5:3; Hos 

10:14). At times mothers are included in denigrating comments about Israel’s origins 

(“Your mother was a Hittite,” Ezek 16:3, 45). Mothers are also mention when a prophet 

wishes he had not been born (Jer 15:10; 20:14, 17). But it should be noted that in general, 

mothers are rarely used in imagery. Isaiah’s maternal imagery for YHWH (which were 

explored in chapter 2) and the image for Zion in Isaiah 66:7-12 are among very few 

maternal images used in the prophets. For this reason, it is difficult to create a baseline 

along which to compare other uses. What is clear is that the image in Isaiah 66:7-12 uses 

the mother imagery to communicate joyful and effervescent pictures of prosperity and 

                                                      
58

 For the use of ~ ae in the prophets see: Isa 8:4; 49:1; 50:1; 66:13; Jer 15:8, 10; 16:3, 7; 20:14, 17; 

22:26; 50:12; 52:1; Lam 2:12; 5:3; Ezek 16:3, 44f; 19:2, 10; 21:26; 22:7; 23:2; 44:25; Hos 2:4, 7; 4:5; 

10:14; Mic 7:6; Zech 13:3. 
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fertility. By contrast, prostitution imagery is used throughout the prophets to 

communicate shame and judgment. So while in the Ancient Near East a woman could 

have indeed been both a mother and a prostitute, the use of the images in the prophets 

portray contrasting images such that a transition from one to other connotes a 

transformation. 

A second concept can be noted by looking at the portrayal of YHWH in two 

passages in the Hebrew Bible. In a recent study, Wessels analyzes Psalm 65:10-14 and 

Jeremiah 23:9-15 and compares each passage’s portrayal of YHWH as Creator.
59

 Wessel 

identifies the image of YHWH in the Psalm 65:10-14 as a creator who blesses creation; 

but the picture he uncovers in Jeremiah 23:9-15 is a creator who curses creation. Wessel 

goes on to identify various features of the two passages, including shared vocabulary and 

a possible shared background in anti-Baal rhetoric.
60

 But the important concept for our 

purposes is the way in which YHWH is pictured with very contrasting images. In the end, 

the fact that a single entity is pictured with opposing images does not lessen the contrast 

between the two images. So the fact that that we have examples in the Hebrew Bible of 

woman who were both mothers and prostitutes does not lessen the potential contrast 

between the two roles. The discussion now turns to the transformation of images. 

Present Jerusalem to Idealized Zion 

From the start is should be noted that the city is not named in Isaiah 1:21-26, so 

the designation “Jerusalem” in this heading is something of a misnomer. The analysis 

                                                      
59

 Wilhelm J. Wessels, “God the Creator: Contrasting Images in Psalm 65:10-14 and Jeremiah 

23:9-15” OTE 23/3 (2010): 846-860. 

60
 Wessels, “God the Creator,” 8-10. 
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above looked closely at the designation “faithful city” (h n m a n  h y rq) which occurs in 

Isaiah 1:21 and 26. Based on vocabulary connections and the overall emphasis of the 

passage, it was concluded that this phrase and the pericope (Isaiah 1:21-26) may contain 

veiled references to the Zion Tradition. If the case made by Wildberger (with several 

additions) is allowed to stand, at the very least Isaiah 1:21-26 has a flavor of the Zion 

Tradition.  

When this image is transformed, the maternal image in Isaiah 66:7-12 and several 

verses beyond takes on several aspects of Zion Tradition. The first has already been 

mentioned above. The rivers flowing to Zion as pictured in Isaiah 66:12 present a central 

tenet of the Zion Tradition. Second, the river image in Isaiah 66:12 along with the 

conquering image of v. 14 present YHWH as having conquered the nations and his 

enemies, another tenet of Zion Tradition. Finally, the maternal image of comforting in v. 

13 represents YHWH’s gracious choosing of Zion.
61

 

The over-arching concept of this first axis of transformation is that Isaiah 66:7-12 

picks up on the muted themes of Zion in Isaiah 1:21-26 and trumpets them by means of 

maternal images. This transformation follows suit with Isaiah’s larger enterprise in the 

final chapters, which presents a thoroughgoing renewal of all things. In this case of this 

image, the thoroughgoing renewal conveys blessing and provision in maternal and Zionic 

tones. 

                                                      
61

 H.A. Thomas, “Zion” in Dictionary of the Old Testament Prophets, 907, notes, “From these 

elements [the tenets of Zion Tradition], scholars arrive at two central conclusions that impinge upon a Zion 

theology in the prophets: first, God has chosen Zion for his holy abode; second, Zion is protected by God 

by virtue of his presence there.” The comforting of Zion falls into Thomas’ second category of God’s 

protection.   
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Prostitute to Mother 

The second axis of transformation is perhaps the most striking of the two. In 

Isaiah 1:21 the once faithful city is described as a prostitute. As noted above, the term 

prostitute (h n z) functions as a prophetic trope to indicate religious and political 

unfaithfulness. What is in view in Isaiah 1 is the religious unfaithfulness of the city as 

evidenced by the social injustice within their community. This deep-seated disregard for 

YHWH’s commands inspires the assignment of the poignant and shameful moniker 

“prostitute.”  

The transformation of this image draws on imagery quite different from 

prostitution. In the last chapter of Isaiah, the author(s) pictures the city of Zion once 

again. Much has changed in the prophet’s enterprise in the final chapters and images of 

hope for the faithful ones of Israel abound. In keeping with this movement toward 

renewal, Zion is pictured as a nursing mother. This image conveys a message of comfort, 

protection, and provision. In this metaphor Zion becomes a place for its devoted citizens 

to be at peace and receive material benefit. What a profound contrast! In the former 

image, the city is a self-serving place of injustice and inequality. But in this new image, 

Zion is a safe-haven and a conduit for countless blessings.  

Conclusion 

The images used to describe Jerusalem undergo a significant transformation. Zion 

is pictured in chapter 1 with a disparaging of metaphor, the prostitute. In chapter 66, the 

same city is portrayed in effervescent terms as a birthing and nursing mother. These 

images follow the same trajectory as the previous two transformed images. In each case, 
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a negative image of various entities related to Judah gets re-appropriated in the latter 

chapters of Isaiah in such a way as emphasize blessing and good fortune for the people of 

YHWH. What remains for the final chapter of this project is to summarize the finding of 

this project, to measure the implications of its findings, and to suggest new avenues of 

inquiry based on this research. 



--CHAPTER 5-- 

TRANSFORMED IMAGES AND BEYOND 

 

Introduction 

 This final chapter seeks to advance the thesis of this project in several ways. The 

first section reviews the major findings of this project, summarizing the transformation of 

images and noting the advances in understanding made by the identification and 

exploration of the transformed images. A second section explores the possibility that 

Isaiah deploys transformed images in other places in Isaiah. A third section will ponder 

several strands of research related to an historical understanding of Isaiah 65-66. The goal 

will be to demonstrate how this thesis might contribute to and build upon the research 

being conducted on the return community and the Ezra-Nehemiah tradition. 

A Summary of Three Transformed Images 

YHWH, Spurned Parent to Comforting Mother 

After an introductory chapter, chapter 2 explored the parental language in Isaiah 

1. The analysis focused on the key image of YHWH as Israel’s parent. Isaiah 1:2-4 

creates a portrait of Israel that is constructed in order to contrast Israel’s actions and 

disposition with YHWH’s. The malevolent actions of Israel (the children in this text) all 

occur in stark contrast to the way in which YHWH (the parent in this text) has treated 

Israel. YHWH is pictured here as a loving parent. He graciously “raised” (ldg) Israel and 

“brought them up” (~wr). He was their owner (hnq) and a master who provided for them 
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(wyl[b swba). Yet, in the face of these kindnesses, Israel turned away from YHWH. 

They had rebelled ([vp) against YHWH and were “children who acted corruptly” 

(~ytyxvm ~ynb). They had abandoned (bz[) and spurned (#an) YHWH and were “utterly 

estranged” (rwxa wrzn) from him.  

In the subsequent verses in chapter 1, the image of YHWH transitions slightly. 

YHWH, who was initially portrayed as a loving father, is exacting discipline on his 

children (Isa 1:7-8). YHWH exacts this judgment on the nation in an attempt to bring 

them back, all the while extending the offer of forgiveness if Israel would repent (Isa 

1:18-20). The composite image, then, of YHWH in Isaiah 1 is that of a spurned parent, a 

parent whose love has been dismissed by the child and whose stern disposition toward 

that child intends to bring about repentance. 

This image is well documented in the literature. As noted in chapter 2, many 

interpreters see the parental image as the primary image of the entire passage, a notion 

corroborated by the research of this project. The significance of this image occurring in 

the first chapter of Isaiah was noted as it is widely seen as an introductory chapter to the 

whole book of Isaiah.
1
 In short, the image of YHWH as a spurned parent casts a long 

shadow of influence over the subsequent prophecies in the book. 

The imagery of a spurned parent in Isaiah 1 is transformed significantly in Isaiah 

66:13 where YHWH is pictured as a comforting mother. Three exegetical issues in 

relation to Isaiah 66:13 were analyzed. Concerning the use of vyak (“like a man”), it 

                                                           
1
 For a discussion of Isa 1 as introduction to the entire book, see Marvin A. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-4 

and the Post-Exilic Understanding of the Isaianic Tradition (New York: de Gruyter, 1988), 27-34; see also 

Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, AB (New Haven: Yale, 2000), 175-188. 
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seems best to view this word as an intentionally awkward metaphor, where YHWH, like 

a consoling mother is comforting Israel the “adult son” or “man.” Concerning the intent 

of the maternal imagery for God, the analysis above presented the maternal image as a 

carefully constructed intersection of semantic fields. This comparison invites a full orbed 

connection between the image and its referent and connotes a deep-seated concern on the 

part of YHWH for his beloved children. Concerning ~xn (“to comfort”), the threefold use 

of the word in Isaiah 66:13 should be viewed as high point in the Isaianic motif of 

comfort. This motif has deep roots in Second and Third Isaiah, but also shares a 

connection with Isaiah 1:24. The contrastive image of comfort in Isaiah 1:24 follows the 

same trajectory of the transformed image under consideration: YHWH, who comforts 

himself by judging his children in Isaiah 1, extends deepest comfort to his people in 

Isaiah 66:13.   

As noted in chapter 2, this use of maternal imagery for God occurs in several 

other post monarchic texts in Isaiah, including Isaiah 42:13-14, 45:9-11, and 49:14-15. 

These texts were examined to discover something of a baseline for maternal images for 

God in Second and Third Isaiah. This examination demonstrated that image in 66:13 goes 

beyond the baseline created by the other texts particularly in the directness of the 

comparison between YHWH and a mother. While the other texts use maternal imagery to 

describe things about God or as a point of comparison, 66:13 invites a direct comparison. 

The inclusion of this maternal imagery marks a key element of the image’s 

transformation. In Isaiah 1 YHWH is pictured as a parent of Israel without specifying the 

gender of the parent, but in 66:13 YHWH is pictured as a mother.   
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On the whole, the transformed image from spurned parent to comforting mother 

establishes a transition in YHWH’s disposition toward Israel. In the early chapters of the 

book, YHWH scolds and judges Israel in an attempt to turn their allegiance back to 

himself. At the end of the book, YHWH extends a message of comfort and consolation to 

the gathered remnant of Israel. As such, the transformed image marks this transition in 

YHWH’s disposition from the beginning to the end of the book and highlights the new 

objects of YHWH’s attention, though the remnant should certainly be viewed as a subset 

of larger Israel.  

YHWH, Unresponsive Idol to Attentive God 

A key issue in chapter 3 was the investigation of Isaiah’s presentation of idols. 

Isaiah’s presentation falls in line with the presentation of idols in other parts of the 

Hebrew Bible in that the prophet carefully instructs his audience to avoid idols. However, 

the reason Isaiah gives for keeping away from idols stands in contrast to the reason tacit 

in many passages of the Hebrew Bible. Texts like Hosea 9:10 demonstrate that prophets 

working in the same general time-period as Isaiah seem to ascribe a certain power to 

idols/other gods. These idols and the gods they represented were the source of authentic 

power, but to access this power through worship and devotion was forbidden by prophets 

like Hosea. Isaiah forbids idolatrous worship and devotion from a different perspective 

entirely. Isaiah presents idols as inanimate and lifeless objects. Through the course of 

Isaiah’s prophesy, Isaiah describes in sarcastic detail the construction of idols by ordinary 

means (Isa 2:8, 40:20, 44:12-17) and the way in which idols have to be carried around 

and propped up in their proper place (Isa 46:6-7). What Isaiah presents as deeply ironic is 
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that despite these commonplace realities about the construction of idols, Israel still 

worships them. All of this contributes to Isaiah’s larger polemic concerning idols: the 

idols presented as other gods are inanimate and unresponsive. 

  It is within the context of Isaiah’s presentation of idols that the image used for 

YHWH in 1:15 can be understood for its full potency. YHWH tells the people of 

Jerusalem that he will hide his eyes from them and that he will not listen to their prayers. 

Based on a comparison between 1:15 and Isaiah’s presentation of idols, it is clear that in 

1:15 YHWH is presenting himself as an unresponsive idol. Due to the crimes of social 

injustice perpetrated on the lower classes of the Jerusalem population, YHWH severed 

communication with the religious establishment of Israel. To the open hands of their 

prayers, he turned a blind eye, and to the sound of their prayers, a deaf ear. 

The image of YHWH in Isaiah 65:24 is drastically transformed from the image of 

the unresponsive idol in 1:15. The image in 65:24 presents YHWH not only as hearing 

their prayers, but as hearing them in advance of the prayers being prayed. This image 

presents YHWH as “hyper-responsive.” So attentive is YHWH that he anticipates their 

prayers and sends an answer in advance of the request. 65:24 draws upon Isaiah’s 

call/answer motif. This motif occurs in Isaiah repeatedly starting in Isaiah 55. The motif 

is employed in various ways, which include a forward-looking summons to a right 

relationship with YHWH (55:6 and 58:9) and a backward looking oracle of judgment 

(65:1-2 and 66:4). But 65:24 deploys the call/answer motif in unique way. In addressing 

the gathered remnant, YHWH promises to respond to their prayers instantaneously. This 
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description of responsiveness denotes a state of affairs that is nothing short of miraculous 

and superlative in extent when compared with other descriptions of YHWH attentiveness. 

When the image of YHWH as an unresponsive idol (1:15) is compared with the 

image of YHWH as an attentive deity (65:24) two points or axes of comparison rise to the 

surface. The first axis of comparison is the transformation from unresponsive to attentive.  

This axis marks a significant renovation of the image where YHWH transitions from not 

listening to answering before the prayers are uttered. The second axis marks a relational 

transition where in Isaiah 1 the people are the objects of YHWH’s judgment and in Isaiah 

65 the gathered remnant are the objects of YHWH’s superlative attentiveness and 

affection. In so many words, YHWH has transitioned from being like an idol to them to 

being their god. 

Zion, Prostitute and Murderer to Birthing and Nursing Mother 

The final transformed image occurs in Isaiah 1:21 and Isaiah 66:7-12. In Isaiah 

1:21, Zion is presented as a prostitute and full of murderers. As argued in chapter 4, 1:21 

presents a nuanced image of Jerusalem. In the first place, it presents an idealized image 

of Jerusalem. The city is pictured first as a “faithful city” (hnman hyrq). This phrase 

contains both a celebration of YHWH’s blessings and a challenge to maintain the city’s 

faithfulness. The phrase likely references an Isaianic version of Zion theology through 

the careful choice of vocabulary and through the connection with the transformed image 

in Isaiah 66. The city is then described as being a place of “justice and righteousness” 

(jpvm and qdc). This word pair conveys a certain reflection of the divine character 

fleshed out in the legal and social arenas of society. In addition, these traits of justice and 



 

  195 

righteousness are associated with betrothal imagery when compared with Hosea 2:19, 

indicating that Jerusalem’s former state was one of marital faithfulness. 

In the second place, 1:21 presents Jerusalem as it is presently (from the 

perspective of the prophet). The city is pictured first as a prostitute. This image conveys a 

deep sense of unfaithfulness on the part of Jerusalem as well as a poignant shame. Isaiah 

uses the prophetic trope of prostitution in other passages as an abrupt condemnation of 

cities and their inhabitants. Jerusalem receives this same condemnation in that it has 

chosen this lifestyle and hence stands condemned for its choice. The city is pictured 

second as being full of murderers. Instead of being the source of life, as in the previous 

description and in the Zion Tradition, the city is full of those who take lives for their own 

advantage.  

Isaiah 66:7-12 transforms the image of Isaiah 1:21 and presents the image of Zion 

as a birthing and nursing mother. This image is conveyed in two parts. First, Isaiah 66:6-

9 portrays Zion as a mother giving birth by conveying an extraordinary birthing event. 

This birth was without pain, occurs almost instantaneously, and produces a multitude. As 

noted in chapter 4, there is no question that this imagery moves beyond the description of 

a birth conducted under natural circumstances. This is a miraculous birth. In addition, the 

birthing image presented in 66:7-9 forms a connection with Genesis 3, where the woman 

is cursed with pain in child-bearing. The miraculous and pain-free birth described in 

66:7-9 marks a complete reversal of the Genesis 3 imagery.  

Second, Isaiah 66:10-12 portrays Zion as a nursing mother. The analysis of this 

image examined the nursing metaphor in Isaiah and showed how the image in Isaiah 66 
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makes significant modifications. The nursing metaphor is used earlier in Isaiah to 

highlight YHWH’s provision for Israel, but the actual nursing is done at the breast of a 

foreign entity (in this case, foreign queens or nations). Indeed, this same type of nursing 

metaphor would have fit nicely into the context of Isaiah 66, but instead, the image is 

modified. The nursing is done at Zion’s breast. The analysis in chapter 4 suggested that 

this adjustment in imagery serves as evidence pointing to a transformation of images 

from the first to the last chapter of Isaiah. 

On the whole, the transformation of the image of Zion from prostitute to birthing 

and nursing mother signals the transformation of the city’s fortunes in the scope of 

Isaiah’s prophecy. In the early portions of Isaiah’s prophecy, the city was the object of 

judgment and parental discipline. In the last chapter of Isaiah, Zion becomes a place for 

its devoted citizens to be at peace and receive material benefit. In the former image, the 

city is a self-serving place of injustice and inequality. But in this new image, Zion is a 

safe-haven and a conduit for countless blessings from the hand of YHWH. 

Other Transformed Images in Isaiah 

If the findings of this thesis stand, one question that follows naturally is, if the 

author(s) of Isaiah transforms images in Isaiah 65-66, do transformed images occur in 

any other passages in Isaiah? It must be admitted on the outset the transformed images of 

Isaiah 65-66 present something of an anomaly. The images there reuse the images of 

Isaiah 1 by transforming them into related and contrasting images. It appears Isaiah 65-66 

is the only place where transformed images occur with such precision. However, a 

number of passages in Isaiah exist where various images are used to describe certain 
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entities and where those same entities are later described in new, sometimes contrasting 

ways. The following represents a sampling of those passages. 

Israel, a Wild Vineyard and a Pleasant Vineyard 

In Isaiah 5:1-7, YHWH’s people are described as a “vineyard” (~rk). This 

vineyard is meticulously cared for by its owner in hopes of producing good fruit. But 

alas, the vineyard produces wild grapes. Enraged, the owner completely destroys the 

vineyard for its lack of production. Verse 7 reveals the identity of the vineyard to be 

Israel and Judah. This parable functions to justify the judgment pronounced by YHWH.
2
  

In Isaiah 27:2-6 the people are described as a “pleasant vineyard” (dmx ~rk) 

which YHWH protects. Like the previous vineyard, this vineyard receives the careful 

tending of YHWH.
 3

 But unlike the previous vineyard, this one produces good fruit.
4
 The 

harvest from this vineyard is described in hyperbolic terms as “filling the whole world 

                                                           
2
 Jeremy Schipper, Parables and Conflict in the Hebrew Bible (New York: Cambridge, 2009), 

117, “the final verse (v.7) compares the disappointed owner to a disappointed deity and the bleak fate of a 

vineyard to the bleak fate of the people. Invoking the love song genre with vintage festival imagery allows 

the prophet to heighten the emotional impact of his comparisons, which highlights the deity’s 

disappointment and, more importantly, the announcement of the people’s grim fate. This comparison 

intensifies the sense of hope and the emotional impact when this hope is subsequently dashed. For Isaiah, 

this dashed hope helps justify the hostile divine action announced against Israel and Judah.” 

3
 I am reading the verbs in verse 4, ynnty, h[fpa, and hntyca, as modal imperfects: “I do not 

have wrath; were thorns and thorn bushes to come, I would step on them and burn them together”; as such, 

this verse is not addressing the possibility of a flaw within the vineyard, but is expressing YHWH’s 

protection of the vineyard; note also that my translation does not include YHWH threatening to trample and 

burn the vineyard, but the thorns and thorn bushes. 

4
 For a comparison of the image of the vineyard in Isaiah 27 to the vineyard in Isa 5 see, J.J.M. 

Roberts, First Isaiah, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 338. 
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with fruit” (lbt-ynp walm hbwnt). This image is transformed to represent the new 

disposition of YHWH “in that day” (awhh ~wyb).
5
 

Assyria, Rod of My Anger and Work of my Hands 

In Isaiah 10:5, Assyria is described as the “rod of my anger” (ypa jbv) signaling 

YHWH’s intention to use Assyria to punish Israel. The subsequent verses describe how 

YHWH deploys the Assyrians against Israel, the godless nation.
6
  By contrast, Isaiah 

19:25 describes Assyria as “the work of my hands” (ydy hf[m). This description signals 

YHWH’s intention to bless Assyria. This verse describes an idyllic scene where three 

national enemies are at peace and receiving God’s blessing. This image presents a 

shocking state of affairs to occur in “that day” (v. 24).
7
 The image of Assyria is 

transformed from being an instrument of YHWH’s wrath on Israel to being an object of 

YHWH’s blessing alongside Israel.
8
 

 

                                                           
5
 The transformation of this image differs from the transformed image in this project in that the 

referent (Israel) and the metaphor (a vineyard) are the same in both texts. I include this in the list of 

transformed images due to the hyperbolic language used to describe the harvest.  

6
 This passage goes on to describe the pride of Assyria after her being used by YHWH; this pride 

leads to the ultimate demise of Assyria; see Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 252-54, for a discussion of Assyria 

use by YHWH and eventual demise. 

7
 Roberts, First Isaiah, 264, “The image of Israel as a virtual equivalent to Egypt and Assyria, like 

them a blessings in the midst of the earth, is quite striking, and the statement that Yahweh of Hosts will 

bless them all saying, ‘Blessed be my people Egypt, and the work of my hands Assyria, and my inheritance 

Israel,’ is unparalleled elsewhere in Scripture.” 

8
 rwva (“Assyria”) occurs 44 times in Isaiah almost exclusively in First Isaiah: 7:17, 18, 20; 8:4, 

7; 10:5, 12, 24; 11:11, 16; 14:25; 19:23, 24, 25; 20:1, 4, 6; 23:13; 27:13; 30:31; 31:8; 36:1f, 4, 8, 13, 15, 16, 

18; 37:4, 6, 8, 10, 11, 18, 21, 33, 36, 37; 38:6; 52:4; The two references discussed above, 10:5 and 19:25, 

are the only places in Isaiah where metaphors are used to describe Assyria. 
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Egypt, My People and Your Ransom 

Isaiah 19 contains an extended oracle concerning Egypt. In the first section of the 

oracle (vv. 1-15) the systematic dismantling of Egypt is describe at great length.
9
 Egypt is 

experiencing the wrath of YHWH. As Egypt bears the load of this judgment, she is 

described in verse 14 as “a drunken person staggering in his vomit” (wayqb rwkv 

tw[thk).
10

 The latter half of the chapter (vv. 16-25) evokes a related image for Egypt, 

describing Egypt as “a woman trembling and in fear” (drxw ~yvnk dxpw). But starting 

in verse 19, YHWH begins to respond to Egypt’s cries for help, and in verse 22 YHWH 

strikes and heals Egypt. In verse 25, Egypt, who has undergone the healing from YHWH, 

is described by YHWH as “my people” (ym[). This vision of Egypt in verse 25 occurs as 

part of an idyllic image (referenced above) where Assyria, Israel, and Egypt coexist 

peacefully. As previously noted, this image occurs “in that day” (awhh ~wyb). Later, in 

Isaiah 43:3, Egypt is pictured “as your ransom” ($rpk) where YHWH gives Egypt to 

buy back his beloved people. This vision of Egypt occurs in an oracle of comfort to 

Israel. 

This imagery used in relation to Egypt undergoes significant transformation. The 

first two images relate to the judgment of YHWH (the drunken person and the woman in 

fear). The third relates to a reversal of fortunes caused by YHWH’s merciful actions such 

                                                           
9
 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 313, “In view of the way Egypt is represented in traditional accounts 

of national origins as the oppressor par excellence it would be surprising if it did not loom large in any 

series of sayings directed against hostile nations.” 

10
 See Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 13-27, CC, trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

1997), 256, for a careful investigation of this image and its connection to similar imagery in the prophets. 
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that Egypt is designated by YHWH as “my people.” The final image relates to YHWH’s 

reassurance to Israel where Egypt is used as a ransom to rescue Israel. The dynamics of 

this transformation provide a unique opportunity for study in that the imagery goes 

through several stages of transformation through the course of its deployment in Isaiah. 

Tyre, the Crown Giver and Prostitute 

Isaiah 23 presents an extended oracle against Tyre. Through the course of this 

oracle, two different metaphors are used for the city. In verse 8 the city’s former 

condition is pictured when Tyre is called “the crown giver” (hryj[mh). This designation 

likely refers to Tyre’s elevated role among surrounding city states, which were dependent 

on Tyre.
11

 The subsequent verses then detail the complete destruction of Tyre by 

YHWH’s command. After Tyre experiences complete destruction for seventy years, the 

city is to be revived. But this reviving falls well short of a glorious renewal. Instead, Tyre 

“returns to the wages of a prostitute and prostitutes herself” (htnzw hnntal hbvw) in 

verse 17. In this reified state, Tyre is in essence a slave to the surrounding nations and her 

wealth goes, at least in part, to Israel.
12

 

These metaphors used for Tyre undergo a significant transformation. In the 

former, Tyre is remembered for its place of prominence prior to the judgment of YHWH. 

In the latter, Tyre returns, having experienced a rebirth after a period of non-existence, to 

                                                           
11

 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 342. 

12
 Roberts, First Isaiah, 303, “When Tyre returns to her international trade, however, her trade 

income and her prostitute’s pay will now be holy to Yahweh. It will not be treasured up or stored away for 

her own glory, but her income will be for those who dwell before Yahweh, so that those who faithfully 

serve him may eat their fill and cover themselves in fine apparel.” 
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be the prostitute of other nations. In the former, Tyre was the king-maker for other 

nations, but in the latter Tyre is slave to the nations. 

Summary 

A full investigation of the above images and their transformation cannot be 

offered here. These passages do, however, represent an additional line of inquiry opened 

up by the analysis of this project. Such an investigation might also compare the dynamics 

of the images’ transformation with the corresponding dynamics of the transformed 

images presented by this project. 

Transformed Images in Historical Context 

This project has commented very little on the historical circumstances 

surrounding the texts it has examined. The type of analysis engaged in this project 

attempts to understand the text on a literary level. The section below explores how the 

findings of this project might function when grounded in the historical circumstances of 

the return community. 

Second and Third Isaiah are especially challenging to ground historically. 

Blenkinsopp rehearses these challenges noting the tendency of some scholars (Melugin 

and Childs, in particular) to downplay the historical reference that do exist.
13

 To his 

point, Blenkinsopp notes the paucity of historical references, but sees in several texts a 

possible historical context for Isaiah 56-66. He makes this suggestion by observing an 

intertextual reference between Isa 66:2, 5 and Ezra 9:4 and 10:3:  

                                                           
13

 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, AB (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 48-50. 



 

  202 

In both Isa 66 and Ezra 9-10 we hear of a group of people who are said to 

tremble at God’s word…They are named four times, and in each case a 

qualification is attached to the designation haredim (“Tremblers”)…“those 

who tremble at my word (Isa 66:2)…“you who tremble at his [God’s] 

word (Isa 66:5)…“all those who tremble at the words of Israel’s God” 

(Ezra 9:4)…“those who tremble at the commandment of our God” (Ezra 

10:3)
14

 

  

Blenkinsopp suggests that these references to the haredim are likely related to the 

sectarian ideologies present in the return community. Based on the differing descriptions 

of the heredim in Ezra and in Isaiah, Blenkinsopp makes the following observation: “A 

reading of these two texts together suggests that they are addressing the same historical 

and social situation. In Ezra 9-10 the haredim, in alliance with Ezra, are in a position to 

dictate policy, whereas in Isa 6-66 they are a persecuted and shunned minority.”
15

 If this 

historical context is correct and if this understanding of the sectarian struggle is correct, 

one might wonder what made the arguments in Isaiah 56-66, or even just 65-66, effective 

in bringing about the transition of this group from the margin to the middle. And as it 

relates to this project, one might wonder how the transformed images of Isaiah 65-66 

contributed to this transition. 

Two streams of research assist in providing an answer to this inquiry. In a recent 

monograph Debra Scoggins Ballentine examines the conflict motif in broad swath of 

ancient literature.
16

 Her aim is to show how biblical authors deploy the conflict myth to 

accomplish a variety of purposes. She is careful to note at the outset that “in our extant 

                                                           
14

 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, AB (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 51. 

15
 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 53-4. 

16
 Debra Scoggins Ballentine, The Conflict Motif and the Biblical Tradition (New York: Oxford, 

2015). 
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literature from Mari and Judah, we do not have lengthy stories about a battle between the 

warrior deity and sea deity or dragons. Rather, we have references to such a battle in 

abbreviated form.”
17

 Her research, then, focuses on the appropriation of a motif prevalent 

in the ancient culture by biblical authors. Of interest in her research are the ways in which 

the conflict motif is adapted by the biblical authors in their appropriation. In her 

assessment, comparative studies of the conflict motif in the Bible have given privileged 

status to the Bible.
18

 Her research attempts to treat the various texts in a more evenhanded 

manner: 

Our approach to the biblical texts should be the same as our approach to 

other ancient texts. Individuals, groups, and communities responsible for 

authoring and transmitting texts were interested in their socio-political 

contexts. Imagery, allusion and motifs that they employed to say things 

about, respond to, portray, or shape their socio-political contexts were 

meaningful, not accidental. Mythic taxonomies, as such, may be used to 

generate ideology in narrative form. Likewise, a mythic taxonomy can be 

reinterpreted to create innovative meaning and can be referenced outside 

of a narrative context to make statements about various individuals, 

groups, and institutions.
19

 

 

Ballentine demonstrates in her monograph what she states so clearly here: that motifs are 

often modified within specific historical contexts in order to convey a nuanced point in 

reference to various individuals or entities.  

Ballentine’s research intersects my research in at least two ways. First, her 

research identifies the use of a specific motif within biblical literature. Though the motif 

she examines originates outside of the biblical texts, her research concerns itself with the 

                                                           
17

 Ballentine, The Conflict Motif, 14. 

18
 Ballentine, The Conflict Motif, 8-12. 

19
 Ballentine, The Conflict Motif, 21. 



 

  204 

reuse of images and ideas. The research of this project does something quite similar. It 

traces how the author(s) of what has become a single book reuses the images and motifs 

of an earlier section of the book within a later section. Second, Ballentine’s research 

suggests that this reuse of imagery often includes modification in order to accomplish an 

author’s specific goal. This element suggests a further line of inquiry for the present 

project. While the goal of this project was to identify these images and note how they 

contribute to the literary strategy of the book, it is also possible that the transformation of 

these images was conducted within a specific historical context in order to conduct an 

ideological argument. What follows is a brief endeavor to explore this line of thinking. 

In an article focused on the use of prophecy by the return community, Mark 

Leuchter examines the use of Jeremiah by the return community in Persian era Yehud.
20

 

He observes the way Ezra-Nehemiah begins with a reference to the fulfilled prophecy of 

Jeremiah and suggests an explanation for such a beginning in a tradition (Ezra-

Nehemiah) so thoroughly connected to the Ezekiel tradition. His explanation centers on a 

key issue in Ezra-Nehemiah, the intermarriage with foreign wives. Leuchter provides an 

analysis that presents these marriages not so much as with “foreign wives” but with 

women from indigenous Jewish communities, who had never left the land. Through this 

lens, Leuchter analyzes the socio-religious dynamics of the return community, who 

would have attempted to navigate this social divide through intergration. It is precisely to 

this integration that Ezra and Nehemiah respond so ardently.  Through the course of his 

essay, Leuchter delineates a second socio-religious fault-line that would likely have been 

                                                           
20

 Mark Leuchter, “The Exegesis of Jeremiah in and beyond Ezra 9-10,” VT 65 (2015): 62-80. 
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operative with the return community: “By the 5
th

 century BCE, a new worldview had 

been cultivated among certain Jewish scribal groups that it was Babylon, not Jerusalem, 

which YHWH had designated as the center of the cosmos.”
21

 In a sense, the return 

community was facing a stacked deck of opposition from both the indigenous Jewish 

population of Yehud and the competing scribal communities in Babylon. Leuchter 

suggests that the reference to Jeremiah was part of this socio-religious navigation. By 

evoking Jeremiah, the authors of Ezra-Nehemiah accessed the Jeremiah tradition in 

Jeremiah 44. In this passage, Jeremiah pronounces judgment on the Jewish community 

that sought refuge in Egypt (and took Jeremiah with them!) and essentially disavows their 

Jewishness. This tradition would have proved useful in Ezra-Nehemiah’s critique of 

marriage to “foreign wives.” 

Leuchter’s research relates to my research by providing an example of how 

biblical traditions might be reused/evoked in service of a particular social and religious 

debate. Prophetic traditions were in essence the ammunition used to wage such warfare. 

The transformed images identified by this project may have been used in a similar way. 

But Leuchter’s research also creates a useful tableau of the socio-religious landscape of 

the return community in 5
th

 century Yehud. In particular, his recognition of the dynamics 

of religious identity within the province of Yehud as well as the dynamics stemming from 

the eastern Diaspora rightly recognizes the tenuous nature of the repatriation experiment. 

It is in this context that the transformed images of Isaiah 65-66 may have been 

deployed by the return community. Following Ballentine’s suggestion, the transformation 
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 Leuchter, “The Exegesis of Jeremiah,” 68. 
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of these images creates a taxonomy through the evocation of earlier prophetic tradition. 

In doing so, the author(s) of Isaiah 65-66 would have been able to make a specific 

statement about the socio-religious dynamics with which they struggled.  

The transformed images of Isaiah 65-66 create two taxonomies. The first is 

created by the first two transformed images. YHWH as a spurned parent is transformed to 

YHWH as a loving mother. YHWH as an unresponsive idol is transformed to the image 

of YHWH as an attentive deity. This taxonomy presents YHWH in contrasting images, 

where the haredim experience YHWH in the transformed state (as loving and attentive) 

and the opposing faction experiences the version of YHWH evident in the earlier 

prophetic tradition. This topos could have functioned within the local dynamic of 

religious conflict. The indigenous Jewish population, based on the continuity of their 

existence in the land, would have born the full scourge of Isaiah’s earlier oracles. The 

deployment of this image would have reified Isaiah’s enterprise from centuries earlier, 

essentially placing the opposing group on the wrong side of history. By contrast, the 

haredim, having experienced the judgment of YHWH, are now presented as the objects 

of his affection and attention. In this historical setting, the deployment of the first two 

transformed images was powerful rhetoric. 

The image of Jerusalem/Zion as prostitute is transformed into an image of Zion as 

a birthing and nursing mother. This image would have created a taxonomy between the 

Jerusalem of old and a new, idealized Jerusalem. This taxonomy could have functioned 

along the fault line between the return community and the eastern Diaspora. The 

ideologies emerging from the Diaspora community sought to establish Babylon as a new 
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center of the cosmos.
22

 The taxonomy created by the deployment of this transformed 

image would have associated the eastern Diaspora community with the former Jerusalem 

and the return community with the new version. Beyond this, to the degree that the 

eastern Diaspora community would have evoked the Ezekiel tradition, especially chapters 

16 and 23, in an effort to marginalize the communities in the land, the evocation of this 

image would have given them a taste of their own medicine. It should be noted, however, 

that if this taxonomy was deployed in response to the eastern Diaspora’s claim, it would 

have been carefully nuanced. The fact remains that the return community in time relied 

heavily on the Diaspora community to provide leaders to for their community (e.g., Ezra 

and Nehemiah). Such a deployment would have only worked in the early days of the 

return community before the prominent leaders from the eastern Diaspora community 

took on significant roles. In addition, the taxonomy of the old and new Jerusalem might 

also have been deployed within the local sectarian conflict as well. To place one’s 

community in line with the verdant image of Zion and the opposing faction with the 

prostitutes of Isaiah 1 would have constituted a powerful trope. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has rehearsed the findings of the preceding analysis in three sections 

which summarize the research connected with each of three transformed images. The 

goal of this section of the chapter was to articulate the findings of this thesis so as to 

further clarify the larger strokes of this research. A second section presented a number of 

additional images in Isaiah that appear to be transformed to one degree or another. These 
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 See Leuchter, “The Exegesis of Jeremiah,” 68, for further discussion of this dynamic. 
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images represent an avenue for further research. The final section explored a possible role 

of the transformed images identified by this project within the historical context 

associated with Isaiah’s final chapters. 

As this project comes to a close, it might be noted that the prophecies of Isaiah 

have seemingly endless possibilities. Its language is rich and its imagery is stunning. 

Plumbing its depths is a task for a lifetime. It is my sincere hope that this project has been 

able to illuminate yet another facet of this majestic work.  
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