CHAPTER 13
ISAIAH
Vision for a Broken World

An iron sentinel, rusted with time, tirelessly stands guard on a reconstructed 8th-century B.C. watchtower
at Hazor. Prepare as they might, the efforts of the kings of Israel and Judah to withstand Assyria went
largely for naught. The Psalmist’s refrain was short and sweet: “Unless the LORD guards the city, the
watchman keeps awake in vain” (Ps 127:1). Isaiah certainly agreed.
Looking back, the news reporter said that it was otherwise a beautiful day. His words were carefully
measured and reflective. The sky, he said, was cloudless and brilliantly blue, the grass warm and green
and the temperature quite pleasant for a September day, as summer began to turn to fall in Manhattan.
It was a wonderful day to be alive—except that on the horizon two huge pillars of fire and smoke rose to
the heavens, choking the air and blackening mind and soul with shock, fear, anger, uncertainty and panic.
For everyone who was an eyewitness to the event, and the millions who followed each moment on live
television, it was a day of untold horror, a personal attack with unimaginable consequences. As the shock
began to give way to a host of other emotions, many felt at the same time utterly helpless—yet fiercely
resolved to do something. Anything. But what? And how?
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With storm clouds gathering on the horizon, the prophet Isaiah had the ear of Hezekiah the king. But
though his land was under attack and people were distraught, Isaiah’s counsel often went unheeded.
(Carta, Jerusalem)
Without detracting in any way from the horror of the events of 9/11, they were, within the context of
a host of personal and national struggles that have been waged across the face of the globe for millennia,
certainly not unprecedented. While the specifics were unique—specifics always are—the crisis of attack
was not. The entire career of the great prophet Isaiah for instance was defined by a huge cloud of horror
and uncertainty that billowed and blew and enveloped the lands of the eastern seaboard of the
Mediterranean, including Israel and Judah. This was the Assyrian threat, ripping apart nations and people
alike, and destroying everything in its path. One generation before, the prophet Amos had foreseen the
inevitable consequences of the Assyrian attack and described it as nothing but rubble and body parts:
Just as a shepherd snatches from the lion’s mouth a couple of legs or a piece of an ear,
So will the sons of Israel dwelling in Samaria be snatched away—
with the corner of a bed and the cover of a couch!
(Amos 3:12)
The things that everyone in Israel had grabbed on to for security were swept away, and the future
was bleak. The only thing that was certain was that life would never be the same again. Everyone was in
for a nasty time. The prophet Isaiah put it this way, the brightness of the Mediterranean climate
notwithstanding:
And they will pass through the land hard-pressed and famished, and it will turn out that when they
are hungry, they will be enraged and curse their king and their God as they face upward. Then they
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will look to the earth, and behold, distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be
driven away into darkness.
(Isa 8:21–22)
Called to the greatest of tasks at the time of his people’s greatest need, Isaiah had to do something—and
not just anything. But what? And how?
Isaiah’s mission as a prophet coincided with the arrival of the Assyrians in the southern Levant. He
witnessed Tiglath-pileser III’s quick thrusts to the coastal plain, Galilee and Transjordan (734–732 B.C.),
looked in horror as the northern kingdom of Israel fell to Shalmaneser V (722 B.C.) and Sargon II chewed
through Philistia (720, 713 and 712 B.C.), and barely survived Sennacherib’s assault on Judah and
Jerusalem (701 B.C.). It was nothing but trouble for king and people alike as the Assyrian flood came “up
to the neck” of Judah (Isa 8:8).
If this were all that the people of Judah had to face, their spiritual and moral backbone as God’s
Chosen People could have seen them through. But the real tragedy lay not so much in the devastation of
the Assyrian attack as in the fact that Judah was already so shot through with moral failings that the social
fabric of society was fatally wounded before Tiglath-pileser even arrived. With a mind that penetrated to
the real problem Judah was facing, Isaiah spent most of his time blasting his own people—then picking up
the pieces. This was an unpopular task and certainly one that was not “politically correct.” It took a special
kind of person to stand in this kind of gap, and with God’s help, Isaiah proved equal to the challenge at
hand.
The first part of the Book of Isaiah (chaps. 1–39) is framed by accounts of Isaiah’s interaction with two
of Judah’s kings, Ahaz and Hezekiah. Each encounter is set in the context of a military attack on Judah, the
first by Aram-Damascus and Israel in 735 B.C. in anticipation of Tiglath-pileser’s dramatic entrance into the
land (Isa 7:1–9:7), and the second by Sennacherib in 701 B.C. (Isa 36:1–39:8). The latter part of the book
(chaps. 40–66), a glorious, sweeping view of Israel’s future, is as much a reflection of the need for vision
in a broken world as it is a picture of what would some day be. There is a long-standing discussion in
scholarly circles as to the suitability of using these latter chapters to understand Isaiah as a late eighthcentury B.C. prophet, although the present, canonical shape of the book does encourage a holistic reading.
In any case, when read together, the disparate parts of the Book of Isaiah provide a vibrant picture of the
man for whom the book is named and the greatness of one whose vision was grounded in the reality of a
God who controlled past, present and future. The greatness of Isaiah the prophet, in fact, lay in his ability
to pierce the blackness of the moment and see that not only was a great light shining somewhere behind
the dark cloud that enveloped his land (Isa 9:2), but that that light, the glory of the LORD God, would allow
his people to “arise and shine” themselves (Isa 60:1). The people of Israel would become attractive forces
for redemption and good throughout the world (Isa 60:2–3), not just Israelites, but “Israel-lights.”
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Even though Isaiah lived in the largest city of Judah, he was a man of nature. His was an agrarian
society, with water, wind and soil an important part of everyone’s life. The natural world offered a
limitless supply of images evoking conditions of heart and mind of individuals and nation alike. “[When]
the Spirit is poured out upon us from on high, the wilderness will become a fertile field and the fertile
field will be like a forest.… Then my people will live in a peaceful place, in secure houses and undisturbed
resting places” (Isa 32:15–18).
Isaiah’s prophetic ministry began sometime late in the reign of Uzziah (767–740 B.C.), spanned the
reigns of Jotham (740–732 B.C.), Ahaz (732–716 B.C.) and Hezekiah (716–687 B.C.), and most probably
extended into the early part of the reign of Manasseh (Isa 1:1; Isaiah reported the death of Sennacherib,
which occurred in 681 B.C., although this note may be a later editorial insertion; Isa 37:38). Most of these
Judean kings apparently held co-regency with both their fathers and sons, a policy that ensured a strong
and smooth transition of power. As prophets go Isaiah’s career was lengthy, and provided a sense of
spiritual continuity to a royal dynasty that was otherwise prone to follow only the geopolitical exigencies
of the day, shifting policies and alliances as the needs of the moment dictated.
Isaiah was apparently a native of Jerusalem, certainly closely connected to the Judean royal court as
an advisor and confidant and perhaps even related to it by marriage (a tradition mentioned in the
Babylonian Talmud notes that Isaiah’s father Amoz was a brother of King Uzziah; Megillah 10b). He was
married, with children (Isa 7:3, 8:3), and certainly literate, probably trained as a scribe (Isa 8:1). One can
assume that Isaiah was a man of privilege and standing and could hobnob with the best of them. At the
same time, his message ran counterculture to Jerusalem’s aristocracy. Tightly woven throughout the
prophet’s political commentary was the theme of justice and righteousness—Isaiah focused on the
injustice and unrighteousness, to be exact, that was rampant throughout Judah—a whole-cloth
condemnation of a way of life that flowed through society from the top down. If privilege begets
responsibility, Isaiah certainly had his share.
Though an urbanite, Isaiah was also at home in the countryside, out and about in the hills and valleys
of Judah and Israel. This we can assume, for his vividly descriptive prophetic imagery was energized by an
intimate knowledge of land and nature, of trees, grass and flowers, and of animals, birds and insects.
Isaiah enjoyed the outdoors and likely owned a patronage of fields and orchards somewhere in the
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environs of Jerusalem. He probably also had marketable skills in addition to those of a scribe—like Amos,
for instance, who was called from the flocks, herds and sycamore trees to the royal court of Samaria (Amos
1:1, 7:14), or like the farmer Elisha (1 Kgs 19:19), or maybe even Jesus, a skilled craftsman in local building
materials who was certainly more than just a “carpenter” (cf. Mt 13:55). Like Amos, Isaiah would have
had personal experience in business matters and been keenly aware of issues of interpersonal propriety
and what makes for justice and righteousness on the street—and between nation-states.

In traditional Palestinian viticulture, vines trail along the ground until the moment that grapes first
appear. The farmer then lifts the vine by means of a flat stone to allow the fruit to develop hanging free,
as if on a trellis. Isaiah’s song of the vineyard (5:1–7) speaks of the care by which a vinedresser coaxes
fruit from his vineyard, and of the tragedy of spoilage on the vine: “but it produced rotted grapes.”
All this can be assumed from the kind of information that filled Isaiah’s oracles and teachings. His
overall message was one of judgment and hope, but the detail of the verbal pictures painted on the
prophetic canvas was brilliant, full of the minutiae of everyday life in Judah and lands beyond. His
descriptions were vibrant, colorful and full of real life. For instance, how did a farmer prepare a vineyard?
Isaiah tells us: He started with a fertile hill (such as the terraced slopes on the hills drained by the Sorek
wadi west of Jerusalem—the Hebrew word sorek refers to the rich, red grapes grown there). Then,
He dug it all around and removed its stones,
and planted it with the choicest vine (sorek).
He built a tower in the middle of it and hewed out a wine vat in it
and expected it to produce good grapes.… (Isa 5:2)
Or, what did a rich lady keep in her trousseau? Isaiah took a peek:
In that day the Lord will take away the beauty of their anklets, headbands, crescent ornaments,
dangling earrings, bracelets, veils, headdresses, ankle chains, sashes, perfume boxes, amulets,
finger rings, nose rings, festal robes, outer tunics, cloaks, money purses, hand mirrors,
undergarments, turbans and veils.
Instead of sweet perfume—there will be putrefaction;
instead of a belt—a rope;
instead of well-set hair, a plucked-out scalp;
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instead of fine clothing—a donning of sackcloth;
and instead of beauty—a branding. (Isa 3:18–24)
Although he had likely never been to Egypt, Isaiah knew the landscape of the Nile—what grew along
its banks, how fishermen caught its fish and what kind of plants were good for making clothing:
… the river will be parched and dry
and the canals will emit a stench;
the streams of Egypt will thin out and dry up,
and the reeds and rushes will rot away.
The bulrushes by the Nile, by the edge of the Nile,
will become dry,
be driven away and be no more.
The fishermen will lament and all those who cast a
line into the Nile will mourn,
and those who spread nets on the waters
will pine away.
Moreover, the manufacturers of linen
made from combed flax
and the weavers of white cloth
will be utterly dejected. (Isa 19:5–9)

For an outsider, it is one more nondescript rise in the Shephelah. For Micah, the site of Moresheth-gath
(Tel Goded) was home. Because Moresheth-gath lay far enough out into the Shephelah to be rustled by
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every threat on the coast, Micah’s call for a return to the LORD God in the face of Assyria’s march down
the International Highway carried a genuine and believable sense of urgency.
Isaiah knew how to prepare a field for planting (Isa 28:24–25), what a proper crop yield should be (Isa
5:10) and the different techniques for harvesting dill, cumin or grain (Isa 28:27–28; cf. 41:15–16). He could
set a table for a lavish banquet (Isa 25:6)—or one for drunkards (Isa 28:7–8). He knew how to manufacture
an idol (as if he ever would; Isa 40:19–20), how to prescribe medicine (Isa 38:21), what kind of flora and
fauna to find in the open desert (Isa 13:20–22, 30:6, 34:13–15) and the road-map of Moab (Isa 15:1–9).
Isaiah could describe the sudden collapse of a wall as surely as he did the collapse of Judah—and why
not? Both surely happened before his very eyes (Isa 30:13–14).
Isaiah can also be compared to Micah, his contemporary from Moresheth (-gath) (Tel Goded), a town
on a prominent rise in the southern Shephelah (Mic 1:1, 1:14). Isaiah and Micah were of one prophetic
mind, even sharing some words nearly verbatim (Isa 2:2–4; Mic 4:1–3). Unlike Isaiah, however, Micah’s
home lay directly on the front line of the Assyrian attack, and was not far from Lachish, the city that would
feel the brunt of Sennacherib’s assault on Judah in 701 B.C. While Isaiah eventually felt the hot breath of
Sennacherib bearing down on Jerusalem, Micah’s own position was much more vulnerable. It is almost
certain that Moresheth (-gath) was one of the “46 strong cities” of Judah that Sennacherib claimed to
have destroyed during his campaign against Judah, and that Micah’s home and land and perhaps even his
person fell in the onslaught (cf. Mic 1:14). The strength of Micah’s message arises from the fact that he
was both a prophet and a victim. His words were personal, experienced and driven from within. They can
be believed—and felt. Isaiah’s message was no less real, but focused on the experience of the people of
Jerusalem.
Isaiah’s prophetic ministry, which had begun sometime during the latter part of the reign of King
Uzziah (Azariah), took on a fresh intensity “in the year that King Uzziah died” (Isa 6:1). The news that the
king was dead, when first announced, would have sent shockwaves throughout Judah and Jerusalem.
Uzziah and his mid-eighth-century B.C. contemporary in Israel, Jeroboam II, had steered their respective
kingdoms through periods of growth, prosperity and strength. This was during a period of Assyrian
decline, when there was a power vacuum in the Levant. Uzziah revived the Judean economy through a
series of agricultural initiatives that opened up development in the Negeb, Judean Wilderness and
Shephelah (2 Chron 26:10). This, combined with his control over Ammon, the “Arabians” and the Meunites
in southern Transjordan, allowed Uzziah to push to Elath and restore to Judah its Red Sea trade
connections that had lagged since the days of Jehoshaphat and Solomon (2 Chron 26:7; 2 Kgs 14:22; cf. 1
Kgs 9:26–28, 22:47–48).
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The Campaigns of Uzziah. Landlocked during the reigns of its weaker kings, Judah’s fortunes revived
when Uzziah, like his predecessors Jehoshaphat and Solomon, was able to establish control over land and
sea routes from the Mediterranean to the Red Sea. These days just prior to Isaiah’s ministry were heady
times, but happened only once every century or so.
He also extended Judean control over the northern Philistine coastal plain, subduing Gath, Jabneh and
Ashdod in the process and reaping the harvest of their fields and trade routes (2 Chron 26:6–8). Assyrian
records suggest that Uzziah (there called Azriyau) led a coalition of south Levantine states against Tiglathpileser III (named Pul by the writer of Kings) in the region of Hamath in 743 B.C., temporarily checking this
first of the renewed Assyrian attacks in the region (cf. 2 Kgs 15:19–20). To accomplish these goals Uzziah
reorganized and bolstered his army. He also refortified Jerusalem, installing on its walls and towers newlyinvented war machines that could shoot arrows and heave large stones onto the enemy below (2 Chron
26:9, 11–15). Uzziah hoped to prepare his kingdom to be able to fight on its own terms. All of this was
accompanied by a general, although not always exclusive, sense of devotion by the king to the LORD God
(2 Kgs 15:3–4; 2 Chron 26:4–5).
Uzziah was stricken with leprosy in his latter years, then died just as Assyria again reared its head
above the northeastern horizon (2 Chron 26:16–23). The timing could not have been more ominous, and
sometime during that year Isaiah, still a young man, had a vivid and dramatic encounter with the LORD
(Isa 6:1–7). The setting, God’s throne room in the Temple, was one of intense majesty. Overcome with
the realization of his own inadequacy and failings, Isaiah received Divine assurance that his sins were
forgiven. Then came the nearly impossible commission: the prophet was to tell his people that in spite of
the obvious economic, political and military strength of their nation, their spiritual and moral condition
was hopeless and everyone stood in line for judgment; only a remnant would survive (Isa 6:8–13). While
Isaiah was willing (Isa 6:8), his spirit was overwhelmed. Not only was his beloved nation about to be
invaded by the most feared and efficient war machine the world had ever known, his people lacked the
moral and spiritual fiber necessary to find a way to survive.

The modern seaport of Ashdod, Israel’s busiest, lies below the rise of Tel Mor. Ancient Ashdod, tucked
behind a sheet of sand dunes three miles inland, maintained its port in the same location. Although
today’s tonnage far exceeds the volume of goods that moved through the port in the days of Uzziah or
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Sargon, the raison d’être for their move to control the region’s land and sea commerce through Ashdod
remains unchanged.
Fortunately for Judah, Uzziah’s son Jotham followed in his father’s footsteps. The two had acted as
co-regents for ten years, including the period of Uzziah’s leprosy (750–740 B.C.; 2 Chron 26:21). After his
father died, Jotham not only continued Uzziah’s policy of fortifying Judah but also moved to curtail the
interests of Israel and Aram-Damascus in Gilead and Bashan (2 Chron 27:1–9; cf. 1 Chron 5:16–17). All of
this can be interpreted as an anti-Assyrian stance, preparing Judah for an eventual conflict with Assyria
while not wanting to make concessions to anyone else in the meantime.
But the tide was turning. Israel’s old nemesis to the northeast, Aram-Damascus, saw in Uzziah’s death
a chance to restore its control over the trade routes of Transjordan, while the Northern Kingdom of Israel
also tried to revive their own interests there. At the same time, Tiglath-pileser III advanced into north
Syria, annexing to the Assyrian Empire nineteen political districts around Hamath up to the very doorstep
of Aram-Damascus. The Assyrian long-term goal was to conquer Egypt, and everything that lay in the way,
including Israel and Judah, either had to capitulate or be eaten up.
For the nation-states of the southern Levant it was time for action. In league together, Pekah king of
Israel and Rezin king of Damascus turned against Judah, the first overture of the so-called “SyroEphraimite War.” Both opposed Jotham’s moves into Transjordan, but also wanted the Judean king to join
their coalition against the Assyrians. Sensing trouble, a party of pro-Assyrian supporters in Jerusalem
deposed Jotham in 735 B.C. and placed his son Ahaz on the throne instead. But Ahaz’s own feelings were
that it was better to cooperate with the Assyrians. After all, it was clear that Assyria would soon be calling
the shots in the southern Levant anyway; if Judah could get on Assyria’s good side, the kingdom would
stand to inherit the lion’s share of Assyria’s influence in the region. Or, perhaps Judah could even restore
its prosperity to the level of the days of Uzziah, albeit controlled by a distant landlord. The deposed king
Jotham, marginalized in his own home, died three years later.
For the kings of Israel and Aram-Damascus, Judah’s shift in foreign policy was tantamount to
international treachery. Pekah of Israel and Rezin of Damascus immediately attacked Jerusalem, intent on
subduing the city and replacing Ahaz and the dynasty of David with an unnamed “son of Tabeel” who had
the guts (or foolishness) to stand up to the Assyrian king (2 Kgs 16:5; Isa 7:1–2, 7:6). The Tabeel family
apparently resided in Gilead; the family name has been connected with the Tobiads of the same region
who were Gilead power brokers in the Intertestamental Period. They offered Israel and Aram-Damascus
not only the chance to restore Judah to the anti-Assyrian fold but to remove Judean control over
Transjordan in the process. Smelling blood, the Philistines took advantage of the situation and recaptured
Uzziah’s gains in Philistia and the Negeb, while the Edomites attacked Judah from the southeast and AramDamascus grabbed Elath (2 Kgs 16:6; 2 Chron 28:16–19). Ahaz, lost in a flow of events far beyond his
control, was understandably shaken (Isa 7:2).
In stepped Isaiah, a man who loved both God and country. Isaiah was no fan of Ahaz’s pro-Assyrian
policy, yet respected both the office of king as well as the individual—whoever he was—who filled the
throne at any given moment. After all, Ahaz was of the Davidic dynasty, the royal line of God’s promise
and protection, and had to be acknowledged as such. And so, under the instruction of the LORD, Isaiah
met Ahaz as the latter was on his rounds inspecting the infrastructure of the city and counseled a cautious,
stay-put approach: this local threat, Isaiah said, was just that, and would soon be swept away by the
floodtide of Assyria (Isa 7:3–9, 8:1–7). Then came the scary part: Isaiah warned Ahaz that Assyria would
nearly swallow up Judah as well—the king’s pro-Assyrian leanings would do nothing to prevent that—but
offered hope that his kingdom would survive in spite of Ahaz’s reckless policies (Isa 7:17–25, 8:8).
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The Campaign of Rezin and Pekah Against Judah, 735 B.C. In advance of the Assyrian tsunami that was
about to crash into the southern Levant, the kings of the region started scrambling for position. Two,
Rezin of Aram-Damascus and Pekah of Israel, thought it best to form a combined front against Assyria.
When Ahaz of Judah didn’t agree, Rezin and Pekah tried to overthrow the Judean dynasty in favor of a
more pliable “son of Tabeel” who would tow the new company line. Ahaz resisted, but in the process the
borders of Judah, hard won by Uzziah, collapsed.
Ahaz, blinded by his love of all things Assyrian, took this as permission to speed up the inevitable—
“surely Assyria will be reasonable when it comes to me, their eager ally,” he apparently thought—and so
ran to Tiglath-pileser for help (2 Kgs 16:7–9; 2 Chron 28:16). And help Assyria did, but on its own terms.
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Over the next three years, from 734 to 732 B.C., Tiglath-pileser III attacked, conquered and annexed the
northern coastal plain, all of Galilee, Damascus and northern Transjordan, killing Rezin and reducing the
northern kingdom of Israel to a rump state isolated in the hills of Ephraim and Manasseh (2 Kgs 15:29).
Through it all Ahaz had hoped to buy Assyria’s favor by paying a sizable tribute to Tiglath-pileser and trying
to act like a good Assyrian in the process (cf. 2 Kgs 16:10–16). Tiglath-pileser, glad that the tribute he
would have taken anyway came so easily, didn’t need Judah’s help, thank you, and reduced Ahaz’s
shrinking kingdom to vassal status (2 Chron 28:19–21).

“… and they will all come and settle on the steep ravines, on the ledges of the cliffs, on all the thorn
bushes, and on all the watering places” (Isa 7:19). If even the rough places were filled with Assyrians,
what can be said for the fertile land and cities?
So much for the historical context of the biblical record of Isaiah’s first run-in with a king of Judah.
What is often tragically overlooked when offering any account of the sweep of battles and kings is the
personal devastation that is foisted on the mass of little people underneath, the folk forgotten in the face
of “more important things.” Ahaz was lost by the flow of swiftly moving events, but everyone else was
lost in it. While the king and his capital city were the target of attack, the people of the land were so much
battle fodder. There was no escape: just try to hide in a steep ravine, Isaiah said, or high on a cliff ledge,
among a patch of thorn bushes or at scattered watering holes, places characteristic of haunts in the nearby
Judean Wilderness—the Assyrians would find you anyway (Isa 7:19). Lives would be broken, shattered,
“hard-pressed and famished” (Isa 8:21; cf. Isa 7:21–25, 8:9). If this weren’t bad enough, Isaiah declared in
no uncertain terms that the people of Judah weren’t going to see their lives destroyed because of the
Assyrians per se, but because they themselves deserved it:
How the faithful city has become a harlot, she who
used to be so full of justice!
Righteousness once lodged in her,
but now—murderers.
Paul H. Wright, Rose Then and Now Bible Map Atlas with Biblical Background and Culture (Torrance, CA: Rose
Publishing, 2012).
Page 12. Exported from Logos Bible Software, 3:18 PM April 4, 2020.

Your silver has become dross,
your drink diluted with water.
Your rulers are rebels,
and companions of thieves;
everyone loves graft and chases after bribes.
They do not defend the orphan nor does the
widow’s plea come before them.
Therefore the LORD God of hosts,
the Mighty One of Israel declares,
“Aha! I will gain satisfaction against My foes!
I will take revenge against My enemies!
I will turn my hand against—you!
(Isa 1:21–25a)
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The Campaigns of Tiglath-pileser III, 734–732 B.C. In the first direct Assyrian assault on Israel, the armies
of Tiglath-pileser III poured into the land from the north, seizing the international routes along the
Mediterranean coast and those in Transjordan, as well as the great crossroads of Galilee. These regions
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taken by Tiglath-pileser correspond to Isaiah’s litany “by the way of the sea, on the other side of the
Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles,” a land that, though now in anguish, would one day again see light (Isa
9:1).
Living in a society that was corrupted from within and caught between the threat of an imminent
attack from Aram-Damascus and Israel on the one hand and the reality of an invasion by Assyria on the
other, coupled with the fear that the only thing that was sure was that lives would be destroyed, Isaiah
offered a path of security and hope: Immanuel, “God is with us” (Isa 7:14, 8:8, 8:10). Isaiah’s own son
Shear-jashub, whose name means “a remnant will return” (Isa 7:3), should have been witness enough to
God’s ultimate hand of grace. But through the gloom, the prophet saw a great future for his people. He
made his point on the back of five specific geographical regions: while at the moment, it was true, the
lands of (1) Zebulun and (2) Naphtali writhed in anguish, some day the (3) Way of the Sea, (4) the Other
Side of the Jordan and (5) Galilee of the Gentiles would again be made glorious (Isa 9:1). Isaiah was
commenting on the attack of Tiglath-pileser, who conquered areas that corresponded precisely to these
five regions, leaving the northern kingdom truncated and helpless with only ten short years to survive.
The tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali formed the heartland of Galilee (cf. Josh 19:10–16, 19:32–39), and it
is certainly because there was a village in Zebulun called Nazareth and an important town in Naphtali
called Capernaum in the first century that Matthew drew on these words of Isaiah to announce the coming
of Jesus to a similarly insecure and precarious land (Mt 4:12–17; cf. Mt. 2:23, 9:1). It was, after all, because
the entire region was geographically open and hence so susceptible to the military, political and cultural
challenges of foreigners that Isaiah insightfully called the area Galilee of the Gentiles, this in spite of the
fact that all or parts of five Israelite tribes lived there in his day. Alluding to the battle of Gideon in which
gentiles conquered, occupied and then were driven out of the great international crossroads of the Jezreel
Valley in southern Galilee (Isa 9:4), Isaiah foresaw a great day when a child born in the line of David would
establish and uphold justice and righteousness throughout the kingdom forever. This child was aptly given
the throne name “Prince of Peace” (Isa 9:6), a title announcing the very reality the land so badly needed.
In the devastation following Tiglath-pileser’s invasion, Israel’s king Pekah was assassinated by Hoshea
son of Elah, the ninth change of dynasty in Israel’s troubled two-hundred-year history (2 Kgs 15:30). In his
annals Tiglath-pileser claimed that it was the people of Israel who had assassinated their own king; that it
was he, Tiglath-pileser, who appointed Hoshea king of Israel; and that Hoshea traveled all the way to
Babylonia to receive his commission as a loyal Assyrian vassal (ANET 284).
When Tiglath-pileser died in 727 B.C. his successor Shalmaneser V renewed the Assyrian push to Egypt,
and with Galilee and the northern coastal plain already annexed as Assyrian provinces (called Megiddo
and Dor, respectively), the truncated kingdom of Israel was next in line to be gobbled up. Hoshea chose
to play a dangerous cloak-and-dagger game, paying tribute to Assyria while at the same time looking to
Egypt to help overthrow his Assyrian master (2 Kgs 17:3–4). Shalmaneser correctly interpreted this IsraelEgypt alliance as an act of open rebellion and the Assyrian king, supreme commander of a war machine
that ruthlessly crushed disloyal vassals, attacked Israel with a vengeance. Hoshea was captured and taken
to Assyria and his capital city, Samaria, besieged (2 Kgs 17:4). The siege lasted three grueling years, time
enough for many Israelites to flee south into Judah, placing themselves as refugees under the protection
of Ahaz and, later, his son Hezekiah. Archaeological evidence suggests that many of these refugees settled
immediately west of the walled city of Jerusalem, on the higher, broad hill that today is part of the Old
City’s Jewish and Armenian quarters.
When the city of Samaria finally fell in 722 B.C., many of its people were exiled to areas scattered
across Assyria’s northern and eastern frontier (2 Kgs 17:6). Israel was annexed into the Assyrian Empire
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under the name Samaria (this name would continue to designate the region throughout the time of the
New Testament) and people from Babylonia were brought in to resettle the land (2 Kgs 17:24). By
permanently uprooting people from their ancestral homelands, the Assyrians hoped to break the spirit of
rebellion across their empire.

The majestic vistas, abundant rainfall, green hills and stately cedars of Lebanon—from Upper Galilee
northward—gave rise to the notion that this portion of the land was especially favored by God. Biblical
writers such as Isaiah spoke of “the glory of Lebanon” that would overtake the barren wilderness when
God’s open hand of blessing touched his land (Isa 35:2). When the divine hand withdrew, it was as if
Lebanon, evergreen even in a year of drought, “was shamed and withered” (Isa 33:9).
The writer of Kings, peering out from deep within the Babylonian exile nearly two hundred years later,
had a great deal to say about the root cause of Israel’s demise: it was because “the sons of Israel had
sinned against the LORD their God” and turned aside after foreign gods (2 Kgs 17:7–41). While Isaiah
certainly would have agreed with this overall assessment, his own understanding of the problem was not
that Israel chased after foreign gods per se, but that such apostasy inevitably led to a deplorable lack of
justice and righteousness throughout the land, weakening the moral fiber of the nation and hence its
resolve to withstand foreign threats (e.g., Isa 5:7, 9:8–21). Because Isaiah’s point of view was from within,
it was current, practical and anything but simplistic, wholly taken instead by the swirling mass of personal
and social problems that plagued his people as a result of their broken covenant with the LORD God. His
was a voice of immediacy that carried a great sense of urgency:
Behold, brave men cry in the streets,
the ambassadors of peace weep bitterly.
The highways are deserted, travel has ceased.
[Everyone] has broken the covenant,
despised the cities, shown regard for no one.
The land mourns and pines away,
Lebanon is shamed and withers;
Sharon is like a desert plain,
and Bashan and Carmel lose all their leaves.
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“Now I will arise,” says the LORD,
“Now I will be exalted, now I will be lifted up [to act!]
You have conceived chaff,
you will give birth to stubble;
My breath will consume you like a fire,
and the peoples will be burned to lime,
like cut thorns that are burned in the fire …”
(Isa 33:7–12)

The Campaigns of Shalmaneser V and Sargon II, 724–712 B.C. In their resolute push to Egypt, each
successive Assyrian king took up the fight where the previous one had left off. The main line of attack
was along the international coastal highway, but nations that lined the route like Israel and Judah were
Paul H. Wright, Rose Then and Now Bible Map Atlas with Biblical Background and Culture (Torrance, CA: Rose
Publishing, 2012).
Page 17. Exported from Logos Bible Software, 3:18 PM April 4, 2020.

caught in the wake. Assyrian military policy was ruthless and precise, and demanded that anyone left in
the vicinity who might disrupt the Assyrian supply lines, here stretched to their limit, be crushed.
Israel had been given their ancestral home, their land of promise, by Moses. But Moses was clear that
the land was a gift—to be enjoyed, yes, but also a place where life was to be lived, with family, friend and
the stranger-in-your-midst, the way life was meant to be, with the good of each other in mind. If not,
people and land would suffer together, and the land would eventually lie desolate, its people torn out and
scattered across the face of the earth (Deut 28:1–68). With Israel gone and Assyria still on the march,
Isaiah understood all too well that this threat was as real for Judah as it had been for their northern
neighbor.
Sargon II succeeded his father Shalmaneser in 722 B.C., just as Samaria was being annexed to the
Assyrian Empire. Sargon was a true military man, with unbridled ambition to raise the empire to new
heights across all its frontiers. Not long after the beginning of his reign (in 720 B.C.), however, Sargon faced
an initial setback on the battlefield east of the Tigris River, prompting what was left of the native
populations of the Levant to revolt against Assyrian rule. Sargon’s own annals indicate that Judah also
joined the fray. All came to naught for these Levantine states as the Assyrian king quickly put down the
revolt in a battle at Raphia, a city of the southern coastal plain between Gaza and the “River of Egypt”
(Wadi el-Arish in the Sinai). Realizing that his entire western flank (and access points to Egypt) was no
longer in friendly hands, Ahaz wisely capitulated to Assyria before the fight reached Jerusalem. It has been
suggested by M. A. Sweeny (Biblica 75/1994: 457–470) and others that the final line of march of this, the
first direct Assyrian threat to Judah, may be recorded in Isaiah 10:28–32. This itinerary passed point by
point from Aiath (somewhere in the vicinity of Bethel) to Nob. Even though the location of some of these
named towns and villages is unknown, the force of the onrush, scattering people like animals before a
forest fire, is clear:
He has come against Aiath,
he has passed through Migron.
At Michmash he stored his baggage, [Then] advanced through the pass, saying “Geba will be our
overnight place.”
Ramah is terrified,
and Gibeah of Saul has fled away.
Cry aloud with your voice, O daughter of Gallim!
Pay attention, Laishah and wretched Anathoth!
Madmenah has fled;
the inhabitants of Gebim have sought refuge.
Even today he will halt at Nob;
he will shake his fist at the mountain of the
daughter of Zion, the hill of Jerusalem.
(Isa 10:28–32)
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Nob, perhaps on the southern end of the Mount of Olives, was clearly within fist-shaking distance of
Jerusalem, and so if the battle-weary Ahaz wasn’t already convinced that his kingdom was about to be
swallowed, just as Israel had been, he was now:
The fading flower of [your] glorious beauty,
which is at the head of the fertile valley,
will be like the first-ripe fig prior to summer.
Whoever sees it, as soon as it is in his hand,
will swallow it.
(Isa 28:4)
With the campaign of 720 B.C. Assyria had made its move to the border of Egypt, and over the next
decade worked to mop up the entire Philistine coastal plain. By 716 B.C. Sargon had seized the upper,
Philistine end of the Gaza-to-Edom trade route and settled Arabians in Samaria in order to consolidate his
commercial gains. Pharaoh Osorkon IV recognized Sargon’s growing monopoly in the area by paying
tribute, thereby keeping Assyria out of Egypt for the time being. In Judah, meanwhile, Ahaz died and was
succeeded by his son Hezekiah (715 B.C.), who inherited a kingdom nearly bereft of hope (2 Chron 28:27–
29:2).
But Hezekiah was just the king Judah needed. Not only full of energy and ambition but also loyal to
the LORD God and the temple priesthood in Jerusalem, Hezekiah sought to revive the national strength
of Judah, albeit tempered somewhat by the pragmatic counsel of Isaiah. Quite early in his reign, Hezekiah
re-instituted the Passover festival, a celebration that had not been properly observed in Jerusalem since
the days of David and Solomon (2 Chron 29:3–30:27). Hezekiah hoped to restore Judean influence “from
Dan to Beer-sheba” (2 Chron 30:5), but realistically was only able to bring the remnants of Samaria
(Ephraim and Manasseh) into the Judean fold (2 Chron 31:1–2). His efforts were wisely focused on
religious festivals and cult centers, matters that Sargon let slide so long as Judah’s payments of tribute
were not affected.
Sargon, in any case, was busy elsewhere, campaigning across Assyria’s vast frontier. He reached the
Philistine coast again in both 713 and 712 B.C., squelching revolts by the kings of Ashdod that had been
egged on by Egypt’s pharaoh, Shabako. Edom, Moab and Judah all had a hand in Ashdod’s insurrection,
and Isaiah strongly and publicly urged Hezekiah to leave well enough alone. This time Isaiah’s actions
spoke louder than his words. For three years the prophet walked the streets of Jerusalem without shoes
or sackcloth, “naked and barefoot”—although probably with loincloth in place—as a graphic sign that
Assyria would so lead Egypt into exile, clothed only in the shame of nakedness (Isa 20:1–6; cf. Isa 30:1–5,
31:1–3). Apparently Hezekiah needed both a strong sign and continual reminding to not disturb the status
quo, and so Isaiah, prominent resident of Jerusalem that he was, placed the future of his people above
his own reputation and comfort.
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Assyrian Provinces, 710 B.C. The Assyrians reorganized land that they conquered in the southern Levant
into provinces, most renamed after their major administrative centers. After the conquests of Tiglathpileser III the kingdom of Israel was reduced to its hilly interior, cut off from the outside by three Assyrian
provinces. Upon the death of Sargon II, Judah was bereft of all but its heartland, confined to the high hill
country, Shephelah lowlands and wilderness and with only nominal control over lands to the east.
In the meantime Sargon had his own way on the Philistine coastal plain, turning the region into the
Assyrian province of Ashdod. However, rather than formally annexing the province as his predecessors
had done with Israel and Damascus, Sargon allowed the kings of the local city-states on the Philistine coast
to remain in power. This might have been in deference to their role as maritime trading centers (especially
in the case of Ashdod and Ashkelon), a status quo that Sargon needed to protect in order to ensure that
the lucrative Arabian-Mediterranean commerce continued unabated, but with Assyria now skimming the
top off the profits. The result was that Judah was now surrounded, its revenue from sources outside of its
own shrinking borders greatly curtailed. It all appeared to mirror the fate of the northern kingdom of
Israel, déjà vu.
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Sargon died on the battlefield repulsing a surprise attack by the Cimmerians in the mountains of
eastern Anatolia in 705 B.C.; his body was not recovered. The rest of the world celebrated: it was just
desserts for a man who had crushed so many during his iron-fisted march for world supremacy. Sargon’s
violent, ignoble end was interpreted by even his son and successor, Sennacherib, to be an omen of
disfavor of the gods. Sensing (or maybe just hoping) that Assyria was headed into a period of instability,
Hezekiah saw his chance. For the last seven years he had prudently and dutifully paid tribute to Sargon,
but not any more (2 Kgs 18:7). Revolt spread like wildfire from Babylon to the Levant. Hezekiah, too,
immediately moved to strengthen his kingdom: if Assyria stayed away, perhaps Judah could assume the
role as the major player in the southern Levant, but even if Sennacherib returned (and Hezekiah must
have known that he would), he would be ready for the fight.

Hezekiah’s Preparations for Sennacherib’s Invasion, 705–701 B.C. The window of opportunity didn’t
open far, but Hezekiah took full advantage of the extent that it did. In the four years between
Sennacherib’s accession to the throne and the massive Assyrian assault on Judah, Hezekiah bolstered
Judah’s economy for the war effort, strengthened his army and threw up bulwarks around his kingdom.
Particular attentionwas paid to the capital city of Jerusalem and to the Shephelah, which would surely
face the brunt of the Assyrian attack.
And so the Judean king built and fortified. It is a testament to Hezekiah’s vision and skill as a leader
that throughout the years that he paid tribute to Sargon, he was still able to reap a good deal of wealth
from the southern caravan routes that passed by Judah and from his own agricultural lands (2 Chron
32:27–29). It was these sources of revenue that allowed Hezekiah to expand so quickly once he had the
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chance. Although some of these preparations undoubtedly began while Sargon was still alive, Hezekiah’s
work took on a sense of urgency after the Assyrian king died. The Judean king fortified a number of cities
that commanded strategic junctures or observation points throughout the hill country of Judah and in the
Shephelah and outfitted them with provisions and armaments for war, pushing Judah’s influence “as far
as Gaza and its territory” (2 Kgs 18:8). Sennacherib himself witnessed the extent of Hezekiah’s efforts
when he later boasted to have “laid siege to forty-six of [Hezekiah’s] strong cities, walled forts and
countless small villages in their vicinity” (ANET 288). Archaeological excavations at Lachish, Judah’s second
capital and a royal chariot city (cf. Mic 1:13a) overlooking the coastal plain to the southwest, have
uncovered evidence of impressive fortifications. Hezekiah surrounded Lachish with two parallel walls and
built a strong gate complex and an impressive palace there. Archaeology also provides ceramic evidence
that at least part of the Judean economy was centralized for the war effort. Archaeologists have found
over one thousand handles of large storage jars affixed with seal impressions reading “[belonging] to the
king,” (in Hebrew, lmlk). These seal impressions, dating to the late eighth century B.C. and found at sites
throughout Judah and its outlying areas, indicate that the contents of the jars (perhaps wine or oil) were
registered as royal property, apparently collected either as revenue for the war effort or as direct rations
for the troops.

After Sennacherib subdued Judah and returned home to Nineveh, he commissioned a large relief showing
the siege of Lachish for one of the most prominent walls of his palace. Now in the British Museum, this
relief preserves significant details of the fortifications of Lachish, of warfare techniques (both offensive
and defensive), of dress and personal grooming, and of personal items such as Sennacherib’s royal
throne. Of particular note is the scene showing Sennacherib, now defaced, receiving prisoners and booty
after the fall of the city (left). Isaiah and all Jerusalem heard well the Assyrian demand for surrender:
“Who among the gods of the nations has delivered their land from my hand, that the LORD should
deliver Jerusalem from my hand?” (Isa 36:20).
But it was Jerusalem that received the most attention. Hezekiah expanded the size of the walled-in
area of the section of Jerusalem that had been David’s city and encircled the broad hill lying immediately
to its west with a massive wall. It was here that refugees from Israel and others looking for protection and
better economic opportunities had settled over the course of the last several decades. Hezekiah also
improved the city’s water supply by having gangs of workmen hew a 1,750-foot-long conduit through
bedrock under David’s city (the so-called “Hezekiah’s Tunnel”) to channel the water of the Gihon Spring
to a large pool within the city walls (2 Kgs 20:20; 2 Chron 32:30). South of Jerusalem, on a prominent rise
exactly half-way to Bethlehem (modern Ramat Rachel), Hezekiah built for himself a magnificent royal
palace in the style of the now-destroyed palaces of the northern kingdom of Israel.
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After the fighting was over, Isaiah looked back and described Hezekiah’s war preparations this way
(with explanatory comments added):
In that day you depended
on the weapons of the Forest House [the armory];
You saw that there were many breaches in [the wall
of] the city of David [so you repaired them];
You collected the waters of the lower pool
[to withstand a prolonged siege];
You counted the houses of Jerusalem
[to declare eminent domain]
and tore them down to fortify the wall;
And you made a reservoir between the two walls for the waters of the old pool.
But—you didn’t depend on the One who made it,
nor did you take into consideration the One who planned all this long ago. (Isa 22:8b–11)
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Numerous storage jars bearing stamped seal impressions showing two- or four-winged scarabs on their
handles have been found in cities throughout Judah in archaeological contexts dating to the end of the
eighth century B.C. Each seal bears the inscription in Hebrew lmlk, “[belonging] to the king,” and the
name of one of four cities, (1) Socoh, (2) Hebron, (3) Ziph and the enigmatic (4) mmšt. Apparently part of
Hezekiah’s war effort, these jars carried commodities either originating on royal lands or destined for
government (probably troop) use. (NEAEHL)
Isaiah was all in favor of a strong kingdom and a healthy national economy, and was probably
impressed with Hezekiah’s skills in administration and governance, as far as they went. But having a paidup insurance policy, Isaiah cautioned his king, was a poor use of resources if it lulled its owner (and
beneficiaries!) into the complacency of self-sufficiency. Isaiah preferred a life well lived to an attitude that
squawked “let’s eat and drink, for tomorrow we may die” (Isa 22:13). In spite of the careful preparations
and expensive trappings of his too-sophisticated king, it was clear to Isaiah that without the help of the
LORD God, the emperor (and his kingdom) had no clothes (cf. Isa 20:4–6). Since the Assyrians were bent
on destroying Judah anyway, Isaiah reasoned, it would have been better to die honorably with mind and
soul intact than fall into a self-complacent national stupor that gave way to confusion and panic when
things went sour (cf. Isa 22:5).
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When Hezekiah instructed his workmen to hew a tunnel through bedrock beneath the City of David in
order to channel water to a pool within the protection of the city’s walls, he didn’t intend that it would
become a tourist attraction. Still, the tunnel was well-known in his day. According to the writer of Kings,
it was the singular work most fitting Hezekiah’s reign: “And the rest of the acts of Hezekiah and all his
might, and how he made the pool and the conduit and brought water into the city, are they not written
in the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah?” (2 Kgs 20:20).

Dr. Gabriel Barkay, who excavated at Ramat Rachel in 1984, explains the form and function of the site’s
fortifications, preserved only in bits and pieces today. Here Hezekiah built a palace in the style of royal
palaces of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. It was surrounded by a casemate (double) wall of well-dressed
ashlar masonry laid in the header-stretcher technique (shown here). While Isaiah spoke only of
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Hezekiah’s building projects in Jerusalem, it is likely that this palace, midway between the capital and
Bethlehem, reflected the grandeur of the king’s main palace there.
But it was even worse. For all his greatness (or maybe because of it), Hezekiah carried within him a
fatal character flaw. At one point during his preparation for war Hezekiah fell mortally ill, cut down by an
internal infection of some kind. Isaiah’s initial word to the king was to set his house in order, for he would
surely die. Devastated, Hezekiah threw himself on the mercy of God, but with a twinge of selfrighteousness (“Heal me—I deserve it”; 2 Kgs 20:1–3). God relented and granted Hezekiah an additional
fifteen years of life, enough to see the nation through the worst of the Assyrian threat (2 Kgs 20:4–11).

Jerusalem, 701 B.C. Hezekiah’s efforts to prepare Jerusalem for Sennacherib’s invasion have left
important marks in the archaeological record of the city. It is possible to reconstruct the line of the
“broad wall” around the western hill (Mishneh, or Second Quarter) of Jerusalem, to identify expansion of
the oldest section of the city (the City of David) and to trace at least a portion of Hezekiah’s renovated
water system.
It was Isaiah who took charge of the situation and directed the healing process: “Let them take a cake
of figs and apply it to the boil that he may recover” (2 Kgs 20:7; Isa 38:21). This notation is probably not
so much a clue that Isaiah was an expert in medicine as an indication that the prophet maintained a certain
degree of authority even over the king’s personal life.
The two men were colleagues, their missions in life intertwined, but they didn’t always see eye-toeye. After Hezekiah had recovered, Merodach-baladan, the king of Babylon, sent emissaries and good-will
gifts to the Judean king. Merodach-baladan had been plotting to throw off the Assyrian yoke which also
strangled him, and he apparently saw in Hezekiah a willing accomplice. Hezekiah was completely taken
by the overture, no doubt enjoying his “big-boy” status in the eyes of Babylonian king (2 Kgs 20:12–15; Isa
39:1–4). Isaiah, however, was not impressed, and warned that one day Judah certainly would be going
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into exile—but to Babylon, not Assyria. Hezekiah’s response was tragic to the core: “The word of the LORD
is good,” he told the prophet, feigning acceptance of Isaiah’s words, while all the while thinking, “So what?
At least there will be peace in my days” (2 Kgs 20:16–19; Isa 39:5–8). Isaiah, whose eyesight was crystalclear (cf. Isa 6:8–10), saw right through his transparent king, and his heart must have broken. It was bad
enough that the moral failings of the people Judah were taking its toll on the spirit of the nation, but now
the king, too? A man with so much talent and promise who had made a loud public profession of following
the ways of the LORD God (cf. 2 Chron 29:5–31:21), instead harbored within the privacy of his own mind
such a short-sighted, me-only view of things? The very best that the house of David had to offer was falling
short at the exact moment of its biggest crisis. Isaiah now knew that his most important message to Judah
must be not that God would intervene on Israel’s behalf in times of intense national stress only, but that
one day He would step into history in a personal and redemptive way far greater than could be done
through a normal Judean king (Isa 41:8–20, 42:1–9, 49:1–7, 50:4–11, 52:13–53:12, 61:1–9).

In anticipation of the Assyrian siege on Jerusalem, Hezekiah surrounded the hill lying west of the City of
David and the Temple Mount with a wall, laid bare by excavations in the Jewish Quarter in the late
1960s. By doing so Hezekiah brought the extramural settlements scattered across the hill into
Jerusalem’s urban framework, and in the process enlarged the city fourfold. The massive wall, in places
22 feet thick, was called, appropriately, the “Broad Wall” (cf. Neh 3:8). (NEAEHL)
But first there was a battle to fight. Sennacherib’s goal was to force Judah back into the Assyrian fold.
According to Assyrian annals his army drove to the Philistine Coastal Plain, then plunged into Judah from
the west. The line of attack was through the broad valleys of the Shephelah, each of which was a gateway
into the hill country—or, taken together, a line of defense if Hezekiah fortified them properly (as had
Rehoboam; cf. 2 Chron 11:5–12). Sennacherib’s plan was to take the fortified city at the midpoint of a
given valley in order to isolate and then conquer the more prominent city at that valley’s western end:
first Timnah (Tel Batash) and then Ekron (Tel Miqne) in the Sorek Valley, followed by Azekah and then
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Gath (Tell es-Safi) in the Elah Valley. In the process, Sennacherib also repulsed an Egyptian attack at
Eltekeh that was apparently launched in support of the Judean effort. Isaiah described the result this way:
Then your [i.e., Judah’s] choicest valleys were full of chariots,
and the horsemen took up fixed positions at the gate.
He removed the defense of Judah.
(Isa 22:7–8a)
With the strategic Sorek and Elah valleys in Assyrian hands, the Judean defense was sufficiently
weakened for Sennacherib to attack the most formidable of Hezekiah’s fortified cities, Lachish. This was
the decisive battle, and when Sennacherib eventually returned to Nineveh he commissioned his artisans
to portray the full assault and violent end to Lachish in all its brilliant and gory detail in high relief on one
of the most prominent walls of his royal palace.
During the heat of battle but when the fate of Lachish was still certain, Sennacherib sent his emissary,
the Rabshakeh (“Rabshakeh” was not a personal name but an Assyrian title for a high official) to Jerusalem
to demand Hezekiah’s surrender (2 Kgs 18:17–37; Isa 36:1–22). In Sennacherib’s own words, Hezekiah
was now trapped “like a caged bird” (ANET 288). Realizing that his enormous efforts to prepare Judah
were no match for the Assyrian onslaught, Hezekiah finally turned to the LORD for help—something Isaiah
had been counseling he do all along (2 Kgs 19:1–34; Isa 37:1–35). According to the biblical account
Sennacherib broke off the siege of Jerusalem and returned home—although not before repulsing another
Egyptian attack and laying waste to Libnah (perhaps Tel Bornat) and the rest of the southern Shephelah
in the process (2 Kgs 19:8–9, 19:35–37; Isa 37:8, 37:36–38; cf. Mic 1:10–16). The kingdom of Judah was
devastated; only Jerusalem survived—and that, barely. But it was enough so that the remainder of people
who were left to scratch out a living in their wasted land developed the notion over the coming years that
Jerusalem was inviolable; God would never let His holy city fall.
Sennacherib’s attack on Jerusalem in 701 B.C. is the only event that is described in historical detail in
the Old Testament three times (2 Kgs 18–19, 2 Chron 32 and Isa 36–37). Clearly this greatest moment of
crisis was a pivotal point in the ebb and flow of the nation of Judah. It was not the Judeans’ finest hour—
but it was one of God’s. Isaiah fully recognized Assyria’s strength as the horrifying events of the attack
unfolded, describing it as if the prophet had personally witnessed Sennacherib’s “scorched-earth” policy
on the march from Lebanon to Judah:
I [Sennacherib] cut down its tall cedars and its choice cypresses …
and with the sole of my feet I dried up all the rivers of Egypt
… turning fortified cities into ruinous heaps
so that their inhabitants became … as grass on the housetops, scorched before it could grow.
(Isa 37:24–27)
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Sennacherib’s Assault on Judah, 701 B.C. Hezekiah prepared well, but not well enough for the Assyrian
onslaught. After taking the port of Joppa, Sennacherib turned his attention to Hezekiah’s front line of
defense. The attack was methodical and quite effective as first one, then another of the valleys of the
Shephelah, each carrying an important highway from the coast to the hill country of Judah, was brought
into the Assyrian fold. With the fall of Lachish the kingdom of Judah was reduced to its bare minimum.
Only when Jerusalem stood alone did Hezekiah finally heed Isaiah’s call to look to the Lord rather than
himself for survival.
While not denying the utter shock of the events of his day, Isaiah had the vision to lift his eyes to the
larger picture. He was a realist, one who had to come to terms with the fickle human potential for good
and stare full-face into a life that had become “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short” (borrowing words
from an even more horrifying scenario described by Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan, 1651). But Isaiah was
also a visionary. Sennacherib left Judah devastated, but the reason for the tragedy was not because the
Assyrians were inherently stronger than the Judeans, nor were the events that chewed up Isaiah’s land
simply part of the natural ebb and flow of nation-states. For Isaiah, the normal rules of political science
didn’t apply. Rather, the prophet declared that the entire event had been orchestrated by God in order
to show his divine power over the affairs of men (Isa 37:26–35). If Jerusalem survived—and both it and a
remnant of its people surely would—it was because God had ordained such from the beginning of time.
The One who herds the starry host as if it were a flock of sheep (Isa 40:26) would surely be able to care
for his own people. For the prophet, living in deeply troubled times, this was comfort enough (Isa 40:1–2,
40:21–31).
And so Isaiah looked to the future.

Paul H. Wright, Rose Then and Now Bible Map Atlas with Biblical Background and Culture (Torrance, CA: Rose
Publishing, 2012).
Page 29. Exported from Logos Bible Software, 3:18 PM April 4, 2020.

Young olive trees grace the terraced hillsides of the Judean hill country. Supple and full of life, they
promise harvests for many generations. Faced with the possibility that his people might be cut off in his
own generation, Isaiah insisted on hope for the future. “Don’t let even the eunuch say ‘Look, I’m nothing
but a dry tree.’ For thus says the LORD, ‘To those who … choose what pleases me … I will give them, in
my house and within my walls, a memorial and a name (yad vashem) better than sons and daughters”
(Isa 56:3–5).
It was the Edomites, also bewildered by the events that shook the southern Levant during the lifetime of
the prophet Isaiah, who asked the most relevant question:
Watchman, how far gone is the night?
Watchman, how far gone is the night?
(Isa 21:11)
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With warm spring days following full winter rains, wildflowers burst into bloom across the hills of Judah.
But the scorching heat of early summer follows close behind, and beauty lasts just for a moment. “All
flesh is grass, and all its loveliness is like the flower of the field,” said Isaiah, who if anyone should know.
“The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the LORD blows upon it. Surely the people are
grass …” (Isa 40:6–7).
By the first century, the rabbis had turned Edom’s query into Israel’s question: When would our night
give way to the light of dawn? According to a midrash in the Palestinian Talmud, Isaiah gave an answer:
“When you wish it, God will wish it; when you desire it, God will desire it.” So the people asked,
“Then what prevents it from coming?” Isaiah replied, “Your lack of repentance. So return, come.”
(Palestinian Talmud 1:1, 64a)
Isaiah recognized that there was a direct connection between the woes of his nation and the behavior
of his people, and that a corrupt heart corrupted everything else (Isa 1:16–17, 33:15–16). But there was
also a solution. Israel could be redeemed. Drawing on the age-old notion that the identity of the people
of Israel was so intertwined with their ancestral homeland that the health of one invariably affected that
of the other, Isaiah described his vision of a renewed future for his people in terms of what would happen
to the land itself:
The wilderness and the desert will be glad,
and the Aravah will rejoice and blossom;
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like the crocus it will blossom profusely and rejoice
with rejoicing and shouts of joy.
The glory of Lebanon will be given to it,
the majesty of Carmel and Sharon.
They will see the glory of the LORD,
the majesty of our God.
(Isa 35:1–2)
Lebanon, Mount Carmel and the Sharon Plain—three regions on Israel’s periphery, always green,
fertile and blessed, were verdant reminders of the open hand of God. But if even the parched wilderness
could bloom, why not also the shriveled lives of the remnant of people that had survived the Assyrian
attack?
Isaiah didn’t intend for a simple restoration of the fortunes of days gone by, however. No, the prophet
spoke in terms of righteousness and justice, of salvation and redemption, qualities that would finally
define not just the nation of Israel but also its people, individuals who would live together in a special
community with God (Isa 42:1, 42:4, 49:6–7). And the vehicle to bring it all about, Isaiah saw, was a
divinely-appointed Servant, someone who was inherently part of Israel yet also able to redeem Israel (Isa
42:1–9, 49:5–7, 50:4–11, 52:13–53:12). This Servant would succeed where Ahaz and Hezekiah—and
everyone else—had failed. It was a wonderful, redemptive vision, a lofty trajectory launched by Isaiah
that landed squarely in the fertile ground of the first century where it took deep root among the earliest
followers of Jesus (Mt 12:18–21; Lk 4:18–19; Acts 8:26–37, 13:47). The darkest night required the
brightest dawn.
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A fertile terrace west of Jerusalem brings to mind the promise of Isaiah, spoken in a land of stubble that
was about to be licked by flame: “The LORD will continually guide you and satisfy your desire in scorched
places, giving strength to your bones. And you will be like a watered garden, like a spring whose waters
never fail” (Isa 58:11).
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