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Overview of Theme  
The earliest hope that Israel had for its future was centered on their ability to procreate and to 
inherit the land that God promised to them.  A more expanded sense of hope came later when 
they had a deeper understanding of their relationship with God (but still within limits).  Their 
universe consisted of heaven above . . . the earth beneath . . . and the water under the earth.  
Yahweh was God of what could be observed or assumed from their encounters with him.  
 
The early Hebrews did not speak often about life after death nor did they long for it.  This was 
quite different from the Greeks who thought about immortality and addressed it frequently in 
their literature.  For the Israelites the Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden did not bear the 
promise of immortal life but instead held the knowledge of good and evil.   
 
The word hope does not occur in the Torah.  It is most frequent in the poetic writings and those 
of the prophets.  For example Jeremiah expresses the covenant expectations in 31:17 which 
reads: There is hope for your future, says the Lord, your children shall come back to their own 
country.  The Psalms often sing of Yahweh as the foundation of hope (Psalm 42:5 and 130:5-8). 
 
The Old Testament prophets often related the present to the future.  They addressed the 
people in the name of Yahweh and conveyed the will of God for the people.  Based on this new 
theme (God’s People Have Hope) we will study the message of the prophets within its context.  
From there we will then explore what its means for us as Christians.   
 
Prophecy and apocalyptic literature both offer hope and both speak of judgment.  The prophets 
wrote about the day of the Lord.  It was not so much the end of history as judgment that was 
coming to balance the sins of humanity.  Apocalyptic writers looked for a new day and 
described in vivid language what must take place first before that day came.  Classical prophecy 
dealt more directly with the details of history than did the apocalyptic writings.  In our canon 
there are only two books that may properly be called apocalyptic: Daniel and Revelation.   
 
Hope in Isaiah  
Isaiah has four identifiable parts: Chapters 1-23 and 28-39 (the prophetic activity of Isaiah ben 
Amoz), Chapters 24-27 (an apocalyptic insert), Chapters 40-55 (a collection of prophecies 
featuring the Servant Songs), and Chapters 56-66 (a prophetic collection from the post-exilic 
restoration).   
 
 
 
 



      
     Chapters 24-27 (An Apocalyptic Insert) 
     Most scholars believe this section was  
     written between 701 and 695 BC.   
 
     In this section the writer will move from  
     oracles against particular nations to an  
     apocalypse (an unveiling) regarding the  
     entire world.  The leviathan passage in  
     Isaiah 27:1 bears a strong resemblance to  
     the ancient Canaanite epic of Baal who  
     vanquished the monster of the sea.   
 

 
These chapters draw the end times into focus.  They call to mind anticipation for God’s justice 
and mercy and the incredible blessings God will shower on those who trust in him.  There are 
both certainty and expectancy in the opening words of 24:1.  The Lord is about to bring 
devastation upon the earth.  It is possible (but not certain) that the twisting of the surface of 
the earth alludes to a massive earthquake.  But even if that is the case we are not to confuse 
what the future holds with a natural phenomenon.  The purpose for this divine intervention is 
to scatter all people.  In verse 2 the list of classes of people are a series of opposites.  The effect 
is to include everyone.   
 
As in Hosea the earth suffers because of human sin (common understanding in the Hebrew 
Bible).  It is the people who have set the tragedy into motion.  The pollution of the earth 
through human disobedience is a fundamentally priestly or ritual understanding and is related 
to the distinction between clean and unclean.  In Numbers 35:33 the people are commanded 
not to pollute the land with blood or by incurring blood guilt and in Jeremiah 3:2 and 9 the land 
is polluted through adultery and false worship or unfaithfulness to the Lord.  Isaiah 24 concerns 
the pollution of the whole earth.   
 
Suddenly in verse 14 the mood shifts from despondency to joy that is expressed as a song of 
praise.  The west praises the majesty of the Lord and the east (and the coastlands of the sea) 
glorify the name of the Lord.  The chorus of hymns comes from the very ends of the earth (the 
same earth that is to be laid waste by the Lord).  These songs of praise celebrate the reign of 
God and they come from all the world and not just from the people of God.  These songs 
function as doxologies and are sung even by the condemned as they acknowledge the 
judgment of God.   
 
Another shift takes place as the corporate songs of praise move to an individual song of lament 
similar to the ones we read in the Psalms.  The triumph of the Lord has not yet come.  In verses 
17-20 the central theme of cosmic disaster resumes with the announcement of the destruction 
of those who inhabit the earth.  There is no escape from the day of judgment.   
 



At the end of Isaiah 24 we hear the goal of the judgment which is for the reign of the Lord to 
return to Mt. Zion.  If there is an end then there is also a new beginning.  The Lord will put an 
end to all powers (both cosmic and earthly) that could stand in opposition to the Lord.   

 
 
     Isaiah 25 
     The dominant note of Chapter 24 was the day of the Lord’s  
     judgment that concluded with the promise of the reign of  
     the Lord.  In the first ten verses of this chapter we hear a  
     joyful celebration of life and the deliverance that comes  
     from the Lord.   
 
     The Lord is honored for the destruction of cities and for  
     providing a refuge for the poor and needy.  We also hear  
     the announcement of salvation that included the provision  
     of a ritual meal on Mt. Zion and an end to suffering.  God  
     shares this meal with all people to signify reconciliation  
     and communion.  They come to eat together in harmony.   
 

 

Verse 1 praises the Lord for being faithful to the plan of God laid down ages ago.  What will 
happen in the world (both punishment and salvation) is the unfolding of God’s will.  Ultimately 
it is not military prowess, political shrewdness, or any chance turn of events that provides the 
final chapter in history.  In verse 9 God is praised for keeping the promises and for carrying out 
the plans formed in the beginning.  There was a long wait but on the day of deliverance the 
faithful will say: This is the Lord for whom we have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his 
salvation.  The verse parallels the words of Psalm 9.   
 
Between these two verses the text is more about punishment for the wicked and redemption of 
the faithful.  God acts on behalf of the poor, the needy, and the oppressed.  God does refresh 
and nourish the holy city as with a banquet of unimagined plenty.  It is noteworthy that the 
effect of God’s gracious activity is positive even among the ruthless and unbelieving.   
 
The best known lines in this chapter are verses 7 and 8.  They express the deepest human 
hopes for an end to mourning, to death itself, and to all grief.  They are later paraphrased by 
Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:26 and 54-55.  The imagery echos Canaanite mythology in which the 
chief god Baal defeats the gods Yam (Sea) and Mot (Death) who was known to swallow all living 
creatures.  But the construction of the language and theology is quite distinct in Isaiah.  Death is 
not another deity but a human reality.  Its defeat does not recur each year in the spring.  It is a 
single act of God when the new age starts.  From the historical perspective these lines appear in 
a context that sees the end of Israel’s shameful exile.   
 
 



Isaiah declares that life (not death) is what God wants for his people.  The line between life and 
death was not so clear in ancient Israel.  For us the more one’s capabilities for life diminish the 
more one approaches death.  For Israel death was understood as any power that threatened 
life.  So the affirmation of life entailed the end of grief and mourning.  Such declarations are 
made at the table which is the banquet on Mt. Zion and is the fullness of life.   
 
The end of the chapter seems out of place.  It is a brief announcement of judgment on Moab.  
This and other judgments announced against Moab present us with the dominant Old 
Testament attitude towards Judah’s neighbors.  But it is not the only perspective.  Ruth was a 
native of Moab. 

 
     Isaiah 26  
     In the future looms a great day when the people of  
     Judah will sing a song of thanksgiving to the Lord for  
     victory over their enemies.  Those who are to be 
     deemed worthy to approach the gates are people  
     who need to be righteous, faithful, and who trust in  
     the Lord.  In verses 4-6 there is an admonition to the  
     congregation to trust in the Lord.  The Lord is praise- 
     worthy because he has brought low the lofty city.   
 
     It is significant that the city is left unnamed.  The  
     celebration does not focus on the downfall of a  
     particular city or political power but on the  
     expectation that the high and mighty will be brought  
     down and trampled by the poor and the needy.   

 
With only two exceptions (verse 10 and 18) the Lord is addressed directly in every verse from 7-
19.  The tone of this section is meditative and reflective.  The leading themes of these verses 
are the fate of the righteous and the justice of God. Divine judgment is teaching right from 
wrong.  In the end the confidence of the writer is based on the affirmation on what God has 
done.  The prayer for peace is reinforced by an affirmation of faith.   
 
If there is to be a revival of the people of God, it will come in the future.  They must yet endure 
the great day of judgment that the Lord plans.  This divine intervention goes beyond what the 
prophets had announced against particular nations or groups (including Israel).  The Lord 
intends to punish the inhabitants of the earth for their sins (verse 21).  This seems to be a 
universal judgment and not one in which God acts against a nation or separates the righteous 
from the wicked.  It is why the Lord summons the elect to hide themselves from the wrath to 
come that recalls the Passover night in Egypt.   
 
 
 
 



 
     Isaiah 27  
     In this chapter we hear a direct reference to Leviathan  
     who is also known as the fleeing serpent, the twisting  
     serpent, and the dragon that is in the sea.  In the  
     ancient Near Eastern religions of Mesopotamia and  
     Syria-Palestine the Leviathan was prominent in the  
     creation stories.  When Leviathan and other versions  
     of the dragon of chaos appear in the Hebrew Bible  
     they stand in opposition to the Lord but their power is  
     never to be compared with that of God.   
 
 

In this first verse the Lord will defeat Leviathan on that day.  If it is not the last day then it 
certainly is a time of decisive intervention in history.  It was a common thought at the time that 
any biblical reflection on the end sees a return to the conflicts of creation.  God is seen here to 
defeat the last and oldest enemy or evil.  The evil represented here is religious and not political.   
 
In verses 2-7 we have the image of a time when the Lord will care for a pleasant vineyard (see 
reference in 5:1-7).  The writer from the post-exilic period has reinterpreted the earlier 
prophetic text.  In some respects this passage is a reversal of the earlier song of the vineyard.  
Instead of accusation and judgment there is good news.  When this section turns to the future 
it becomes an announcement of salvation for Israel.  The punishment of the past is justified so 
there is a summons to make peace with the Lord so that disaster will not strike again.   
 
Verses 7-11 are difficult to make sense of because it seems to consist of bits and pieces and the 
allusions and images are hard to interpret.  God is seen to have dealt with sin and guilt through 
punishment of the guilty.  Verse 9 indicates that sin and guilt will be removed once the Lord has 
crushed the altars and torn down the sacred poles.  The writer views corrupt worship that 
includes idolatry as a continuing problem for the Northern Kingdom.   
 
At the end of the chapter (and this apocalyptic material) there is another announcement of the 
Lord’s future intervention to gather and save a scattered people.  The Lord will act in a very 
comprehensive way and will include Assyria and Egypt.  The day of the Lord will be a time of 
harvest when the exiles are brought home.  The metaphor of threshing suggests the violent act 
of separating grain from the chaff.  The concern focuses on the fruits of the harvest that 
represent the people of Israel.  That they will be gathered one-by-one suggests tender care for 
each grain and each individual.  The blowing of the great trumpet calls the exiles home.   
 
 
 
 
 
 



General Reflection on the Isaiah Apocalypse 
Our reading from Isaiah is not an apocalypse in the technical sense.  Instead it is a series of 
prophecies many of which focus on a dramatic (if not radical) transformation of things as they 
are.  At the same time the language (especially in Chapter 27) contains ideas that provoke 
reflection on expectations of the end and their implications for life and faith.  These include the 
announcement that the Lord will kill the dragon of chaos, the trumpet of the Lord calling for the 
elect, the summons to hide while the Lord judges the earth, divine judgment on the angels and 
their imprisonment, an eschatological banquet for the nations on Mt. Zion, and the darkening 
of the sun and moon.   
 
The defining conviction of apocalyptic literature is the expectation that God will one day reign 
with justice over all powers in all possible worlds.  In a general sense this perspective under-
girds prophetic literature as well with its announcements that God will intervene to judge and 
to save.  No matter how dire circumstances may appear (or eventually come to be for the world 
and for those who consider themselves the elect) God will be victorious and will finally establish 
a just order.  Confidence in God’s present and future dominion overcomes the experience of 
trouble and suffering.  It is why the people of God are able to sing hymns of praise even as they 
may be suffering judgment as they anticipate God’s eventual triumph. 
 
The apocalyptic vision of the future also leads to an ever sharper distinction between good and 
evil.  Such distinctions are known throughout the Biblical tradition but in the apocalyptic vision 
it is more than human disobedience or rebellion against God.  In the later literature the last 
days will witness a struggle between the powers of good and the powers of evil.  In some of the 
texts found in Qumran it is stated as the war of the sons of light against the sons of darkness.  
That struggle is reflected in the Lord’s killing of Leviathan on the last day.  Later gnostic thought 
will suggest that the day of judgment is coming because earth and whatever is earthly are evil 
in themselves.  But there is no support in the Hebrew Bible for this interpretation of the world 
itself as evil.  However, it is certainly implied in the Gospel of John. 
 
The question then needs to be asked: Under the shadow of the coming reign of the righteous 
God, what should we do?  How should we live our lives?  The elect are called to live out justice 
mainly in terms of faith and faithfulness to God who reigns and will reign over all.  But 
apocalyptic believers have responded in almost opposite ways to the conviction that God will 
intervene to change the world.  Most apocalyptic groups retreated from ordinary society.  For 
others (we will see this in Daniel) the thinking was to engage in the present world with all of its 
political problems. 
 
Evil was believed to be incarnate just as God’s justice is incarnate.  Institutions themselves may 
be salvific as well as evil.  So apocalyptic believers seek either to transform institutions or 
establish their own societies distinct from those of the world.  Within the eschatological vision 
of Isaiah 24-27 the faithful see God’s reign established with its center in the true sanctuary 
where they celebrate and sing praises to the God who reigns.   
 



Both revolution and withdrawal (when guided by apocalyptic beliefs) have in common a deep 
sense of urgency concerning moral and religious decisions.  What God will bring about seems 
clear and determined.  Signs of the coming of God’s reign are recognized in historical events.  In 
a similar way the prophets saw signs of God’s reign where there were peace and justice and 
when evil was judged.  It is up to us to decide whether or not to be a part of the reign of God 
(and quickly).  Along with that urgency comes a dedication to persevere even in the face of 
impossible odds.  Common themes in the parables of the kingdom are filled with this urgency 
and perseverance. 
 
This literature insists upon the proclamation of the good news that God reigns over history and 
over the whole cosmos.  That good news shines its light into the darkest of times and 
circumstances and comforts the powerless and challenges the powerful.  One does not wait 
quietly for the reign of God to appear but responds to the good news with urgency and 
perseverance, expecting the triumph of God any day, but acting each day as a citizen of a 
kingdom in which justice and righteousness are expected to prevail. 
 
Next Session   
May 25  Study of Jeremiah 
June 1  Study of Ezekiel 
June 8   Study of Zechariah 
 
After our summer break we will do an in-depth study of Daniel and Revelation (and more) 
 
 
 


