
GOD REIGNS 
God controls the rise and fall of nations and powers. 
Isaiah 23:8-18 

FIRST THOUGHTS  

Throughout history, we have seen dictators, despots, and other leaders seize control of countries or regions. At 
the time, some of these leaders and their groups they led appeared to be invincible, carrying an unchecked 
arrogance as they gained more power. In Isaiah’s day, Tyre and Sidon were Phoenician cities on the coast of the 
Mediterranean Sea that had a vast and powerful financial empire. To the human eye, they seemed invincible, but 
they were no match for God. God is sovereign over every nation and human seat of power. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT  

This week’s lesson comes from the end of a section of Isaiah (23:2-18) referred to as “oracles against the nations” 
or “judgments on the nations.” In chapters 13–23, Isaiah presented the oracles against the nations as evidence 
that the God of Judah can and will judge the other nations. The fundamental truth Isaiah sought to remind the 
people of was that God was not just Lord of Judah but Lord of all nations—whether they acknowledged Him or 
not—and of all the created order. The oracles against the nations were a testimony to the power and sovereignty 
of God.   

These oracles serve as a warning to the people of God: if you act like the nations, then God will treat you like the 
nations. In fact, God would show greater severity to His people given all that they had witnessed Him do for them. 
They should know better than to act like the pagan nations around them. With a greater knowledge of God comes 
a greater responsibility to God. 

KEY DOCTRINE:  God the Father  
God as Father reigns with providential care over His universe, His creatures, and the flow of 

the stream of human history according to the purposes of His grace (Jer. 10:10 

EXPLORE THE TEXT  

GOD IS JUST (ISA. 23:8-12) 

The previous verses of chapter 23 describe the fall of •Tyre. This city was a major Phoenician center of trade and 
power during the time of Isaiah’s ministry. The city was situated on the coast north of Israel. Due to the fact there 
were not many harbors along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea, Tyre became a major port for trade. As 
a result, it became an extremely wealthy place with a great deal of influence, and its people became known as 
skilled seafarers. The cities of Tyre and Sidon were also known for the worship of the ancient near eastern god 
Baal.  

Isaiah asked a rhetorical question: Who planned this against Tyre? While the answer will be specified in verse 9, 
it hardly needs to be stated: only God could do such a thing. The people of God may have wondered if He was in 
charge of the situation in Judah, but Isaiah made it clear that God is in charge of everything. Even such a powerful, 
wealthy city as Tyre was in God’s control. In the face of judgment, this was good news for the people in the long 
run. There was nothing in the development of world history that was outside of God’s plan. 

Isaiah removed all doubt about who would orchestrate the fall of Tyre with all its wealth. He stated that the Lord 
of Armies would do it. The prophet added the description of Armies to show that God is in charge of all of the 
armies of the world. As impressive as Tyre was and as extraordinary as its inhabitants and those associated with 



them thought themselves to be, they would be no match for the Lord and His armies. Verse 9 clearly reveals that 
God is in control of the nations. 

In verse 11 God stated that He is the master of the sea. He used imagery that harkened back to creation and the 
exodus. (Compare Gen. 1:2,6; Ex. 14.) It was not the Phoenicians of Tyre who were in control of the sea (or their 
fate) nor was it a pagan god. It is the God of Judah who controls everything. The realization of this awesome power 
would cause the kingdoms to tremble. Only God is steadfast and forever. 

In verse 12 Tyre is compared to a young woman who had been ravished. The idea behind this image seems to be 
that of a young lady who was free and happy, without a care in the world, but then was despoiled or enslaved in 
some way. Her joy was gone and her beauty ruined. Daughter of Sidon indicates the relationship Tyre had with 
the city of Sidon to her north. 

In what ways have you put your trust in the structures and institutions of your life? Have you ever considered that 
God, in His justice, might destroy your city or home country one day? In what ways does this motivate you with 
respect to your faith in God? ____________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

GOD IS ACTIVE (ISA. 23:13-14) 

Escaping destruction would be the first thought of any person in a besieged city. Verses 13-14 make it clear that 
no avenue to freedom would be available when the Assyrians invaded.   It would be many years before Babylon  

The phrase wail, ships of Tarshish brings this oracle full circle, tying the end of this poetic judgment section back 
to its beginning by repeating the opening phrase. (See 23:1.) The ships were addressed as if they were alive; they 
were a metaphor for the loss of the port and trade of Tyre. Even though Tyre was a fortress with tall walls, it would 
not stand against the judgment of God.  

This proved to be the case. Tyre was besieged several times in its history, and experienced loss each time. Because 
part of the city was an island fortress, its people did manage to regain some of what was lost and rebuild business 
over time. However, that would not last. In 332 BC, Alexander the Great used rubble from the ruined part of the 
city to build a causeway from the shore to the island citadel so he could besiege it. His siege was successful. He 
brought down the great city, and it did not recover its former glory after that. 

GOD IS HONORED (ISA. 23:15-18) 

The statement that Tyre will be forgotten for seventy years is a matter of some debate among scholars. Some 
view this as a literal seventy-year period, which would mirror the time that Judah would be in captivity (Jer. 29:10). 
Other scholars see this number as symbolic of a perfect period of time. In other words, Tyre would be forgotten 
the perfect amount of time needed for justice to be carried out. This more symbolic interpretation goes well with 
the clarifying phrase, the life span of one king. Either way, the key idea here is that Tyre would receive full justice 
from the hand of God, and punishment would be in accordance with her crimes. 

In verses 17-18, we see that the Lord would restore Tyre after her time of punishment had been completed. Yet 
the result of this restoration is not what the reader would expect. The city would go back into business. The 
prostitute in the song of verse 16 would go back to what she did before— prostituting herself. The city of Tyre 
would resume her business and trade—actions described as engaging in prostitution with all the kingdoms of the 
world throughout the earth. 

In an ironic twist, the wages that the citizens of Tyre earned would ultimately be dedicated to the Lord. The 
Phoenicians intended to provide a lavish level of living for themselves but would ultimately end up supporting 
those dedicated to the one truly trustworthy being: God Himself. 

Next Week’s Lesson – God Saves, ISAIAH 25:1-10a 



 


