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Syro-Ephraimitic War 

Chapter 17 has been shaped by traditions found in the 8th Century (734-32 BC). 

Main event at that time was the Syro-Ephraimitic War. 

War was a conflict that would be the catalyst for the prophesied scattering of Israel. 

Choices made within the war led to the total destruction of Syria and the later fall of Israel. 

It also led to the subsequent captivity and deportation for most of Judah. 

War is briefly alluded to in Isaiah 7:1-2. 

 

At the time of the war most countries of the ancient Near East were claimed by the Assyrians. 

Nearly all of the nations in the area felt the yoke of Assyrian oppression.   

Judah was considered one of the essential nations in the mix (others included Philistia / Edom). 

It was one of the few states who wanted to retain her independence. 

Pekah (king of Israel) and Rezin (king of Syria) tried to enlist Judah to fight the Assyrians. 

Ahaz (king of Judah) refused to join their coalition. 

Pekah and Rezin combined their forces against Judah in an effort to replace Ahaz. 

Their efforts to dethrone Ahaz resulted in the Syro-Ephraimitic War. 

Downfall of all three countries stemmed from decisions made during this war. 

Our understanding of this war is crucial in how we see Israel being scattered.   

 

Coalition attacked Judah on three fronts. 

Account is found in Chronicles 28:5-7. 

Numbers recorded are over-inflated but the number slain and taken captive were substantial. 

Surrounded by enemy forces, Ahaz reacted by allying himself with Assyria. 

He took the silver and gold from the temple and the royal treasury and sent it to Assyrians. 

He pledged to serve them and made a plea for their help against the coalition. 

 

In 733 BC the Assyrians sacked Damascus. 

Assyrians killed Rezin and deported many people from Damascus to Assyria. 

Independent kingdom of Syria was decimated. 

Assyrians split Syria into four provinces and Damascus became one of the capital cities. 

Assyrians attacked Israel and took much of its northern territory but did not attack Samaria. 

In the short term, Judah was freed from the war with Syria and Israel. 

In the long term, Ahaz placed Judah into a difficult position by giving tribute to Assyrians. 

By focusing their forces on controlling Judah, both Israel and Syria were caught unprepared. 

They could not defend themselves from the Assyrians. 

Ten tribes of Israel were effectively lost as they were taken to Assyria and scattered. 

Only the city of Jerusalem was spared. 

 

 



Isaiah 17 

We hear a prophetic voice present the voice of the Lord concerning future disaster. 

First announcement concerns Damascus and the second concerns Jacob (northern kingdom). 

Ephraim is another designation for the northern kingdom. 

Vs. 1-3 promise that that cities of Aram and the northern kingdom of Israel will disappear. 

They would turn into ruins and become deserted. 

In vs. 4-6 Israel is the crop that will be taken. 

What is left over will be like an olive tree after it is beaten (to harvest the olives). 

Image of gleaning suggests that any remnant would be only the remnant of a remnant.   

We hear no indictment or accusation against these two nations (just results). 

If from this time period then clear that both Damascus and northern kingdom will be destroyed. 

 

In vs. 7-11 the theme of this section is idolatry and unfaithful worship. 

First announcement is a prophecy of salvation.   

Second announcement is a prophecy of judgment against strong cities. 

Cities are not identified but the context suggests they are located in the northern kingdom. 

Vs. 12-14 describes the coalition moving forward to force Judah to join them against Assyria. 

 

Isaiah 18 

Most likely part of this section goes back to Isaiah at a time when Egypt controlled Ethiopians. 

Ethiopians also wanted to form alliances to oppose Assyria (724 BC) (2 Kings 17:4). 

Scholars determine that vs. 3, 6, 7 are later additions. 

Vs. 3 functions as a summons to all people of the earth to pay attention to the prophet.   

Message starts with the usual prophetic formula (vs. 4) that announces a word from the Lord. 

It is a prophecy of disaster but (unlike the typical announcement) focus on wrath not specified. 

Lord will quietly look and then intervene to judge. 

Importance of Zion is noted in that the name of the Lord is there (Deuteronomy 12). 

Prophet asserts that the power and authority of the Lord is over nations and over their future.  

Prophet counsels against trust in entangling themselves in foreign alliances. 

He encourages trust in the Lord alone. 

 

Ethiopia 

Prior to Greek history Ethiopia was known as Kush or Cush by the ancient Egyptians. 

Buhen Stele (dates from the reign of Sety 1 (1294-1279 BC) refers to the area as Kas). 

 

      

     Region known as Kush was inhabited for several millennia. 

     At the Kadruka cemetery spouted vessels were found. 

     Tombs at El Gaba were filled with jewelry, pottery, and ostrich feathers. 

     They also contained headrests and facial painting.  

 

     Torah mentions Ethiopia in Genesis 2. 

     It puts it in a geographical context. 

     In Numbers 12:1 Moses married an Ethiopian woman. 

     In Isaiah 37 king of Ethiopia saved Jerusalem from Assyria. 

 



Bible several times refers to the rivers of Ethiopia. 

It is presumed to mean the Nile, the Blue and White Niles, and the Atbara. 

Papyrus boats used on these rivers are pictured in Egyptian reliefs and paintings. 

Such boats are still used in modern Ethiopia. 

Merchandise of Ethiopia included topaz as a precious product of that land. 

Egyptian records list among the imports from Ethiopia gold, ebony, and leopard skins. 

In Isaiah 18 they are called tall and smooth. 

Jeremiah implied that their skin was black.  

Small wooden models of shield-bearing Nubian soldiers have been found in tombs. 

 

In Isaiah 11 it was predicted that Jewish exiles in Ethiopia would return to Palestine. 

In Isaiah 43 it was expected that Persia would take Ethiopia as its reward. 

Ransom was for freeing the Jewish captives.   

In Ezekiel 38 the prophet included Ethiopians among those who would attack Israel in end-times. 

According to Amos, God was as concerned with the Ethiopians as God was with Israel. 

Isaiah 45 and Zephaniah 3 mention the conversion of the Ethiopians. 

They are listed among those included in the kingdom of God. 

 

In the Book of Acts Philip encountered an Ethiopian eunuch. 

Eunuch had been to Jerusalem to worship and was returning home. 

Sitting in his chariot he read from the Book of Isaiah (Chapter 53:7-8). 

Philip explained the text to him and then baptized him. 

 
 

 
 

 

Ethiopian Bible is the oldest and complete Bible on earth! 

It is written in Ge’ez (an ancient language of Ethiopia). 

Bible is 800 years older than the King James Version. 

It contains 81-88 books compared to our 66. 

It includes the Book of Enoch, Esdras, Baruch, and all three books of the Maccabees. 



Isaiah 19 

Chapter 19 has a common geographical focus shared with the final part of Chapter 18. 

Proclamation concerning Egypt follows the proclamation concerning Ethiopia. 

Some of the material comes from long after the time of Isaiah. 

However it shares the same historical period of Egyptian conflict with the Assyrians (715 BC). 

Common theme is once more the authority of the Lord over nations. 

Another common theme is the counsel of the prophet not to align with foreign leaders. 

Clear meaning is that the Lord will control future events for ill or for good, even over Egypt. 

 

Body of this prophecy starts with an introduction describing the appearance of the Lord.   

Image of a deity riding on a cloud (also in Psalm 104:3) is common in Near East traditions. 

In the Ugaritic texts, one epithet of the god Baal is the cloud rider. 

Lord intervenes indirectly by pitting Egyptians against other Egyptians. 

This allows them to destroy themselves. 

Such internal conflicts were not uncommon throughout the history of Egypt.  

Lord would also work against the Egyptians by confusing their plans. 

It would render their ritual and magical practices ineffectual. 

After that the Lord would act directly and would turn them over to a hard master.  

 

Announcement of judgment continues in vs. 5-10. 

Instead of a divine speech the coming judgment is described passively. 

Instead of political strife the disaster is a natural one with direct economic effects. 

Announcement reflects some knowledge of its dependence on the regular flooding of the Nile. 

For those floods to fail was a catastrophe of monumental proportions. 

Canals for irrigation would dry up and blow away. 

Those who fished would suffer and so would all who depended on food produced by the river. 

 

Vs. 11-15 answers the question of why the Lord would bring such troubles upon Egypt. 

Indictment cites the princes of Zoan for their arrogance and reliance on sages. 

Wisdom talked about here is political competency rather than a broadly-understood wisdom. 

Lord would intervene against Egypt by confounding the counselors. 

Close parallels to this form of divine intervention are also found in 2 Samuel 15:31-17:23. 

In the story of the later life of David (2 Samuel 9-1 Kings 2) God seldom acted directly. 

But in the story of the rebellion of Absalom the Lord intervened indirectly. 

Lord led Absalom to follow the bad advice of a sage or counselor. 

Likewise in Isaiah 19 the Lord would bring defeat and confusion upon Egypt. 

 

Vs. 16-25 are considered to be much later than the time of Isaiah. 

It consists of five discrete announcements concerning the future of Egypt.  

It is written in prose rather than poetry.  

Each starts with the phrase on that day, so the five parts are readily recognized. 

It is impossible to connect these pronouncements to particular historical circumstances.   

 

With the exception of the first of these announcements it brought good news concerning Egypt. 

Each announcement moves toward a more glorious and comprehensive image of their future. 

Nonetheless, vs. 16-17 envisions trouble for Egypt.  



Its people tremble in the face of what the Lord is doing to them. 

They will not only fear the Lord but also Judah. 

Judah is seen to have a role in the plan against the Egyptians. 

Reference to this plan provides an explicit link to vs. 12-13. 

Initial pronouncement functions to interpret and extend the message of 19:1-15. 

Specifically it shows Judah to be in effect the rod of the Lord’s anger. 

 

Vs. 18 refers to the presence of Jews who brought Egyptians into their faith. 

Good evidence from papyri discovered at Elephantine that this was in fact the case. 

It was dated in the 5th Century BC if not earlier (Jeremiah 44). 

Hebrew was one of the Canaanite dialects. 

 

Elephantine Papyri 

Elephantine Papyri is a collection of documents concerning a Jewish military colony. 

It was written in Aramaic and consisted of personal, business, legal, and historical materials. 

It has been used for the study of imperial Aramaic. 

Among the most important finds are the Proverbs of Ahiqar (advisor to Sennacherib). 

It also contains the Aramaic copy of the Bisitun Inscription of Darius I. 
 

 

      

     Elephantine papyri pre-dates all existing  

     manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible. 

 

     It offers an important glimpse at how Judaism 

     was practiced in the 5th Century BC. 

 

     It shows clear evidence of a polytheistic sect of  

     Jews who seemed to have had no knowledge of a  

     written Torah or the narratives described in them. 

 

 

 

Also important was the existence of a small Jewish temple at Elephantine. 

It possessed altars for incense offerings and animal sacrifices. 

Such a temple would be in clear violation of Deuteronomic law. 

Law stated that no Jewish temple was to be constructed outside of Jerusalem. 

Papyri shows that the Jews at Elephantine sent letters to the high priest in Jerusalem. 

They asked for his support in rebuilding their temple. 

Impression was that they were proud of having a temple of their own. 

The word for God Yahweh is the only god mentioned in this particular petition. 

But at the temple other gods functioned along with Yahweh (Anat Betel and Asham Bethel). 

 

Community also appealed for aid to Sanballat and Johanan (names in Numbers 2:19, 12:23). 

Finally some governors of the area gave them permission to rebuild the temple.   

Evidence from excavations exists that there was the rebuilding and enlargement of temple. 

It took the place of the former temple of Yahweh. 



By the middle of the 4th Century BC the temple had ceased to function. 

 

Document raises questions about the development of Jewish religion and dating of Scriptures. 

Hebrew Bible make it appear that monotheism and the Torah were well established by then. 

Scholars note that the Elephantine Jews represented an isolated remnant from earlies centuries.  

Another possibility was that the Torah was only recently transmitted at that time. 

Recent scholars argue that monotheism and the Torah were not established before 400 BC. 

Torah was likely written in the Hellenistic period (3rd or 4th Centuries BC). 

 

Back to Isaiah 19 

Third proclamation envisioned an altar to the Lord in the center of the land. 

The Lord would defend Egypt from its enemies who would then offer sacrifices to the Lord. 

When the Lord strikes Egypt it will be to heal and evoke repentance. 

Relationship between the Lord and Egypt will be parallel to that between the Lord and Israel. 

Last two proclamations link worship to international relations. 

Instead of warfare a highway will join Assyria and Egypt. 

Finally we see a vision of world peace in which Israel is ranked with those powerful nations. 

All are blessed by the Lord. 

All are in covenant with one another and with the Lord. 

 

Isaiah 20 

Chapter stands out as a narrative in the midst of prophetic proclamations concerning the future. 

Action of Isaiah is interpreted as warning against relying on Egypt and Ethiopia during threats. 

It is a symbolic action (behavior is bizarre but that is what prophets did). 

Story itself is a message. 

Chronological information sets the stage and the outcome of the events. 

Encouraged by Egypt Ashdod and other Philistine city-states revolted against Assyrian rule. 

Three years Isaiah was said to have walked around naked correspond to three years of revolt. 

Trust in Egyptian power proved to be vain as Sargon sent troops to put down the rebellion. 

 

Interpretation of action has three levels of meaning. 

1) Prophetic act concerns Egypt and Ethiopia whose people will be carried off as prisoners. 

Agent of this shameful defeat is the king of Assyria. 

2) Sign concerns the city of Ashdod and the Philistine revolt. 

Insurrection of Assyria will fail because of the reliance of the rebels upon Egypt. 

3) Real message is addressed to those who would have observed and heard the symbolic action. 

Those would have been the people of Judah and Jerusalem. 

Rebellion fueled by Egypt would lead to disaster.  

Indirect message was to avoid such coalitions. 
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