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Overview of Isaiah 13-23 

These chapters comprise a distinct collection within the Book of Isaiah. 

Each chapter is introduced with the words an oracle concerning . . .  

In Hebrew, the word for oracle is translated as burden so a burden of prophetic pronouncement. 

All are announcements of judgment against a foreign nation. 

Similar collections of judgments appear in Jeremiah 46-51 and Ezekiel 25-32. 

Note: In the Hebrew Bible a heading is not present before 14:24. 

To correct an oversight (presumably) by the early editors the NRSV and NIV insert a heading. 

Oracles jump around the map of the ancient Near East and do not move systematically. 

Nor is there a progression in terms of world powers or the seriousness of offenses.  

However it is important that the first nation treated is Babylon. 

 

Using these chapters we will study our geography and the culture of the foreign nations. 

There will be two guiding principles –  

1) Arrogance of Babylon and its king are held up to ridicule and condemnation. 

Babylon was the final symbol of the blind disregard of people for the ways of the Lord. 

2) Underlying these proclamations is the conviction that the power of God extends over the 

whole world.  His authority and his will also work over those who are against Israel. 

 

Isaiah 13 

Initial verse is a superscription and considered separate from what follows in vs. 2-22. 

Heading is both parallel to and distinct from the others in this section. 

Vs. 1 ascribes what follows to Isaiah but events alluded to date later in the 8th Century BC. 

Most (if not all) of these lines have been shaped by voices from the time of the exile or later. 

Both the oracle against Babylon and the song against the king (14:5-23) are 6th Century BC. 

 

As we read the chapter it is interesting that we do not learn of the Lord’s target until vs. 19. 

Oracle is a proclamation of punishment and judgment on a particular nation. 

However at points the Lord’s judgment is said to encompass the whole earth. 

Prophecy is both local and universal. 

 

Thread that connects the elements of this prophecy is the concept of the day of the Lord. 

It has different meanings depending on the time of the prophecy. 

Day of the Lord was the day the Lord intervened on behalf of Israel against her enemies. 

In Amos 5:18-20 the prophet reverses the expectation that the day would bring victory. 

     Alas for you who desire the day of the Lord! 

     It is darkness and not light. 

 

 



An understanding of the term for the future is found in apocalyptic literature. 

In those writings it is believed the Day of the Lord will be the last day and the day of war. 

Consistent with this latter tradition, images of war dominate this oracle. 

With few exceptions the speaker throughout the oracle is the Lord. 

He starts with a summons to prepare for war and calls for a signal to be raised. 

We are not sure who the Lord is summoning. 

Most likely it is the Medes (vs. 17) who are to execute the wrath of the Lord.  

 

Vs. 4-5 start with another summons and a call to hear the sound of a great multitude. 

Lines are not spoken by the Lord but by a prophetic voice describing the actions of God. 

Theme of preparation continues but the scene has shifted. 

Army the Lord gathers is not a single nation but multiple nations. 

Goal is the destruction of the whole earth. 

Armies that come from a distant land and the end of heavens confirm a cosmic destruction. 

 

Following the same pattern, vs. 6-10 start with a summons and in this case a call to mourn. 

It is once more a prophetic voice that speaks. 

What this prophet sees on the horizon is the direct intervention of the Lord. 

Image of people fleeing from the destruction is similar to that found in Amos 2:14-16. 

Amos pictures soldiers in panicked attack but here all humanity is under attack and in flight. 

It looks like it will indeed be a day of darkness. 

 

In vs. 11-12 the Lord speaks directly and promises to punish the world for its evil. 

First the Lord promises to intervene to judge the world because of human wickedness. 

In vs. 14-16 a description follows of the effects of divine intervention.  

One of the most horrible lines in Scripture is found in vs. 16. 

Lord speaks once more in vs. 17 to announce an intervention against Babylon through Medes. 

Babylon (the symbol of the highest civilization) will return to chaos. 

It will never again be inhabited but will become a wilderness to be shunned by nomads. 

It will be a haunted place and the opposite of civilization. 

 

In the entire chapter specific sins that would explain such judgment are not enumerated. 

Emphasis lies upon the authority who will judge the earth. 
 

 

      

     Babylon was the capital of the Neo- 

     Babylon Empire.  As a result of its 

     biblical imagery it has become  

     synonymous with sin and pride. 

 

     Babylon first appears in the Bible  

     under the guise of the tower of Babel. 

     Hebrew word for confused in Genesis  

     11:9 is babal which sounds like babel 

     (Babylon). 

 



      

Great evil of the tower builders is their sinful pride against the rule of God. 

 

Other Biblical References to Babylon  

During the reign of Hezekiah envoys from Babylon came to Jerusalem (2 Kings 20:12-19). 

Isaiah chastised the king for showing off the treasures of Judah. 

Prophet predicted that Babylon would someday carry those riches off. 

Postexilic readers would have seen the start of the destruction of Jerusalem. 

Start of destruction was based on the foolish pride of Hezekiah and the greed of Babylon. 

 

Prophets described Babylon as a city of pride and idolatry. 

For them the conquest of Jerusalem was in keeping with the will of God. 

However the brutality and greed of the Babylonians were not of God. 

Because of their pride, Babylon would eventually be destroyed.   

Language we see in vs. 16 is mirrored in Psalm 137. 

Babylon is personified as a woman doomed to destruction and infants will be savagely killed. 

 

Jeremiah sees the future destruction of Babylon as a punishment. 

Babylonians rejoiced at the destruction of Judah and ruthlessly plundered the people (50:11). 

Babylon herself would become a heap of ruins (51:37). 

Daniel reinforced the picture of Babylon as full of pride and defiance toward God. 

Nebuchadnezzar (king of Babylon) was punished with madness. 

He denied God’s control over him (4:30). 

 

Centuries after the destruction of the Neo-Babylonian state, Babylon reappeared. 

In the Book of Revelation it is once more associated with pride, idolatry, cruelty, and greed. 

Dominant image of Babylon in Revelation is its personification as a rich woman. 

She is the mother of prostitutes (17:5). 

Still in Revelation, Babylon is a great city that rules over the earth. 

It represents the new oppressor of Christ’s church.   

In the last days Rome would be judged and become a desolate wilderness. 

Metaphor went beyond Rome to the entire world (intoxicated with her adulteries) (17:2). 

People of God would be delivered from the grasp of the prophetic Babylon. 

It mirrors the words of Ezekiel who told the exiles they would be free from the historic Babylon. 
 

 

 



Isaiah 14 

Vs. 1-2 contrast dramatically with the oracles in both the immediate and wider context. 

It is set between the announcements of the judgment of the world and the song over the king. 

It proclaims the good news of the restoration of Israel. 

Instead of expressing wrath the Lord will have compassion and renew Israel. 

God will reestablish them in the Promised Land. 

Little doubt that these two verses were put in place later. 

More than likely they came from different periods of history. 

Vs. 1 presumes the exilic period (but not vs. 2). 

Both verses presuppose a time of trouble and oppression for Israel at the hand of world powers. 

Perspective of vs. 1 approaches that of Isaiah 40-55. 

Vs. 2 reflects the attitude of Isaiah 55-66 toward non-Israelites. 

Two verses support the perspective of Isaiah as a whole – 

Israel will suffer exile but later will be reestablished in the land promised to their ancestors. 

 

Translation and interpretation of the Hebrew word that starts the chapter (ki) is important. 

NIV and REB (Revised English Bible) leave it unexpressed. 

Word functions as a conjunction to contrast the fate of Israel with that of Babylon. 

Even stronger the word can be read as for to give the reasons for what was set in Isaiah 13. 

Lord will judge Babylon in order to restore Israel. 

Something to consider – 

Neither the oracle against Babylon nor the song that taunts the king refers to Israel at all. 

 

Vs. 3-4a introduces the ironic celebration of the death of the king of Babylon. 

Introduction links the song to the previous proclamation concerning the restoration of Israel. 

Death of the Babylonian tyrant coincides with Israel’s rest from servitude. 

Time of rest recalls their relief from warfare and a sense of security in the land. 

King of Babylon is unnamed. 

 

In Hebrew, the poem is classified as a taunt from the word masal. 

Elsewhere this term refers to proverbial sayings like we find in Proverbs. 

But in Deuteronomy 28:37 and 1 Samuel 10:12 it also reflects a mocking saying. 

Here the saying is a funeral song but instead of mourning it is a joyful celebration. 

Arrogance and the power of the tyrant contrast with his broken staff and scepter. 

At his death all of creation is shown to be at rest and quiet. 

 

In vs. 9-11 the scene moves to the underworld. 

Dead king is addressed directly in mocking pictures of the realm of the dead. 

Sheol (the destination of all when they die) is personified. 

When we interpret the Hebrew term for inhabitants then shades become a sound translation. 

They have no power but lie there in the darkness without their identity and even fading away. 

Sheol rouses from thrones the shades of dead leaders and kings to greet the king of Babylon. 

Power is now turned to weakness. 

 

 

 



In vs. 12-14 the tyrant is ironically called Day Star, Son of Dawn. 

It was the name for one of the divinities in the ancient Near East.   

KJV and NKJV use the word Lucifer, Son of the Morning. 

Larger context of this chapter is interpreted traditionally as the fall from heaven of Satan. 

Whole scene resembles closely the myths of the Canaanite gods as reported in Ugaritic texts. 

Baal and the other gods gathered (and also fought with one another) on the mount of assembly. 

That the king seeks to ascent to the tops of the clouds recalls Baal, the cloud rider. 

 

In vs. 15-23 the scene shifts back to the underworld. 

Section parallels the previous visit to Sheol (vs. 7-8). 

Accusation that the king refused to let his prisoners go home is an allusion to the exile. 

Here it is not the dead kings who scorn him but the inhabitants of the pit in general. 

Section concludes with a prayer asking that the sons be killed so there are no descendants. 

Without descendants then he truly vanishes from the earth. 

Added to the taunt song is a prophecy of judgment against Babylon. 

 

Oracle Against Assyria  

Heading is meant to be an interpretation and does not appear in the Hebrew text. 

Like the oracle against Babylon the verses are both specific and general. 

They concern the whole earth as well as Assyria. 

Announcement is that Assyria will be broken.   

 

Verses echo expressions found earlier in the Book of Isaiah. 

References to the yoke and burden allude to 9:4. 

Language of the Lord’s outstretched hand parallels the formula concluding – 

5:25 and 9:12, 17, 21 and 10:4 

Scholars conclude that these verses originally belonged to that context. 

Moved to its present location because it announces judgment on a foreign nation. 

 

Background on Assyria 

Capital was Nineveh which was situated near the Tigris River. 

At its peak, its power extended from Nineveh, Ashur and Kalakh to Egypt up to Persian Gulf. 

Assur was its original capital and it literally means the country of the god Ashur. 

Assyrians were known for their great ability in warfare. 

They were also known for their brutality and inhumane violence. 

Believed their mission was to wipe out other nations and impose their religion on others. 

 

It is not until the later history of the Old Testament that Assyria is mentioned. 

Early settlers of Assyria are believed to have come from Babylonia (Genesis 10:22). 

Out of the three sons of Noah the Assyrians originated from Shem. 

 

Religion focused on the divinity of nature. 

They worshipped natural objects they believed were possessed by a spirit. 

They were highly superstitious. 

Before any military actions they would check in with diviners and follow several rituals. 

Pagan beliefs extended from Ashur to others related to nature, the planets, and lesser gods. 



For this they were condemned strongly by the prophets and God (Ezekiel 16:18). 

Later the King of Assyria insulted God and told his people not to listen or trust God’s words. 

He even challenged the power of God and likened him to their gods (2 Kings 18:33-35). 

In 2 Kings 19:28 God told the king that God would return him by the way he came. 

Around 609 BC (after dominating for about 300 years) the once great empire fell. 

Coalition of the Babylonians and Medes burnt Nineveh to the ground. 

 

Wickedness and paganism were of great concern to God in the Book of Jonah. 
 

 

      

     Assyrians today are predominantly Christian. 

     Mostly adhere to the East and West Syrian liturgies. 

 

     Post-2003 Iraq War and the Syrian Civil War (which  

     began in 2011) have displaced much of their homeland 

     as a result of ethnic and religious persecution at the  

     hands of Islamic extremists. 

 

 

Many Assyrians have left the Middle East for safety in Western World.   

Assyrian population in the Middle East has decreased dramatically. 

Assyrians residing in California and Russia tend to be from Iran. 

Those in Chicago and Sydney are predominantly Iraqi Assyrians. 

Syrian Assyrians are growing in size in Sydney after a huge influx of new arrivals in 2016. 

Assyrians in Detroit are primarily Chaldeans who also originate from Iraq. 

Assyrians in such countries as Sweden and Germany are usually Western Assyrians. 

 

Assignment for May 6 
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Read Isaiah 14:28-16 

We will start with Philistia  


