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Isaiah’s Prophecy 
of  Hope and Deliverance 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 “Proclaim release” is a phrase that comes from Leviticus 25:10, where farmers who have lost their land and 

been forced into indentured servitude are promised that every 50 years, their land will be restored to them. 
In Isaiah 61, this promise is made to all of Israel, who have lost their land and been returned to it almost 
50 years later.1 

 There are seven infinitive verbs in verses 1-3 (to bring good news, to bind up, to proclaim liberty, to 
proclaim the year, to comfort, to provide, to give). Throughout Scripture, seven is a number of 
completeness. Here the seven verbs are meant to convey the sense that everything is being transformed by 
God’s work.2  

 
Geographic 

 The scope of Isaiah has ranged from Jerusalem to Babylon and now back to Jerusalem.  Throughout the 
chapters of Isaiah, the centrality of Jerusalem, and particularly of Mount Zion, is developed. Zion will be 
an unshakeable dwelling place of the Lord, even when the rest of the earth crumbles. In the chapter 
immediately preceding today’s passage, the prophet issues a promise that a light will shine forth from Zion, 
drawing all nations to God, with Jerusalem at the center (60:1-3).3 

 
Historical 

 This section of Isaiah was written after the return from exile in Babylon. After the defeat of Babylon in 538 
BCE, the Persian Empire under Cyrus allowed the exiles to return and restore Jerusalem. 

 
Cultural/Religious 

 The year of Jubilee was a concept that dated back to the earliest days of Israel. In Leviticus 25, the law 
prescribes a sabbath for the land, so that every seventh year, fields should lie fallow. It then goes on to 
command that after seven times seventy years (see the note above regarding the number seven), a year of 
Jubilee should be proclaimed, so that the fiftieth year is a year of freedom for everyone. Not only will the 
people and the land rest, but debts are to be forgiven, property returned, slaves set free, and relationships 
restored. In practice, this commandment proved impractical. However, Isaiah’s audience would have 
known of the promises of Jubilee and would have heard its echo in this passage.  

 
Literary 

 The Book of Isaiah is divided into at least 2 and probably 3 sections. The first 39 chapters are thought to 
have been written in the 8th century BCE, and are generally referred to as “First Isaiah.” “Second” or 
“Deutero-Isaiah” (chapters 40-55) concerns the time during exile and anticipates the return to and 

The Hope of the Messiah 

The Point  
While human concerns often reinforce hierarchies and seek to maintain the status quo, God is looking out 
for those at the margins, and will turn human society on its head in order to care for all of God’s people. 
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restoration of Jerusalem. “Third Isaiah” (chapters 56-66) appears to have been written after the return from 
exile and addresses the concerns of a community rebuilding.  
 Genre –Chapters 60-62 make up a poem of encouragement.4 The first seven and last two verses are 

spoken in the first-person by a human agent who has been given a commission by God to speak. The 
middle verses (8-9) are spoken by Yahweh directly.  

 Authorial Intention – The prophet repeats promises of security, peace, wealth, and glory for 
Jerusalem, in order to encourage the people as they begin the difficult work of restoration.5 

 Audience– The people of Jerusalem found the long-awaited restoration after exile to be something of 
a disappointment. They are struggling with the work of reestablishing their interrupted economy and 
culture. They need a word of hope and encouragement to sustain them. 

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 While it is extremely easy to see why Christians have been so taken with Isaiah’s prophecies, it is important 
to remember that they were and are a part of another religious tradition. The Jewish people, both then and 
now, hold this book dear. It is regularly chanted in synagogue on the Sabbath, holidays, and fast days.6 
While Christians eagerly hear a foretelling of our Christ, who has already come and will come again, Jews 
today may hear in Isaiah a promise of a future messiah, a focus on Jerusalem as central to the faith, and a 
call to act for economic and social justice.7 Christians should be careful not to dismiss to quickly the 
important role that this book plays in the on-going faith of our Jewish neighbors.  

 
More Information 

 Cyrus the Great, the Persian king who allowed the exiles to return home, actually has his own website with 
history, maps, and links to videos and articles: http://www.cyrusthegreat.net/.  

 http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/sabbatical-year-shemitah-and-jubilee-year-yovel/ and http://
www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/513212/jewish/When-is-the-next-Jubilee-year.htm both offer 
some background on the Jubilee year, as well as some of the difficulties with observing an official Jubilee in 
modern times. The Catholic Church has a practice of declaring a Jubilee year. Pope Francis declared one to 
span 2015-2016, as explained here: http://ncronline.org/news/vatican/francis-announces-new-global-
jubilee-holy-year-mercy.  

 The Center for Biblical Studies is an initiative of the Episcopal Church to encourage Biblical Literacy. Their 
brief article on Isaiah offers a helpful overview of the distinction between First, Second, and Third Isaiah at 
http://thecenterforbiblicalstudies.org/resources/introductions-to-the-books-of-the-bible/isaiah/.  

 Numerology is important in many aspects of the Jewish tradition, and some people spend a lifetime 
studying how the Hebrew Bible uses different numbers. A basic introduction can be found at http://
www.myjewishlearning.com/article/judaism-numbers/.   
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Joel 2:12-13, 28-29) – Joel and Isaiah are on the same page, thematically. In these readings, 

they both address a community that has returned from exile to find that there is still work to do and 
obstacles to overcome. They are both still reflecting a people in need of God’s on-going promises for 
renewal and restoration, even after they have been blessed with release and return. 

 Next Week (Luke 1:26-45 [46-56]) – God’s election of Mary to be the bearer of the Messiah is the 
ultimate in reversals. Mary sings her gratitude in the Magnificat (verses 46-56) in a poem that echoes each 
of the reversals listed in the first section of Isaiah 61. 

 Other Weeks – Starting next week, we will be in the Book of Luke for several months, all the way up to 
Easter. One of Luke’s primary themes is the Jubilee that is proclaimed in today’s Isaiah passage. 
Throughout Luke, from the song of Mary in 1:46-55 (next week) to the Sermon at Nazareth in 4:14-30 
(1/15/2017), where Jesus quotes from today’s passage in Isaiah, to the many healing and teachings that 
follow, Luke presents a picture of Jesus as the One God has sent to fulfill the promise of Jubilee for all of 
humanity. This theme is especially clear when Jesus tells stories of reversal in Luke 15:1-32 (3/19/2017) 
and Luke 16:19-31 (3/26/2017), and when Jesus brings healing and reconciliation to individuals and 
communities as in Luke 18:31-19:10 (4/2/2017). In Acts 8:26-39 (5/7/2017) and 15:1-18 (5/14/2017), 
Christians can see the fulfillment of Isaiah’s promise to bring this good news to all the nations as the 
Ethiopian and then the Gentiles receive the Spirit and are baptized. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 The Spirit of the Lord that hovered over the waters at creation (Genesis 1:2) is now moving Isaiah to 
proclaim the Lord’s favor to the people of Israel on their return from exile; it is the same Spirit that blows 
across the waters of the sea, pushing them back so that the people can walk out of slavery on dry land 
(Exodus 14:21)8 

 When David is anointed by Samuel (1 Samuel 16:13), the Spirit of the Lord grips David. In this passage 
from Isaiah, the speaker is also anointed and gripped by the Spirit.9 

 
Thematic Connections 

 God Revealed: The prophet here is reminding Israel of what God has always been up to: the arrival of the 
Jubilee and the reversals it brings are a part of God’s on-going story, from the stories of Genesis that raise 
up the younger sons (Jacob, Joseph) to the election of a slave people to be God’s priestly nation to the 
anointing of David as king. God is consistently revealed to be the One who looks to the interests of the 
least of these. 

 The Hope of the Messiah: The hope of reversals that many believed would come with the advent of the 
Messiah run throughout this text. Verses 1-2 give a list of those whose situations will be turned around (the 
oppressed, the brokenhearted, etc.). In verses 3 and 4, we learn how mourning will be turned to joy. This 
theme continues as Israel, who have been slaves and exiles, is promised that others will do the menial labor 
while they serve as priests to all the nations. Israel’s release from captivity will not just lead to freedom but 
to a complete turnaround in the nation’s fortunes. 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 Isaiah is a favorite text for Christians in Advent, because of the theme of reversal and hope that is 
associated with the coming Messiah. But where previous passages in Isaiah have been addressed only or 
primarily to those in exile, the poem of chapter 61 is far broader. Here, God speaks through the prophet to 
all of Israel, and through Israel to all of the nations. Israel will become a priestly nation, but all nations will 
benefit from God’s grace and mercy in the Jubilee. In Advent we lean into the arrival of the Christ, who is 
the Messiah not only for Israel but for all the world. But it is a season of waiting, and we identify with the 
prophet’s audience, who is still waiting for the fullness of God’s promises to manifest. 
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Hymns/ Music 

 Isaiah’s words appear in many of the songs of the Advent season. “Arise, Your Light Has Come!” “Hark the 
Glad Sound,” and “Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus” are all examples. 

 Songs of justice and reversal also reflect Isaiah’s themes. “Canticle of the Turning” and “Let Streams of Living 
Justice” are both fitting.  

 
Media Connections 

 While directly quoting Isaiah 61, Handel’s Messiah, so popular at this time of the year, references the themes 
of this passage found in other sections of Isaiah (chapters 7, 9, 40, 60), as well as other passages from both 
the New and Old Testaments. 

 In J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, the Hobbits, and especially Frodo, yearn for their return to the 
Shire. It is a vision that keeps them going through the most difficult times. However, when they finally 
arrive back to their homeland after the Ring has been destroyed, they find that it has been laid waste, and 
that there is much work to do. Like the exiles home from Babylon, the reality of return is not as cozy and 
pleasant as had been expected. Their world must be rebuilt and restored, and for some, like Frodo, it is 
never quite the same. 

 
Multimedia Links 

 There is a lovely banner based on this passage at http://biblische.blogspot.com/2006/06/interpreting-
isaiah-61.html.  

 A beautiful lithograph of Third Isaiah is at Jerusalem’s Safrai Fine Art museum and can be seen at 
http://www.safrai.com/popup_David%20_Sharir_251.html. 

 First Isaiah (http://www.safrai.com/popup_David%20_Sharir_254.html) and Second Isaiah 
(http://www.safrai.com/popup_David%20_Sharir_253.html) are also represented. 
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