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Contexts & Connections #3-10    Isaiah 6:1-8    November 13, 2016 

A Vision of  God in the Temple 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 Isaiah sees first and then hears. Though he tells us “I saw the Lord,” his description only speaks of the 

enormity of the edges of God’s robe. Our gaze moves from God to the robe to the seraphim to the world 
which is described as full as God’s glory before smoke fills the room.1 

 Many translations miss this: the language of God’s elevated position “high” (rām) and lofty (niśśā῾) in v. 1 
are repeated three times in Isaiah 2:12-14.2 

 In this passage, there is a repetition with the word “filled” (mlʾ) with the hem of God’s robe (v. 1), and with 
smoke (v. 4), and all the earth is filled (mlʾ) with God’s glory (v. 3).3 

 Isaiah has not been called by name to serve God but answers enthusiastically with “Here I am!” (hinnēnî).4 
 The word for “the Lord’s house” has been carefully chosen in v. 1 using the Hebrew word  hēkāl, which 

can mean both “palace” and “temple” (or more specifically, the large main room of the temple just outside 
the holy of holies where the ark resides).5  

 
Geographic 

 King Uzziah (v.1) became king of the southern kingdom, Judah, at age 16 (2 Chronicles 26). 
  Uzziah ruled for 52 years from the city of Jerusalem. Scholars put his death between 742 – 736 BCE.6 It is 

possible that Isaiah had his vision in one of the inner rooms of the temple in Jerusalem.7 
 

Historical 
 King Uzziah’s death (somewhere between 742-736 BCE), starts the timeline of Isaiah. This time period is 

complex, with warring factions and complete devastation. Isaiah finds himself among and amid the 
conflicts of Israel, Judah, Syria and Assyria. During this pre-exile time, the united kingdom was divided 
with Israel in the north and Judah in the south (922 BCE). Both areas were made up of the tribes of Israel; 
who were in perpetual conflict over social and theological issues.8 The mounting threat of the Assyrian 
invasion also affected both Israel and Judah.9 

God Sightings 

The Point  
The story of Isaiah shows how God calls imperfect people into God’s service, including us! 
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Cultural/Religious 
 The Kedushah, an element of Jewish worship, includes a prayer that uses the threefold proclamation of the 

seraphs “holy, holy, holy” (v.3). A form of this prayer may have already been in use in first century Judea.10 
 There is contrast between a heavenly king, God, who is attended to by servants, and an earthly dead king, 

Uzziah (vv. 1-3).  This compares the transitoriness of human kings to an infinite God.11  
 Isaiah 6 is the only place in Scripture where seraphs are found in God’s temple. Though they are 

mentioned in other places in the Hebrew Bible. Seraphs are not mentioned in the New Testament. Post-
biblical Christian tradition saw seraphs, like cherubs, as attending angels. By the 4th century, Christians 
understood the angels to be organized into several ranks with cherubs and seraphs first in the hierarchy.12 

 Isaiah calls himself a man of “unclean lips.” Response to Isaiah’s predicament is instantaneous as one of 
the seraphs touches his mouth with a hot coal from the altar. Some scholars suggest that this took place at 
the golden incense altar in the sanctuary, which played a central role in Day of Atonement rituals.13 Other 
scholars say that because Isaiah insists that his lips are “unclean” or ritually impure, perhaps Isaiah was 
from a priestly order, where ritual purity would be a concern.14 

 
Literary 

 It is interesting to note that the placement of Isaiah’s call does not take place until the 6th chapter. Before 
that, he has a vision of judgment, unfruitful vineyards, social injustices, and foreign invasion. With the call 
story, there are two distinct parts that could be read together: the commissioning of the prophet (vv. 1-8) 
and the message entrusted to him by God (vv. 9-13).15 
 Genre –This prophetic text is a call narrative that is highly stylized and intentionally structured by 

providing a classic outline of right worship including praise (vv. 1-4), confession (v. 5), forgiveness (vv. 
6-7), and a commissioning to prophetic vocation (v. 8).16    

 Authorial Intention – The intent of this passage is summed up in v. 8, where God says: “Whom shall 
I send and who will go for us?” This verse shows that there is work to be done: a prophetic voice to 
deliver God’s news, and it is clear that God needs a messenger.17 

 Audience – Isaiah responds to the tough call from God to deliver judgment to God’s people. Most 
prophetic messages call people to turn towards God and repent. But in the book of Isaiah, judgment 
will come to both Israel and Judah (see vv. 9-13), as they will be destroyed by Assyria and Babylon, 
respectively.18  

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 Many people think the book of Isaiah is about one prophet. Many scholars believe it is comprised by 
several prophets over a long period of time:19  
 First Isaiah (740 BCE) includes chapters 1-39 
 Second Isaiah (550 BCE) includes chapters 40-55 
 Third Isaiah (490 BCE) includes chapters 56-66 

 
More Information 

 For more information on the prophet Isaiah and his call story, check out this website: 
https://enduringword.com/commentary/isaiah-6/ 

 For more information on how the kingdom divided into northern and southern regions, check out this 
website: http://www.bible-history.com/old-testament/divided-kingdom.html 

 For more information on the Jewish definition of seraphim, check out this website: 
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13437-seraphim 

 
 

https://enduringword.com/commentary/isaiah-6/
http://www.bible-history.com/old-testament/divided-kingdom.html
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13437-seraphim
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week – (Jonah 1:1-17; 3:1-10; 4:1-22) – For many prophets, the message they carry is to remind 

God’s people to turn towards God and repent as in Jonah 3:4-10. But in Isaiah’s day, it was already too late. 
His words deliver the fate to come.20 

 Next Week – (Jeremiah 36:1-8, 21-23, 27-28; 31:31-34) – Just like Isaiah, Jeremiah deals with the 
rejection of God’s word, evil kings and a group of unfaithful people. 

 Other Weeks – The call story of Peter (Luke 5:8-10, 01/22/2017) also deals with the issue of human 
inadequacy in the face of a divine calling, in Peter's case as a disciple of Christ. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 Another royal scene with God sitting on a throne, heavenly host beside God, and a call story (1 Kings 
22:19-23). 

 The call of the prophet Jeremiah, which includes a cleansing of lips (Jeremiah 1:9). 
 A Psalm that is a hymn of praise with a reference to holy ministers that do God’s will (Psalm 103:20-21). 
 The “holy, holy, holy” (v. 3) is repeated as a never ending song (Revelations 4:8). 
 There are laws that state no one shall see God and live (Exodus 30:32). But Isaiah clearly states in v. 5 “yet 

my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” and lives. 
 Seraphim were heavenly beings, in the form of winged snakes. The same root ‘seraph’ is used to describe 

the serpents in Numbers 21:8, Isaiah 14:29, 30:6.21 
 God says: “Whom shall I send?” Isaiah answers with a common response: “Here I am!” Other biblical 

characters have used this is common response to answer God’s call including Abraham (Genesis 22:1), 
Jacob (Genesis 31:11), Moses (Exodus 3:4), Samuel (1 Samuel 3:4), and Mary, the mother of Jesus (Luke 
1:38).22 

 
Thematic Connections 

 God Revealed- In this passage, God is revealed through the process of Isaiah becoming a servant of God. 
Recognizing the hopelessness of his situation, Isaiah receives incredible and underserved grace from God 
and is cleansed. It is not because of what Isaiah does or becomes but because of who God is.23 

 God Sightings- In this particular passage, the reader witnesses God’s activity in the world through the 
conviction, cleansing, and call of Isaiah. 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 For many churches, fall is prime time for a financial stewardship campaign, a season of pledges, tithes and 
to formally consecrate the gifts. The call story of Isaiah using, “Whom shall I send?” and “Here I am!” 
connects nicely to stewardship. Not only to make a financial commitment, but to give God one hundred 
percent of whom we are called to be as God’s people. 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 Contemporary songs include “Isaiah 6” by Todd Agnew, “Isaiah, Mighty Seer, Days of Old” (Open Hymnal), 
and “You are Holy” by Christ for the Nations. 

 Hymns include “Here I am, Lord”  (Daniel Schute), “Send Me, Lord” (Walton Music), and “Holy, Holy, Holy, 
Lord God Almighty” (Reginald Heber/John Dykes) 
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Media Connections 
 Isaiah: Prophet, Seer, Poet by Victor L. Ludlow. This book lures the reader in by clearly explaining Isaiah’s 

prophecies, poetic style, terminology and symbolism.  
 What’s in the Bible: God Speaks! Volume 9. This animated video by Phil Vischer digs deep into the lives of the 

prophets including Isaiah and helps children understand what exactly what is the role of the prophet. 
 

Multimedia Links 
 This website contains the book of Isaiah in a nutshell: http://www.shmoop.com/isaiah/ 
 This website contains awesome timelines of the divided kingdom and the prophets: 

http://timeline.biblehistory.com/home 
 This website contains how poetry works in ancient texts (the book Isaiah contains much poetry): 

http://ancienthebrewpoetry.typepad.com/ancient_hebrew_poetry/2005/04/how_ancient_heb.html 
 

Weird Facts 
 Isaiah’s call story should be somewhat familiar to Westerners because Handel used elements of it in the 

opening text of the “Messiah”.24 
 
 
 
 

1Patricia K. Tull, Isaiah 1-39. (Macon: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 2010), 141. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid. 
4Ibid, 144. 
5Ibid, 139. 
6Fredrick J. Gaiser, “Isaiah”, Lutheran Study Bible. (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2009), 1103. 
7Victor Matthews, The Hebrew Prophets and Their Social World, second edition. (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2012), 100. 
8Gaiser, 1091. 
9Matthews, 101. 
10Tull, 143. 
11Walter Bruegemann, Isaiah 1-39. (Louisville: John Knox Press), 58. 
12Tull, “Isaiah,” 142. 
13Ibid, 143. 
14Matthews, 100-101. 
15Bruegemann, 57. 
16Ibid, 58. 
17Ibid, 60. 
18Gaiser, 1103. 
19Walter C. Bouzard, “Prophets: Isaiah to Malachi,” Lutheran Study Bible. (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2009), 1089. 
20Gaiser, 1103. 
21Ibid. 
22Ibid. 
23John N. Oswalt, The NIV Application Commentary: Isaiah. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 129. 
24Matthews, 100. 

http://www.shmoop.com/isaiah/
http://timeline.biblehistory.com/home
http://ancienthebrewpoetry.typepad.com/ancient_hebrew_poetry/2005/04/how_ancient_heb.html

