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Bible 101   
Isaiah:  Chapters 1-39 (First Isaiah) 

May 11, 2022 
 

 

Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Isaiah is the first prophetic book listed in the Old Testament. The order of these prophetic 
books is not chronological; it is based on length: longest to shortest (see the chronological-
order list in the handout “Introduction to the Prophets”). 
 
There are three main sections in the Book of Isaiah, written/compiled/edited over 200+ years. 
The main themes of judgment, hope, and restoration carry over from the first section to each of 
the next sections. 
 

• Chapters 1-39: “First Isaiah” contains the words of the original prophet Isaiah mainly in 
8th century BCE Jerusalem (in Judah, the Southern Kingdom); prophet for 50+ years 
(approximately 740-680 BCE); 

• Chapters 40-55: “Second Isaiah” is the work of an anonymous author during the 
Babylonian Exile two centuries later (597-538 BCE); 

• Chapters 56-66: “Third Isaiah” is a collection of oracles by unknown authors after the 
exiles returned from Babylon. 

• See the “Isaiah Overview” from Pastor Kessinger’s Oct. 6, 2021 study at the end of these 
notes. 

 
Some of the 39 chapters of First Isaiah were added/edited by his disciples and interpreters 
later, especially: 
 Ch. 24-27, known as the “Little Apocalypse,” reflect a later stage in the Isaiah tradition. 
 Ch. 36-39 are based on 2 Kings 18-19. 
 
The remaining sections contain the original prophet Isaiah’s prophecies and oracles: 
 Ch. 1-11 contain God’s charges against His people and his promises of hope. 
 Ch. 13-23 are oracles against other nations. 
 Ch. 28-32 are oracles against leaders and people in Judah. 
  
Important sections to read 

• Ch. 1:10-20 = sins of the people 

• Ch. 5:1-7 = parable of the vineyard 

• Ch. 6 = the call of Isaiah 

• Ch. 7:14-16 = a sign from the Lord 

• Ch. 9:2-7 = “people who walk in darkness” 

• Ch. 10:20-23 = remnant 

• Kingdom verses at the end of these notes 
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Overall theme 
 
Isaiah’s prophecy alternates between threats of judgment and promises of restoration. 
Although there is judgment, God always promises to save his people. The judgment is 
momentary (although it may not seem so to the people at the time) compared to the promise 
of His mercy that is everlasting. 
 
One of the explanations of Isaiah’s name is “The Lord Saves.” 
 
Compared to other prophets of the same time period (especially Amos and Hosea), Isaiah does 
not address the people’s relationship with God by referring back to the Exodus from Egypt or 
the following time in the wilderness. Instead, his focus for the relationship is the lineage of King 
David and the hope for the coming Messiah (but not the New Testament Messiah). 
 
God calls out the sins of the people, all centered on not being obedient to how God wanted His 
people to live:  worshipping idols, not working for justice, oppressing the poor. 
 
The parable of the vineyard in chapter 5 retells the history of Israel. It is an allegory of the love 
between God and his people: the lover is God; the vineyard is His people. It is creation in 
reverse: from light at the beginning to darkness at the end of the chapter. The vineyard yields 
only rotten grapes, not what God wants from his people.  
 
Historic context of First Isaiah 
 
In the time of Isaiah, the area is often caught in the middle of the wars between three 
superpowers: first Egypt and Assyria, and then later also Babylon.  
 

 
 
The United Monarchy of King David and his son King Solomon had split into the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah shortly after Solomon’s death when the 

On map: red = Israel; pink = 
Judah. 

Map from Rose Book of Bible 
Charts, Maps, & Time Lines. 
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ten tribes in the Northern Kingdom didn’t accept the kingship of Solomon’s son Rehoboam (1 
Kings 12). 
 
Isaiah originally spoke to both the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. After Israel fell to the Assyrians 
in 722 BCE, he continues prophesying in Judah. Eventually the Babylonians conquer Judah; 
Jerusalem is saved for a while but then most of the inhabitants of the city are carried off to 
Babylon. It is this point in history where First Isaiah ends. But, chapters 34-35 anticipate the 
return of exiles from deportation (what is reported in the book of Ezra and where Second Isaiah 
begins). 
 
Isaiah did pay attention to the politics of the time because he was advising four kings of Judah 
in Jerusalem; their own stories are told in 2 Kings 15-20 and in sections of 2 Chronicles; all four 
are listed in the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1:9: 

• Uzziah, a strong king generally faithful to God 

• Jotham, son of Uzziah, a good but weak king not always faithful to God 

• Ahaz, son of Jotham, a bad king not faithful to God 

• Hezekiah, son of Ahaz, a strong king generally faithful to God 
 
Isaiah and King Uzziah 
 
Uzziah reigns for 52 years, advised first by the prophet Zechariah and then by Isaiah for the last 
six years of his reign. He is a strong ruler; the major political goal in his reign is trying to stop the 
Assyrian advance. He “did that which was right in the sight of the Lord” although he didn’t 
remove all the local Canaanite shrines where people worshipped other gods (2 Kings 15:3-5). 
His pride causes him to offer incense in the Temple (acting as a priest) and God punishes him 
with a leprosy-like skin condition (2 Chron. 26:16-21). 
 
Uzziah’s death would have been a shock to the people after such a long reign. It is at his death 
that God calls Isaiah in a vision (ch. 6). Isaiah has to be purified before he can speak the difficult 
message of judgment to God’s people so that those people can be restored to holiness. That 
message ends with the promise of the remnant promised in other books of the Old Testament 
(the image in verse 13 is of the stump that remains standing). References to the remnant recur 
throughout the book of Isaiah.  
 
Isaiah and King Jotham 
 
The book of Isaiah skips over the reign of King Jotham. 2 Kings 15 and 2 Chronicles 27 have a 
few verses that say he also “did what was right in the sight of the Lord, just as his father Uzziah 
had done” but that he also didn’t remove the local shrines. 
 
Isaiah and King Ahaz 
 
Ahaz is not a king faithful to God; he even burns his own son as an offering (2 Kings 16:3). Judah 
is invaded many times by surrounding nations during his reign. He doesn’t listen to Isaiah’s 
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advice not to ask for assistance from the Assyrians. Isaiah says to trust in and depend on God in 
bad times, not be in a frenzy to make bargains with other nations; Isaiah doesn’t want Judah to 
be a nation like other nations, worried about political liaisons. 
 
The Lord speaks to Ahaz, telling him to ask for a sign; Ahaz refuses. Isaiah chastises Ahaz for 
that refusal and then makes this prophecy (7:14): 
 

“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and 
shall bear a son and shall name him Immanuel.” 
 
 This verse is not a prophecy for the Messiah Jesus, but a generic leader 
“messiah” (“a leader or savior of a particular group or cause”), probably a king/military 
leader; scholars disagree if this is a reference to Hezekiah, Ahaz’s son and successor.  

 
Isaiah is so upset with King Ahaz that he removes himself to his own prophetic community and 
doesn’t return to Jerusalem until after the death of Ahaz. 
 
Isaiah and King Hezekiah 
 
Hezekiah is a wise king who brings about significant religious reform (see 2 Kings 18) and 
destroys the local shrines. He strengthens the fortifications of Jerusalem and has a tunnel dug 
to bring fresh water to the city. 
 
Isaiah advises him to stay out of the rebellion/revolution when the Assyrian leader dies because 
Isaiah thinks the actions of Assyria are part of God’s plan (ch. 10:5-19). But Hezekiah doesn’t 
listen. 
 
After some intervening chapters, the story of Hezekiah resumes in ch. 36-39 (the chronology is 
a bit mixed up because, as noted above, ch. 34-35 anticipate the return of the exiles from 
Babylon):  

• Isaiah’s reassurances to Hezekiah not to be concerned about the Assyrians’ speeches 
about conquering Jerusalem and then Hezekiah’s prayer to God; this temporary rescue 
of Jerusalem shows God’s loyalty to the city of David; 

• Hezekiah’s prayer to God to be cured of a deadly illness and God’s agreement to add 
fifteen years to his life; 

• Hezekiah’s pride in showing the Babylonian representatives all the treasures of the 
kingdom; Isaiah is not happy with Hezekiah’s actions and prophesizes that all those 
treasures and some of Hezekiah’s sons will be carried off to Babylon in the future (but 
Hezekiah is relieved that those events won’t happen in his lifetime). 

   
Three other major segments in First Isaiah 
 

• Ch. 13-23 are oracles against other nations and one against Jerusalem. They represent 
different time periods and the nations range from Babylon and Syria in the north to 
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Ethiopia, Egypt, and Arabia in the south and west. Even non-Israelite peoples are fully 
subject to the rule of God and are under His judgment when they do not conform to 
that rule; it was in Genesis 17:5 that God promised Abraham that he would be the 
father of “all nations.” 

 

• Ch. 24-27, known as the “Little Apocalypse,” dates from a time after the prophet Isaiah. 
(“Apocalypse” refers at minimum to destruction on a catastrophic scale and can refer to 
the final destruction of the world.) But, its inclusion in First Isaiah fits with the overall 
message of the prophet: the harsh judgment of God followed by the promise of hope of 
being restored. 

 

• Ch. 28-32 are oracles against leaders and people in Judah. He even charges the leaders 
of Jerusalem for not being faithful. But, each judgment is balanced with the hope of 
God’s love and mercy, with deliverance in the future. 

 
Descriptions of God’s Kingdom   
 
Chapter 2:4: 
 

He shall judge between the nations 
    and shall arbitrate for many peoples; 
they shall beat their swords into plowshares 
    and their spears into pruning hooks; 
nation shall not lift up sword against nation; 
    neither shall they learn war any more. 

 
 

Chapter 9:6-7: 
 

For a child has been born for us, 
    a son given to us; 
authority rests upon his shoulders, 
    and he is named  
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
    Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 
Great will be his authority,  
    and there shall be endless peace 
for the throne of David and his kingdom. 
    He will establish and uphold it 
with justice and with righteousness 
    from this time onward and forevermore. 
The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this. 
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Chapter 11:1-2, 6-9:        
 

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 
    and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 
The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, 
    the spirit of wisdom and understanding, 
    the spirit of counsel and might, 
    the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. 

 
The wolf shall live with the lamb; 
    the leopard shall lie down with the kid; 
the calf and the lion will feed together, 
    and a little child shall lead them. 
The cow and the bear shall graze;          “Peaceable Kingdom” -- Edward Hicks 
    their young shall lie down together;                           [commons.wikimedia.org] 
    and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, 
    and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 
They will not hurt or destroy 
    on all my holy mountain, 
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord 
    as the waters cover the sea. 

 
Reflection:  prophets today? 
 
In her October 6, 2021 Bible study on “Prophets’ Call for Righteousness,” Pastor Kessinger 
described the principal role of the Old Testament prophets: “to monitor and react to how the 
Israelites lived out the covenant and demands of the Torah” on a daily basis. She described the 
purpose of the Torah as establishing right relations within the community in the four areas 
listed below. In each case, the emphasis was on the poor and oppressed. 

• Between Yahweh and his people 

• Between an individual Israelite and the nation 

• Among individual Israelites 

• Between the Israelites and their neighbors. 
 
In today’s world: 

• Who are the prophets who are monitoring and reacting to the breakdowns between 
and among God’s people today? 

• Do I have a responsibility to be such a “prophet” today in my own community? 
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