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Purpose of the Laws of God 

Israel was dominated by one central conviction: It was to be a worshiping community.  We 

remember the words that God spoke to the Israelites in Exodus 19:5b-6 – Indeed the whole earth 

is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.  As the people of God the 

Israelites’ whole life was to be a liturgy of divine service.   

 

As we continue to examine the laws of God the purpose of the Torah then was to establish right 

relations within that community: 1) between Yahweh and his people, 2) between an individual 

Israelite and the nation, 3) among individual Israelites, and 4) between the Israelites and their 

neighbors.  In all these different  relations there was an emphasis on the care for the poor and 

oppressed.  And they were intertwined to form practical expressions of the covenant that the 

people were to live out on a daily basis.   

 

The principal role of the prophet then was to monitor and react to how the Israelites lived out the 

covenant and the demands of the Torah.  Prophets were concerned with the breakdown of any of 

the four relationships mentioned above.  Sometimes they would speak words of assurance that 

the Israelites would be delivered when they were oppressed.  Most likely the prophets would 

denounce the Israelites because they were the ones who oppressed others.   

 

The prophets spoke for God.  The term oracle is simply another term to designate the message of 

the prophet.  The prophets assumed that the Israelites were all familiar with the law.  Failure in 

the day-to-day application of the law was a principal target of the words spoken on behalf of 

God.    

 

 
 

The Call of Isaiah  

We will concentrate our study today on Chapters 1-11 and 28-33.   

Each of these sections comes from a fairly well-defined period in Isaiah’s ministry.   

 



The account of his call to be a prophet (in Chapter 6) is one of the classic passages in prophetic 

literature.  The vision provides both the motive and the content for his subsequent preaching.  

The account is written in retrospect.  It points back to a time when Isaiah was a very young man 

but carries the overtones of his later experiences (especially his bewilderment over the dullness 

and blindness of the people).  It is why the prophetic commission is described in such bleak and 

discouraging terms.   

 

As a whole the passage is a vivid portrayal of the great moment of decision in his life.  It was a 

critical time in the history of the Israelites and heavy with urgency and foreboding.  Uzziah had 

been a strong king and a pillar of strength for the people before he died.  His strength was felt 

throughout the whole nation.  His death would have affected the lives of all the people especially 

since his son, Jotham, was a weak king (and was put in power after his father died).  In addition 

Assyria was lurking in the background.   

 

But Isaiah testified that he saw the real King.  His testimony was to show the people that they 

were dependent ultimately upon the cosmic King and not upon the Davidic kings enthroned in 

Jerusalem.  In this vision Isaiah was drawn into the Heavenly Council where divine decrees were 

announced and where messengers were sent out to execute them.  In this moment Isaiah was 

permitted to behold what was veiled to other humans.  With his own eyes he saw the celestial 

King. 

 

In his vision one of the heavenly seraphs takes from the altar a glowing stone and purges his 

unclean lips.  Here a new thought is introduced into prophecy: the prophet himself needs 

purification before he can be a messenger of God.  Isaiah started his prophetic career as a person 

who had to be forgiven.  And no sooner was Isaiah cleansed and consecrated than the Lord asked 

who he shall send (who should go out to declare his message).  Isaiah volunteered before he 

knew the content of the message and cried out once he received his commission.  He was to 

proclaim the word of God to a people whose hearts were fat (insensitive), whose ears were heavy 

(dull), and whose eyes were blind. 

 

Here is where we see how his memory of his call seems to be colored by his later experiences of 

failure.  Isaiah (like the other prophets) believed that all events came from the hand of God.  The 

prophets believed that these experiences happened within the divine purpose of God.  God would 

not have been taken by surprise by the reaction or lack of response by the people.  It was known 

in advance that the prophetic word would have the effect that it did among a rebellious people.   

 

His earliest message then was one of doom in keeping with his commission.  In these chapters 

the Lord announced a covenant lawsuit against the people of Israel.  He summoned them to stand 

trial before the Judge.  Arraigned before the holy presence of God, the prophet had to say on his 

behalf that they were unclean – that they were not healthy.   

 

But the purpose of God was not just destructive.  It was to restore Israel to health and to make 

Israel a holy people fit to serve the King.  Just as Isaiah was cleansed by forgiveness so the Lord 

was seeking to purify the people.  Through the terrible sufferings of the time the Lord was 

purging away the dross and alloy so that Jerusalem might become the New Jerusalem (the city of 

righteousness). 



Chapter 1 – Sins of Judah  

The heavens and the earth were summoned to hear the sins of Judah.  In the testimony God 

spoke of how he nurtured and raised up the people but they rebelled against him.  The people 

weighed themselves down with their crimes and had forsaken the Lord.  They suffered blows 

from their enemies (devastation wreaked by the invading Assyrian forces) and yet they persisted 

in their sin with stubbornness.  Israel was equivalent to Sodom in the eyes of God.  It was made 

clear that sacrifices alone did not put one in good standing with God but was based on their 

overall human behavior outside of worship.   

 

Hands stained with blood that were then stretched out in prayer were abhorrent to God.  Palms 

lifted up in prayer that were covered with blood made God avert his eyes.  God could not bear to 

look at them.  In vs. 17 the outrage of Isaiah was not so much about cultic disloyalty but was 

about social injustice (indifference to the plight of the poor and the helpless, exploitation of the 

vulnerable, acts represented here as the moral equivalent of murder).  The grain offering was not 

acceptable because it was brought by people who oppressed the poor and failed to defend 

widows and orphans.   

 

In vs. 20 there is a reversal in the Hebrew language – Eating the bounty of the land is contrasted 

to being eaten by the sword.  In Biblical usage, the cutting edge of the sword is often referred to 

as the mouth and thus the sword is said to devour or eat its victims. 

 

Another one of my favorite Bible passages from Hebrews 4:12 

Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it 

divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the 

heart. 

 

Chapter 5 – Song of the Unfruitful Vineyard 

Parable of the Vineyard became an early allegory of the love between God and Israel.  The lover 

is God and the vineyard over which the lover labors is the people of Israel.  The watchtower was 

the place where one could survey the vineyard and protect it from predators.  The unprotected 

vineyard that was trampled by wild beasts was the kingdom of Judah (cut off and overrun by 

invading armies).  God expected justice and saw bloodshed.  God expected righteousness and 

heard only cries.  It is a play on words in Hebrew (mishpat is justice and mispah is blight) 

(tsedaqah is righteousness and tse’aqah is scream). 

 

The social injustice against which the prophet protests is the consolidation of real estate (houses 

and fields) in the hands of the rich who drive the peasants from their possessions.  On top of it all 

the people spend their days drinking and carousing from early morning until evening and are in a 

perpetual state of drunkenness.  They scarcely take note of the great things that God has done let 

alone the plight of the people around them.  Based on everything the Lord has seen he now 

comes with a pronouncement (a solemn vow about the destruction to come).   

 

God is represented as a kind of general who gives the order for the invading armies to attack.  

The identity of the armies is left unstated although Isaiah and his audience would surely have had 

the imperial forces of Assyria in mind.  At the end of the chapter there is a reversal of the first 

moment of creation (light is turned back into darkness).   



Chapter 9 – The Righteous Reign of the Coming King 

In this chapter the contrast between light and darkness is picked up once more.  The child who is 

to come in the future will have qualities beyond compare and will assume leadership as the ideal 

king.  He will hold back all enemies and establish an enduring reign of peace.  In vs. 6 we see the 

familiar string of epithets that have been associated by generations of Christians with Christ.  

What Isaiah has in mind is not a messianic ideal except in the strictly political sense.  He 

envisages an ideal king from the line of David who will sit on the throne of Judah and oversee a 

rule of justice and peace.  The most challenging epithet is the sequence of Mighty God or Divine 

Warrior.  Isaiah would be violating all biblical usage if he called the Davidic king God.   

 

Binding Up the Testimony 

In his early ministry Isaiah was met by the stubborn resistance of a faithless generation.  The 

words from God that should have awakened faith fell on deaf ears.  Signs that should have made 

the truth visible were blinded.  But the prophetic words and signs of Isaiah had not been given in 

vain, for (in the conviction of the prophet) the future was in the control of the Lord of Hosts, the 

heavenly Warrior-King.  By the time that we get to the end of Chapter 10 (after Ahaz capitulates 

to Assyria) Isaiah separates himself from his unheeding fellow citizens and withdraws into the 

prophetic circle.  According to Isaiah his action was under the advice of the Lord for the Lord 

spoke to him and warned him not to walk in the way of these people (8:11).   

 

He told the prophetic community that they were to conspire with God and not join the political 

conspiracy.  They were to hear the Lord of hosts and not have the kind of fear that drives a 

nation to political suicide.  This faithful community was to be separated from the rest of the 

nation by a different alliance.  They were to trust in the Lord and wait expectantly for the 

fulfillment of the divine purpose of history.   

 

Latter Career of Isaiah 

Isaiah now emerges from the prophetic circle to address himself to the second great political 

crisis of his career, the imminent fall of the Northern Kingdom.  As events pushed forward 

toward the final Assyrian blow against Samaria (722-721 B.C.) Isaiah spoke out against Ephraim 

in oracles that are now scattered in various parts of the book including the latter part of Chapter 

9.  Blow after blow of divine judgment shatters the people but it is all in vain.  The people still 

do not learn from their history.  It ends with a refrain which grows ominous with each repetition 

and discloses that the hand of the Lord is poised and ready to strike.   

 

The death of Ahaz is what inaugurated a new period of prophetic activity for Isaiah.  It must 

have seemed to him (at least for a moment) that the time had come to break the seal from the 

prophetic testimony in the expectation that Hezekiah would give a more favorable hearing than 

had his father.  The accession of Hezekiah in 715 B.C. marked a turning point in Judean affairs.  

Ahaz had been a weak king and a frightened vassal of Assyria.  Hezekiah was a wise and 

vigorous leader whose policies brought about a religious reformation and a stiffening of Judah’s 

attitude toward Assyria.  One of his greatest accomplishments was his great religious reform 

which led to the suppression of local shrines (the centers of the Canaanite religion). 

 

 



But the death of Sargon in 705 B.C. set off a chain reaction of revolution throughout the whole 

Assyrian empire.  It seemed as if the empire was about to explode into fragments.  The oracle in 

Chapter 18 speaks about the coming of foreign ambassadors to secure the participation of 

Hezekiah in the general revolt.  When all of Judah’s neighbors (with few exceptions) were 

jumping into the revolution, Hezekiah simply could not resist the temptation to join in.  And he 

went all out.  In this hour of fateful decision Isaiah counseled Hezekiah (as he had counseled 

Ahaz before ) to stay out of the revolution.  Most of the prophetic oracles found in Chapters 28-

33 reflect this period (the last five years of the eighth century B.C.).  His message as a prophet 

did not lie in his political astuteness but in the religious perspective from which he viewed the 

international scene.   

 

Confidence in Strength 

Uppermost in his mind was the conviction that the Lord was in control and that Assyria was 

called to serve his purpose.  Back in 10:5-19 Assyria is referred to as the rod of God’s anger.  

The Assyrian ruler was an instrument in the hand of God.  Behind the Assyrian advance was the 

overruling sovereignty of God.  The terrible havoc wrought by the Assyrian invaders (from the 

perspective of the prophets) was the sign of God’s judgment in human affairs which even the 

people of God could not escape.  When the work of the Lord was finished then the king of 

Assyria would be punished.   

 

The security that Judah sought (according to Isaiah) did not lie in politics (in being a nation like 

other nations) but rather in returning to and being depending upon the Lord. They needed to be 

confident that their deliverance would come from God alone in God’s time.  But the people still 

refused this prophetic call for faith.  From the beginning to the end of his ministry Isaiah was 

baffled by the people’s inability to hear what the Lord was saying in the events of the time.  At 

the same time Isaiah came to believe that a remnant of the faithful would hear and would be 

saved from the impending destruction.  This appeal for steady faith in the Lord, the cosmic King 

of the world and the Holy One of Israel, was a central theme for Isaiah. 

 

 
 

 

Overall Message of Oracles (Luther’s Study Bible) 

Message of Isaiah was given in order to turn the people of God away from their rebellion so that 

the terrible consequences of their sin would not bear fruit.  Isaiah (like the other prophets from 

that time period) criticized the people for their unfaithful worship and their lack of concern for 

the oppressed, the orphan and widow, and those marginalized and/or forgotten by an affluent 

society.  God then brought a lawsuit against the leaders of the people for failing in their 

fundamental duty to ensure justice for all and to care for those in need.  Wealth itself was not the 

enemy but using their wealth to crush the poor was their greatest offense.  



The rulers, priests, and prophets of both Israel and Judah were condemned for their corruption.  

Isaiah would be for them either a foundation stone (if they were faithful) or a stumbling block (if 

they turned away from God).  Justice and righteousness was used to measure who was part of 

God’s foundation.  In the New Testament Jesus was also either a foundation or a stumbling block 

for the people.   

 

Despite the failure on the part of Jerusalem Isaiah believed that God would turn things around so 

that the deaf would hear the words of God and those in need would have justice.  The judgment 

of God is a momentary prelude to his everlasting mercy.  Despite the disobedience of his people 

the Lord waits to be gracious and will restore Jerusalem with abundance.  Reliance on military 

power will not save the people.  In the end of these sections the message changes from judgment 

to hope.  In the coming kingdom eyes and ears will be open, minds and tongues will be set free.  

People will treat one another fairly and stand for the things that are right and just.   
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