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Reminders:   
 Chapters 13-23 are oracles (prophecies) about Israel’s neighbors:  
nations/peoples/cities.  (The exception is that Jerusalem is the focus for chapter 22.) 
 They tell us about the behaviors of those groups as a whole, not that all the individuals 
acted that way. 
 The oracles are not necessarily presented chronologically.  The oracles are separate 
prophecies, from different time periods.  Some may be grouped with others in a single chapter; 
that grouping doesn’t mean they apply to the same time period.  Some of them had been 
reworked over time.  The headings at the beginning of or within chapters were added later. 
 
 
Chapter 21:  “Oracles concerning Babylon, Edom, and Arabia” 
 
Babylon (v. 1-10) -- Background /references 

• v. 1:  “wilderness of the sea” = Babylon; the plain of Babylonian was filled with so many 
lakes and marshes that it was referred to as a “sea” 

• v. 2:  Negeb:  a grazing region south of Hebron; word came to mean “the South” 

• v. 2:  Elam & Media:  ancient names for peoples of Persia 

• Babylon was the largest city in the world in the period 612-320 BCE with a population of 
over 200,000 and an area of 2,200 acres. 

• It had been destroyed and then rebuilt by the Assyrians, becoming the capital of the 
Neo-Babylonian Empire in 609-539 BCE.  It then fell to Cyrus of Persia in 539 BCE. 

• For more information about the Babylonians, see the handout for the April 29 discussion 
of Isaiah 13 and 14. 

 
Prophecy: 

• It likely tells of the fall of Babylon to the Persians in 539 BCE.  God used the Persians 
(Elam and Media) to punish the Babylonians. 

• Verses 1b-5 concentrate on the experience itself and the author’s reaction to it.  They 
should be preparing for war.  Scholars are not sure who is in anguish over the fate that 
will come to those people, even as they are feasting; it’s likely that it isn’t Isaiah because 
Babylon has oppressed Israel.   

• Verse 6 is a break with the messenger formula to introduce a speech by Yahweh.  Verses 
6-10 are the prophecy itself. 

• A double meaning exists in the words in v. 6:  “post a lookout” (NRSV) or “set a 
watchman” (KJV): 

o Watch and report back what can be seen of the approaching enemy. 
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o The words from KJV refer more clearly to being a “moral compass”; in this 
context, God is speaking to Isaiah to announce that Babylon is being called to 
judgment for its worldliness and its oppression of believers of God (book of 
Daniel). 

 

     
 

o Tangent:  Set a Watchman is the title given to Harper Lee’s initial draft, but 
published only recently, of To Kill a Mockingbird in which Atticus Finch is the 
moral compass of his Southern town. 

• Words of Babylon’s defeat in v. 9 are found again in Revelation 18:2 to symbolize 
commercial and religious idolatry of the world:  “Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great!” 

• The “threshed and winnowed” language in v. 10 is often used in Biblical poetry as a 
metaphor for the destruction of the wicked.   

 
 
Dumah/Edom (v. 11-12) – Background/references 

• Dumah:  another name for the kingdom of Edom, a mountainous region located just 
south of the Dead Sea; its capital was Sela, later named Petra.  Most of the former 
territory is now divided between Israel and Jordan.   

• Seir:  an earlier name for the kingdom, the name used in Genesis. 

• References to Edom appear in sources as early as the Bronze Age (3300 BCE) and in 
Egyptian chronicles (1215-1100 BCE). 

• The Edomites were descendants of Esau, the son of Isaac and Rebekah and the elder 
twin brother of Jacob (later named Israel); he sold his birthright to Jacob and the 
blessing from Isaac to the elder son, with their mother’s help, was instead given to Jacob 
(Genesis 27).  They were a Semitic people who arrived in the area around the Dead Sea 
in the 14th century BCE.  The Edomites and Israelites were enemies for centuries.] 

• The Hebrew word “Edom” means “red” and connects to Esau according to Genesis 
25:25:  “The first came out red, all his body like a hairy mantle; so they named him 
Esau.” 

• “Dumah” was the name of a son of Ishmael; the Ishmaelites were Semitic people. 

• The kingdom was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar II in 587/86 BC; the people were 
pushed southward in the area.  During New Testament times, that area was known by 
the Greek name Idumea (Mark 3:7-8:  “Jesus departed with his disciples to the sea, and 
a great multitude from Galilee followed him; hearing all that he was doing, they came to 
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him in great numbers from Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, beyond the Jordan, and the 
region around Tyre and Sidon.”) 

  
Prophecy: 

• This fragment of an oracle is said by some scholars to be for 690 BCE when Dumah was 
allied with Babylon and was attacked by the Assyrians. 

• The “sentinel/watchman” language from earlier in the chapter appears again here; the 
sentinel is prophesying judgment on the people (“The sentinel says”). 

• Contrast between “night” and “morning” can be seen as the cycle of good times and bad 
times; the message is to keep on asking which is which.  As heard by Judeans in the time 
of the exile it could suggest that the present oppression would end but another would 
come. 

• A measure of sympathy can be read in these verses, a sympathy for non-Judean 
sufferers. 

  
Arabia (v. 13-17) – Background/references 

• “Desert plain” in NRSV is given as “Arabia” in KJV. 

• Dedanites are descendants of Ham, the youngest son of Noah, who after the Flood 
dishonored his father by seeing his nakedness; Noah pronounced a curse on Canaan 
(Genesis 9:22-27). 

• The word “dedan” means “low ground.”  The Dedanites lived in the northwestern part 
of Arabia.  Their descendants live now in Saudi Arabia in the desert between Mecca and 
Jeddah. 

• Tema:  a tribe of Ishmaelites who lived halfway between Babylon and Egypt.  Ishmael 
was the first son of Abraham with the Egyptian slave Hagar; the Ishmaelites claimed to 
have both the blood of Abraham and of Egypt. 

o Tangent:  the daughter of Ishmael became one of the wives of Esau – Genesis 
28:9. 

• Tayma or Tema is the name of an oasis in northwestern Saudi Arabia inhabited since the 
Bronze Age (3300 BCE).  In the first century CE, it was primarily a Jewish settlement. 

• Kedar:  another tribe of Ishmaelites, who lived in same general area as Tema, who were 
known for their archers. 

• Kedar was the second son of Ishmael, listed in Genesis 25:13.  Another form of the 
name is Qedar.  The Qedarite tribe moved from its original area west of Babylon to the 
northwestern area of Arabia. 

 
Prophecy: 

• This fragment of an oracle describes the refugees of a war against these peoples of 
Arabia; it is another example of sympathy for non-Judean sufferers. 

• Verse 14 is a call for giving sustenance to these refugees, an instance of hospitality to 
the alien/stranger common among the desert tribes in the Middle East. 

• Verses 16-17 are a condemnation toward Kedar, a judgment against its glory (i.e., its 
power).  The very specific time period of a year would have meaning for the Israelites; 
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because a hired worker was not paid until the end of the year of his labor, they paid 
careful attention to the passage of time. 

 

 
Chapter 22:1-14:  “A Warning of Destruction of Jerusalem” 
 
Jerusalem – Background/references 

• v. 1 and v. 5:  “valley of vision” in both NRSV and KJV = Jerusalem; it is located in the 
midst of three valleys and was the center of worship of God at that time; absent the 
chapter heading, we modern readers wouldn’t know the location was Jerusalem until v. 
10. 

• v. 6:  Elam and Kir were neighboring areas east of Babylon. 

• v. 8b:  House of the Forest:  armory in the palace where the weapons were stored; wood 
from cedar trees of Lebanon was given to David and Solomon to build various buildings, 
including the Temple, in Jerusalem; I Kings 7:2-5 and I Kings 10:17 refer to the armory as 
the “house of the forest of Lebanon.” 

 
 

o    Tangent:  The cedar trees are still very important 
to Lebanon; once over-harvested, large areas of 
trees have been declared a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site; an image of a cedar tree is at the center of the 
Lebanese flag. 

    
Prophecy: 

• Scholars don’t have any theories as to why this oracle about Jerusalem is inserted in the 
chapters about other nations. 

• Scholars disagree whether these verses are two separate sections, describing two 
different time periods (597 BCE when the siege of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar II, king 
of Babylon, began – or 586 BCE when the inhabitants were carried into exile).  

• In the opening, Isaiah was puzzled why people were on the housetops, an activity 
sometimes for celebration and sometimes for mourning or crying out to the Lord.  
Verses 2-3 tell what is also recorded in 2 Kings 25:4:  that the men of Jerusalem fled the 
city in retreat instead of fighting.   

• The people of Jerusalem did make some preparations for the siege:  verses 9-10 tell how 
they filled a reservoir for water and fortified the walls but v. 13 reports how they 
feasted instead of stockpiling food – and so 2 Kings 25:3 reports that those who didn’t 
flee the city died of famine. 

• Verses 5-8 start with a prophetic announcement of the future day of the Lord but in 
these verses turns into an account of events that have already taken place.  Verses 
clearly describe an invasion of Judah and a siege, almost certainly of Jerusalem. 

• The wording in v. 8a (“He has taken away the covering of Judah.”) could have more than 
one meaning.  The cover of Judah was the covering for the Ark of the Covenant; the 
interpretation then would be that God’s protective cover has been taken away.  Or it 
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could be a reference to a fortress protecting the approach to Jerusalem.   Because God 
removed His protection of Judah, the people finally realized how weak and defenseless 
they really were.   

 

• Verses 8b-14 seem to start the story over again.  In v. 13, the people are celebrating the 
preparations they made in vs. 8b-11, perhaps with a fatalistic outlook that they have 
done all they could.  The weapons in the armory (the House of the Forest) were 
ornamental but the people took them anyway because the times were desperate.  

• Yet, there is the accusation “you did not look to him who did it, or have regard for him” 
in v. 11.  They should have turned to God, shaving their heads and wearing sackcloth as 
acts of repentance (v. 12). 

• Because the people didn’t turn to God, Isaiah says the Lord told him that there wouldn’t 
be any atonement for their sins. 

 
 
Chapter 22:15-25:  “Denunciation of Self-Seeking Officials” 
 
Denunciation shows how interested Isaiah was in the details of the politics of the time. 

• This section describes an earlier time period; Shebna and Eliakim were officials in the 
household of King Hezekiah, a “good king.”  His kingship began in 728 BCE. 

• Shebna as “master of the household” held a very important position.  But, he thought 
he was so important that he arranged for his tomb to be carved out in a prestigious area 
of the city, an ostentatious display of self-glory.  He didn’t believe Isaiah’s prophecy that 
the people would be taken into exile. 

• This story of Shebna has a parallel in the parable of the rich fool told by Jesus in Luke 
12:16-21.  

• Verse 20 is the pivot in the story.  Judgment:  Shebna is demoted (he later becomes a 
scribe for the king: 2 Kings 18:18); salvation: his authority is given to Eliakim.  This will 
affect stability and security for Jerusalem and Judah.  The symbol of that authority was a 
key that was attached to the robe of the chief steward of the household.   

• The wording about the peg in a secure place and the peg “that will give way” are 
references to how objects were stored in those days when there were not closets or 
cupboards but symbolize the future of the two men:  Eliakim now would have a secure 
place but Shebna would not. 

• The name Eliakim in Hebrew means “God will raise up” or “God will establish.”  Eliakim 
is seen by some scholars as a type of Messiah.  Verse 22 (“I will place on his shoulder the 
key of the house of David; he shall open, and no one shall shut; he shall shut, and no 
one shall open”) has these parallels in the New Testament: 

o In Matthew 16:18-20, Jesus speaks:  “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this 
rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. I will 
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will 
be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” 
Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah. 

o In Revelation 3:7 the angel of the church in Philadelphia writes: 
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         “These are the words of the holy one, the true one, 
        who has the key of David,                    
        who opens and no one will shut, 
                who shuts and no one opens.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
Chapter 23:  “An Oracle Concerning Tyre” 
 
Tyre – Background/references 

• Tyre:  maritime power of Phoenicia; called “Babylon of the sea” and consisted of both 
an island city called Tyre and an inland city called Palaetyrus (meaning “Old Tyre”); 
conquered by Assyrians and then Babylonians during this period.  Due to its location, it 
was conquered by numerous powers over the centuries.  Since 1978 it has been under 
the authority of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon to confirm the withdrawal 
of Israeli forces after they had invaded Lebanon; the mandate is renewed annually as a 
peacekeeping mission in that area. 

• Tyre is one of the oldest continually inhabited cities in the world.  In 1984, it was added 
as a whole to the UNESCO list of World Heritage Sites.  It is now the fifth largest city in 
Lebanon; refugees make up a significant portion of the residents. 

• v. 1:  Tarshish:  scholars don’t agree on its exact location but do agree that is “across the 
Mediterranean;” most likely in southern Spain near Gibralter where Phoenicia had 
established a mining colony; ships brought metals to the Mideast:  silver beaten into 
plates (Jeremiah 10:9) and iron, tin, and lead (Ezekiel 27:12) 

o It was a ship going to Tarshish that Jonah boarded instead of going to Ninevah 
as the Lord had commanded (Jonah 1:3). 

• v. 1:  Cyprus:  the island in the Mediterranean north of Israel; KJV uses “Chittim” 

• v. 2:  Sidon:  both a city on the seacoast north of Tyre and a general name for Phoenicia 
during the time of Isaiah; it was the name of Noah’s grandson. 

• It was from Sidon that Paul set sail for Rome (Acts 27:3-4); it is now the third largest city 
in Lebanon and is, like Tyre, in the region of the UN Interim Force in Lebanon. 

• The Sidonians oppressed Israel (Judges 10:12). 

• v. 3:  Shihor:  either another name for the Nile River or a tributary of that river 

• v. 11:  Canaan:  generally the fertile area of ancient Palestine west of the Jordan River 
(the “Promised Land” of the Israelites), including as far north as Sidon 

• v. 13:  Chaldeans:  another name for the Babylonians 
 
Prophecy: 

• Perhaps actually four sub-oracles: 
o v. 1-4:  Sidon (probably referring to more than just the city) 
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o v. 5-9:  Tyre 
o v. 10-12:  Canaan and Sidon (again in the larger sense) 
o v. 13-18:  Tyre again 

• v. 1-4:  At this time, Sidon was an ally of Egypt and its merchant ships, perhaps ships 
built in Tarshish, would travel from Sidon and Tyre to Egypt for trade and make a stop at 
Cyprus on their return; it was at Cyprus that they learned of the destruction of the 
fortress (KJV says “so that there is no house, no entering in” – probably meaning the 
harbor had been destroyed) 

• v. 5-9:  The report of the destruction of Tyre reaches the sailors in Egypt who cannot 
believe such news about this ancient, powerful city; the traders were known far and 
wide for their wealth and their commercial accomplishments; it was their pride and 
sense of self-glory that caused the Lord to bring judgment against them. 

• v. 10-12:  The destruction now has expanded to include all the fortresses of 
Canaan/Sidon so that there no harbors for the ships; the traders are told to go on to 
Tarshish because even Cyprus won’t be a good place. 

• v. 13-18:  The focus returns to the city of Tyre. 
o The “it was not” wording in v. 13 is a likely indication that this section is 

originally from an earlier period and is updated here to match the current time 
period. 

o After the destruction, Tyre will be forgotten for 70 years, a lifetime.  That time 
period appears numerous times in Scripture:  e.g., “The days of our life are 
seventy years” (Psalm 90:10); the length of the exile in Babylon (Jeremiah 29:10) 

o  The song in v. 16 tells Tyre that she should win back her lovers, i.e., the nations 
that had supported her commerce. 

o God will allow the resurgence of Tyre’s commerce but with a different result 
seen in the last verse:  the goods from their trade will be a blessing for God’s 
people rather than being stored for the merchants’ profit. 

o The words “the Lord will visit Tyre” came true: Matthew 15:21: “Jesus left that 
place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.”  It was a center of early 
Christianity; Paul spent time with the disciples there when he stopped there on 
the way to Jerusalem (Acts 21:3-4). 

 
 
Resources for this handout:  In addition to answers from PSK, information taken from The New 
Westminster Dictionary of the Bible and from The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the 
Bible; general information from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page. 
 
 
 
For May 27 
People Live in God’s World 
Read Acts 2, 8, 11 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page

