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Isaiah is one of the most often quoted books in the Old Testament. It appears regularly 
in readings at Carol Services and is a key text in the Passion narratives. It speaks to us 
of both the justice and compassion of God; it looks forward to the coming of the 
Messiah – his birth; his death; his coming in glory, and so foreshadows the gospel 
message. It looks still further forward to the sovereign reign of God, when the world will 
be totally renewed. In its 66 chapters, interestingly the same number as there are books 
in the Bible, Isaiah provides us with a synopsis of the entire biblical message.  
  
 
 

Who was Isaiah? 
  
 
The name Isaiah means ‘God saves’ – a similar root in Hebrew to the names Jesus and 
Joshua. 
  
Isaiah brings us good news. He has been called ‘the evangelist of the Old Testament’. 
He is a towering figure in the Old Testament and is quoted extensively in the New 
Testament. He came from a good background – being a grandson of King Joash, which 
makes him a cousin to King Uzziah. He had wealth, rank, education and importantly, 
access to the king. In chapter 6, we read of his encounter with God, which clearly set 
him out on his path as a prophet.  
 
I saw the Lord, high and exalted, seated on a throne; and the train of his robe filled the 
temple. (6:1) 
 
When the Lord asked, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’, the young Isaiah 
quickly responded, ‘Here am I. Send me!’(6:8) 



 
The great enigma of the book concerns the later chapters – beginning at chapter 40. 
Not only does the tone of the writing change, suggestive of a return from exile, but the 
figure of Cyrus is mentioned – the Persian Emperor who was responsible for the return 
of the exiles from the Babylon. The problem is that King Uzziah died in the mid 8th 
century (Isaiah 6) and the exile finally came to an end in 537BC – 200 years later. 
Clearly the same man could not have been a living witness to both events! Many 
scholars therefore conclude that the book of Isaiah was written by more than one 
person - the early chapters (1 – 39), being written whilst Assyria was the dominant 
superpower, whilst the later chapters (40 – 66) date from the period after the       
Babylonian exile. Certainly, the feel of the two halves of the book is different – the first 
part focussing upon judgement, the second on salvation. The most likely solution to the 
question of authorship is that the original Isaiah was the founder of a school of 
prophecy, and that later disciples added to his original writings. But this remains 
conjecture. The book does mention Cyrus, the emperor of Persia who allowed the Jews 
to return from exile, by name, in chapters 44 and 45. Does this suggest a later date; is it 
an example of inspired prophecy; or did a later scribe insert the name? Some scholars 
can point towards textual analysis and thought processes which suggest a single 
author. But rather than be too concerned about debates concerning authorship, perhaps 
it is more important to concentrate upon the message of Isaiah.  
  
The role of the Old Testament prophet was not primarily to predict the future. The 
prophets were people who brought God’s word to the people of their own time, but in so 
doing they also give messages of hope and warning which have a wider application and 
may also offer insights into what the future will bring. So, as an 8th century BC prophet, 
Isaiah could bring warnings for his original hearers about what would happen if their 
nation failed to honour God, but which can also be interpreted in the light of future 
events. Undoubtedly, the messianic prophecies of Isaiah are fulfilled quite remarkably in 
the events of Jesus’ life, and still other parts of his work look further forwards still - 
towards the second coming of Christ, and the conclusion of God’s purposes on earth. 
  
 
  
 
Historical Context 
  
 
 
Isaiah was living in Jerusalem, the capital city of the southern kingdom of Judah at a 
time when both Israel and Judah were under constant threat of invasion. The dates of 
his ministry are clearly given to us at the start of the book. The kings mentioned in the 
book date him to the period 740BC – 680BC. The Assyrian Empire (based in northern 
Mesopotania – modern day northern Iraq and south-eastern Turkey) was growing in 



power and turning its attention westwards - towards the Mediterranean states. The 
emperor Sennacherib totally annihilated the northern state of Israel and was a great 
threat to Judah (chapters 36 - 38). Isaiah warned the kings of Judah against trusting in 
alliances with other states rather than the power of Yahweh (e.g. Isaiah 31:1: Woe to 
those who go down to Egypt for help, who rely on horses, who trust in the multitude of 
their chariots and in the great strength of their horsemen, but do not look to the Holy 
One of Israel, or seek help from the Lord). He was a contemporary of the prophets 
Hosea and Micah, who both lived in the northern kingdom, at the same time as Isaiah 
was ministering almost exclusively in Jerusalem.  
  
Isaiah had two sons – both given symbolic names: 
  
Shalal-Hash-Baz: (8:3) ‘haste the booty, speed the spoil’, pointing to the day when 
Jerusalem would be looted by an enemy and all its treasures would be taken. 
  
Shear-Jashub: (7:3) ‘a remnant shall return’. 
  
These names sum up the focal message of Isaiah: 
 

• the bad news that Jerusalem will be sacked and looted and spoiled;  
• the good news that Israel will still have a future, even after losing everything. 

  
  
 
Isaiah’s Theme 
  
 
Isaiah’s theme is summed up by his name: God saves. Chapters 1 – 39 focus upon 
man’s need for salvation. Chapters 40 – 66 emphasise God’s provision for salvation. 
Salvation is God’s work. God is the Supreme Ruler, Lord of history and the only 
Saviour. Isaiah brings God’s word – warning of judgment on moral depravity, political 
corruption, social injustice and spiritual idolatry. Because of its sin, Judah will be 
overthrown. Nevertheless, God will remain faithful, and will bring salvation to those who 
remain faithful. The Messiah (literally, God’s Anointed One) will come, and bring about 
redemption and restoration. The Gentiles, too, will receive God’s blessing. 
  
  
  

 
 



 
Overview of the Book of Isaiah 
  
 

Part 1 Chapters 1 – 39 Prophecies of Condemnation 
  
 
Chapters 1 – 12 Prophecies against Judah 
  
 
Judah is riddled with moral and spiritual disease. The people are neglecting God. Yet 
God still invites them to repent and turn to Him because this is their only hope of 
avoiding judgment. So amongst the warnings come some of the most inspiring 
prophecies of hope. E.g.: 
  
‘For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be upon on his 
shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 
Prince of Peace.’ (9:6) 
  
 
 
Chapters 13 – 23   Prophecies against other 
nations 
  
 
The prophet delivers a series of oracles against the surrounding nations. Together, 
these oracles remind us that God is the sovereign Lord of all the earth. All nations will 
be accountable to Him. 
 
‘See the day of the Lord is near’ (13:9). 
 
 
  
Chapters 24 – 27 Prophecies of the Day of the Lord 
  
 
Isaiah asserts that God controls the forces of nature. The present and the future are in 
His hands. The challenge he offers us is that we should trust in God. 
  



You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts in you. 
Trust in the Lord forever, for the Lord, the Lord, is the Rock eternal. (26: 3-4) 
  
 
Chapters 28 – 35    Prophecies of Judgment and 
Blessing 
  
 
The nation of Judah is warned of the dangers of relying on political alliances for 
security. God is all that they need. The message is – put your trust in God, not in 
human-made plans.  
  
‘This is what the Sovereign Lord, the Holy One of Israel, says:  "In repentance and rest 
is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength, but you would have none of it.’ 
(30:15) 
  
Isaiah predicts that a time will come when men will yield their total allegiance to a King 
who will be a shelter to His people: 
  
‘See, a king will reign in righteousness and rulers will rule with justice.’ (32:1); 
  
and in this time, the righteous will be protected from the onslaught of their enemies.  He 
will prepare for them, a way of holiness, and lives will be transformed.  
 
‘Strengthen the feeble hands, steady the knees that give way; say to those with fearful 
hearts, "Be strong, do not fear; your God will come, he will come with vengeance; with 
divine retribution he will come to save you." (35:3 – 4) 
  
The closing chapters of Part 1(chapters 36-39) turn from prophecy to history. They tell 
of a series of events from the reign of King Hezekiah. But they end with a warning of 
pending subjugation by the Babylonians – God’s way of chastening and purifying His 
wayward and rebellious people. 
  
 
 

Part 2 Prophecies of Redemption   
Chapters 40 - 55 

  
 
We now come to a period in Judah’s history in which the exile in Babylon is coming to a 
close. The rebellious people have been corrected (40:1 – 2). The Babylonian Empire 
has now been superseded by the Persian Empire, and the new Emperor, Cyrus, is 



depicted as God’s chosen instrument through whom will be granted the liberation of 
God’s people. We see the sovereign power of God at work. This event is a second 
‘exodus’. God is bringing His people back to the Promised Land.  
  
We have here words of comfort and the promise of the Messiah, who will be Israel’s 
deliverer. This section looks ahead into the future. Isaiah brings the message of ‘the 
servant’ (chapter 53) who will bring about God’s redemptive purposes. We see this 
servant perfectly fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus is the one who was 
‘wounded for our transgressions’ (53:4-6). He will pardon us (55:6-7) and transform us 
(55:12-13). He gives us His word and that cannot fail us (55:8-11). 
 
There are many well-known passages in this section. It begins with the cry picked up by 
John the Baptist: 
 
‘A voice of one calling: In the desert prepare the way of the Lord....’ (40:3). 
  
And it reaches its highest point in its description of the Suffering Servant, perfectly 
foretelling Christ’s work upon the cross: 
  
‘We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own way; and the 
Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not 
open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before its 
shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. By oppression and judgment he was 
taken away. Yet who of his generation protested? For he was cut off from the land of 
the living; for the transgression of my people he was punished. He was assigned a 
grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death, though he had done no violence, 
nor was any deceit in his mouth.’(53:6-9) 
 
 
 
 

Part 3   Prophecies of Restoration    
Chapters 56 – 66 

  
 
Isaiah looks towards a future still to be fulfilled. His readers are urged to lives of 
holiness. He looks towards better days for God’s people when His glory will be manifest 
in the earth, and His people will serve Him. 
  
‘The sun will no more be your light by day, nor will the brightness of the moon shine on 
you, for the Lord will be your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory.’ (60:19) 
  



‘Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be 
remembered, nor will they come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I will 
create, for I will create Jerusalem to be a delight and its people a joy. I will rejoice over 
Jerusalem and take delight in my people; the sound of weeping and of crying will be 
heard in it no more. Never again will there be in it an infant who lives but a few days, or 
an old man who does not live out his years; he who dies at a hundred will be thought a 
mere youth; he who fails to reach a hundred will be considered accursed.  
  
They will build houses and dwell in them; they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit. No 
longer will they build houses and others live in them, or plant and others eat. For as the 
days of a tree, so will be the days of my people; my chosen ones will long enjoy the 
works of their hands. They will not toil in vain or bear children doomed to misfortune; for 
they will be a people blessed by the LORD, they and their descendants with them. 
Before they call I will answer; while they are still speaking I will hear. The wolf and the 
lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox, but dust will be the 
serpent's food. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain," says the 
LORD. (65: 17 – 25) 
  
  
Isaiah is a book that requires considerable effort to read and comprehend, but the effort 
is amply rewarded. Here is a book that leads us from the Old Testament towards the 
New, and points us towards the person of Jesus Christ, who will come as our Messiah 
and bring redemption, and who will also inaugurate a future reign of glory, when the 
entire world will be made new. This Messiah is the only hope for all the world. We are 
living in the age between his first coming and his future coming. 
 
 


