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INTRODUCTION
Isaiah has been described as the Gospel of the Old Testament. It is the Old Testament’s version of Ro-
mans. A book with such clarity about the problems that face mankind, while at the same time pointing 
forward so clearly to God’s solution in a Saviour and new Creation.

Sadly, apart from a few sections we might read at Christmas or Easter, much of Isaiah is neglected. In 
part, that’s understandable — with 66 chapters, covering an obscure period of history, with so many 
names and places we might never have heard about, it can be much easier just to turn to the New 
Testament.

Our aim in this series though is to do what the New Testament does. Build upon the vision and hope of 
Isaiah in the hope of filling out the need we have for, and fulfilment we find in, Jesus. After the Psalms, 
Isaiah is the second most quoted book in the New Testament. Jesus quotes it (Isa 61:1-2 in Luke 4:16-
21), John includes it at a key point in his Gospel (Isa 6:10 & 53:1 in John 12:38-40) and it’s from Isaiah 
that the Ethiopian eunuch first encounters the truth about Jesus sacrifice for the world (Isaiah 53 again 
in Acts 8:26-35).

So while Isaiah takes a bit more work than other parts of the Bible we might read (I’m looking at you 
New Testament), it’s a part of the Bible that gives such beautiful depth to the struggles in this world, the 
pain it causes God, and the lengths he was willing to go to to drag us out of that struggle.

To help you navigate your way through Isaiah, this booklet contains a few resources. The first is a cou-
ple of diagrams from visualunit.me that we’ve got permission to republish.They’ll help you place both 
where Isaiah falls into the bible storyline, the names and places referenced in Isaiah, as well as how 
Isaiah is broken up. The second is part of Barry Webb’s commentary on Isaiah, giving some historical 
background to what’s been going on.  You don’t have to read this to understand Isaiah, but you’re go-
ing to understand a whole lot more that you do read in Isaiah if you read it.  So no pressure...entirely up 
to you...but I took the time to scan it, paste it and format it...and Barry poured so much of his life into 
writing the commentary that it might be rude not to.  But, as I said, entirely up to you!

The other thing contained in this booklet is a bible reading plan for Isaiah 1-39. It’s hard, but I’m hop-
ing if we read it together as a church, and we read it in smaller bits, we’ll be able to work through the 
hard bits together, and appreciate more fully the bits where it so clearly points to Jesus. So you’ll find 
in this a bible reading plan that coincides with our series.  We hope you through reading Isaiah you 
build a bigger, fuller, more captivating picture of the person who Isaiah pointed to but who shapes lives 
today — Jesus.

Derek, July 2015.

(All the latest Isaiah community group notes and Sunday talks can be found at vc.org.au/isaiah)
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Isaiah 1-5
Reading plan

Monday, 13 July:   Isaiah 1
Tuesday, 14 July:   Isaiah 2
Wednesday, 15 July:  Isaiah 3
Thursday, 16 July:   Isaiah 4
Friday, 17 July   Isaiah 5

vc.org.au

Week One: A better place

Week Three: A trans-national epidemic

Isaiah 13-27
Reading plan

Monday, 27 July:   Isaiah 13-15
Tuesday, 28 July:   Isaiah 16-18
Wednesday, 29 July:  Isaiah 19-21
Thursday, 30 July:   Isaiah 22-24
Friday, 31 July   Isaiah 25-27
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Week Two: A better person

Isaiah 5-11

Week Four: Give me the best case scenario...

Isaiah 35-39

Reading plan

Monday, 20 July:   Isaiah 6
Tuesday, 21 July:   Isaiah 7-8
Wednesday, 22 July:  Isaiah 9-10
Thursday, 23 July:   Isaiah 11
Friday:, 24 July   Isaiah 12

Reading plan

Monday, 3 August:   Isaiah 28-30
Tuesday, 4 August:   Isaiah 31-33
Wednesday, 5 August:   Isaiah 34-36
Thursday, 6 August:   Isaiah 36-37
Friday, 7 August    Isaiah 38-39



Judah…was tiny in comparison to Egypt to its south and Assyria to its north-
east. But together with its sister kingdom Israel it occupied a strategic place 
astride the land routes linking Africa with Central Asia and the Far East. It lay at 
the centre of the known world and made the astounding claim that its God, the 
Lord, was the creator and effective ruler of everything. Uzziah and his predeces-
sors in the Davidic line were the Lord’s vice-regents whom he had installed on 
Zion, his holy hill, which would become the centre of a new world. Judah lived 
in the conviction that the Lord was the true king, and looked forward to the day 
when all the earth would know it.

This creed had not been difficult to believe during Uzziah’s long reign, which 
spanned the whole first half of the eighth century (791- 740 bc). The once 
mighty Egypt, well past its prime and weakened by internal strife, was in no po-
sition to interfere. Assyria, which still had ambitions to do so, was too preoccu-
pied for the time being with more pressing matters, including harassment along 
its northern border and uncertainty about the succession. The most it could do 
was to maintain enough pressure on Damascus to ensure that it, too, remained 
weak. This left Israel and Judah ideally situated to capitalize on their key loca-
tion in the region and to reap rich economic rewards. They also engaged in an 
impressive programme of military expansion, recovering between them most of 
the territory that Israel had ruled at the height of its golden age under Solomon. 
It was a proud time of military success, political stability, and great prosperity.

As Uzziah’s reign drew to a close, however, it was clear that this state of affairs 
could not be maintained for much longer. Five years before Uzziah’s death, in 
745 bc, an ambitious and capable new ruler, Tiglath-Pileser III, had come to 
power in Assyria. He quickly took control of Babylon, and secured his northern 
border by a decisive victory over Sardur II of Urartu. By relentless campaigning 
he put down all rebellion and re-organized the country into a network of prov-
inces controlled by his appointees, and then turned his attention to the west 
lands. First to feel his wrath was the Syrian city of Arpad, which had been in 
league with his northern enemies. It was placed under siege for two years and 
was finally annexed in 740 bc. Seeing the writing on the wall, the rulers of other 
states in the region soon began to bring tribute, including Rezin of Damascus, 
Menahem of Israel, and Hiram of Tyre. The direction of Assyria’s advance was 
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clear, and everything between it and Judah was beginning to crumble. In the 
year Uzziah died the international scene was full of threat. At home, too, things 
were far from well. The new-found wealth was not evenly distributed. It was 
concentrated in the hands of an economic elite who cared little for the have-
nots beneath them. Deep fissures were opening up in Judean society as justice 
was bought and sold, or simply disregarded and replaced by violent exploita-
tion and repression. Religious observance continued, but could no longer con-
ceal the rot that had set in underneath.9 The creed that the Lord was king had 
become hollow. Its ethical implications were disregarded at home, and it no 
longer inspired much confidence when one looked out on the changing world 
beyond Judah’s fragile borders. It was going to be a hard creed to live by in the 
turbulent years that lay ahead.

Under Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, Judah was to lurch from crisis to crisis and 
Assyrian pressure built relentlessly. In 734 bc Pekah of Israel and Rezin of Da-
mascus formed a defensive alliance and tried to persuade Ahaz to join them. 
When he refused, they invaded Judah in order to replace him with someone 
who would. It was a severe test, and Ahaz proved unequal to it. Isaiah coun-
selled him to stand firm and trust the Lord; instead he appealed to Tiglath-Pile-
ser for help and effectively subjected Judah to Assyrian domination. From then 
on tribute would be a heavy drain on the national exchequer, and refusal to pay 
it would constitute rebellion which would attract swift retribution.

The northern alliance soon collapsed, beginning with the fall of Damascus in 
732 bc. Samaria followed in 722 bc. The northern kingdom of Israel was dis-
mantled and reorganized as a province of an empire whose border now lay only 
8 miles north of Jerusalem. In the years that followed, Judah and its southern 
neighbours struggled on, economically crippled, and restive under the Assyrian 
yoke. Any sign or rumour of Assyrian weakness sparked fresh talk of rebellion, 
with hope of Egyptian backing. One such revolt by the Philistine city of Ashdod 
was savagely crushed in 711 bc. It should have been enough to warn Judah to 
keep well clear of all such intrigues, but as the century wore on, desperation and 
opportunity gradually drew her in. The Assyrian yoke was intolerable; it involved 
acknowledgment of the imperial gods, a price too high to pay. Ahaz had been 
willing, but Hezekiah was not. He nailed his colours to the mast by implement-
ing major reforms in the very first year of his reign, and from then on it became 
a war of nerves as Hezekiah bought time to prepare as thoroughly as possible 
for the showdown which had to come sooner or later. Abroad, there were signs 
that events were playing into his hands. Following the death of Sargon II, there 
were widespread risings against his successor Sennacherib (705-681 bc). In 
the east, Babylon was already in rebellion and viewed Judah as a potential ally. 

9



Egypt, too, was experiencing something of a revival and seemed ready to offer 
support. A simultaneous uprising in east and west offered the best opportunity 
to capitalize on Assyria’s weakness, and it looked as though it would have to be 
now or never. This time Hezekiah did not hesitate. He hazarded all by throwing 
his hat unreservedly into the ring. He withheld tribute, forced the reluctant Philis-
tines to fall into line, and strengthened Jerusalem’s defences.

It was a fateful move; well-intentioned perhaps, certainly courageous, but dread-
fully mistaken, and it brought Judah to the brink of extinction. Sennacherib moved 
more quickly, and proved to be far stronger, than anyone had reckoned on. In less 
than a year he got the reins firmly in his hands at home, brought Babylon to heel 
and secured his northern border. By 701 bc he was ready to move west, deter-
mined to settle matters once and for all. It was a massive campaign in which he 
systematically ravaged Palestine from Sidon in the north to Lachish in the south 
and finally placed Jerusalem itself under siege. ‘Hezekiah the Judean’ had been 
a key player in the uprising and Sennacherib was determined to make him pay in 
full. Hezekiah’s last hope, humanly speaking, was Egypt, but in the end it proved 
to be a broken reed whose help was completely ineffective. It looked like the end, 
and would certainly have been so if the Lord had not intervened. Miraculously, 
Jerusalem survived, but the whole Judean countryside was a smoking ruin.

Through all this Isaiah clung to the truth that had been etched into his conscious-
ness by his call. In the year that King Uzziah had died he had seen the King, high 
and exalted, and the whole earth full of his glory. So when Sennacherib’s men 
stood at the gates and proclaimed, in the name of ‘the great king, the king of As-
syria’, that Jerusalem was utterly at his mercy, Isaiah knew it was a lie. The truth 
behind appearances was that the Lord himself was the supreme ruler, and would 
determine the fate of Assyria and Judah alike. Isaiah lived by the old creed. Ahaz 
and Hezekiah found it hard to translate into practical politics, the common peo-
ple gave it only lip-service, and Sennacherib mocked it as madness, but Isaiah 
charted his entire course by it.

The meagre biographical details we have indicate how completely Isaiah’s mis-
sion dominated and consumed him. Jerusalem, which featured so much in his 
preaching, was his home city. His ready access to the king suggests that he 
was high born and moved in the most elite circles. Yet there was nothing effete 
or fawning about him. His presence was a constant reminder that royal power 
was not absolute, and privilege entailed heavy responsibility. His tense confron-
tation with Ahaz in chapter 7, for example, speaks volumes for his courage and 
unswerving commitment to his high calling, qualities that were eventually to cost 
him his life. His wife is called ‘the prophetess’ in 8:3, suggesting that she, too, 



prophesied. Certainly she did so indirectly, for she bore sons to Isaiah whose 
symbolic names expressed key aspects of his message. Beyond this we know 
nothing of his family life, what solace he drew from it, or what strains it suffered. 
All we know is that he was not a divided person; his call impacted and shaped 
his home life as it did every sphere he moved in. We catch a glimpse in 8:16-18 
of a small band of disciples gathering around him, with a strong suggestion that 
it included his sons. That, at least, must have been a tremendous comfort to him 
and a most fitting reward for his faithfulness.

Most of the material in chapters 1 - 39 of the book relates in one way or another 
to his ministry during the crises of 734 and 701 bc respectively. But rarely is he 
seen directly, and even then the focus is not on himself, but on others: Ahaz, 
Hezekiah, Sennacherib, and of course the Lord, whose word shapes and directs 
everything. The servant is hidden behind his Lord, and the messenger behind 
his message. But he was destined to become more hidden still, for a time came 
when it was impossible for him to appear in public at all. Within five years of the 
debacle of 701 bc,26 Manasseh had completely reversed his father’s policies, 
plunging Judah into one of the darkest periods of its history. Submission to As-
syria became the new political orthodoxy, pagan rites of the most detestable 
kinds were reintroduced, and all dissent was ruthlessly crushed. Tradition has it 
that Isaiah was martyred at this time, sawn in two by Manasseh’s men. If so, it 
was a cruel end indeed, but not a defeat, for it is likely that it was in those last 
silent years, when he was confined by old age and persecution, that he plumbed 
the depths and scaled the heights of spiritual understanding, and committed to 
his disciples the inestimable treasures preserved for us in chapters 40 - 46. They 
completed and rounded out the insights of his earlier preaching. For something 
larger occupied his mind now than the particulars thrown up by this or that politi-
cal crisis. It was the whole shape of God’s future plans for his people and for his 
world. It was what the opening verse of the book calls his ‘vision’.
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FURTHER READING
If you want to do a bit more reading in Isaiah, or in the Old Testament in general, here are some great 
places to start.

Such a good commentary, and not just because Barry is Australian. While Isaiah 
can be overwhelming, this commentary is accessible, clear and will help you not 
just navigate Isaiah but come to appreciate the beauty of Isaiah’s vision.

“Ever since Jesus read from the scroll of Isaiah in the synagogue of Nazareth, 
Christians have gravitated to this great prophecy as the interpretive center of 
the Old Testament. Here the story of Israel, scourged by judgment and exile 
and hopeful of restoration, is framed by its witnesses, heaven and earth. How 
will Israel be brought through its school of suffering and be propelled toward 
its divine destiny as the vanguard of a new heaven and earth? In the visionary 
world of Isaiah, the varied themes and imagery of the Old Testament converge 
and blend to transcend their plainest meanings as they project an extraordinary 
climax of the story of Israel and of the world.”

So this isn’t a commentary on Isaiah, but a book that’ll help you understand 
where Isaiah fits into the whole picture of the Bible. Here’s the spiel:

“Sixty-six books written by forty people over nearly 2,000 years, in two lan-
guages and several different genres. A worldwide bestseller published in count-
less sizes and bindings, translations and languages. Sworn by in court, fought 
over by religious people, quoted in arguments. The Bible is clearly no ordinary 
book. How can you begin to read and understand it as a whole? In this excel-
lent overview, Vaughan Roberts gives you the big picture--showing how the 
different parts of the Bible fit together under the theme of the kingdom of God. 
He provides both the encouragement and the tools to help you read the Bible 
with confidence and understanding. And he points you to the Bible’s supreme 
subject, Jesus Christ, and the salvation God offers through him.”

If you’ve always been confused by all the prophets in the Old Testament, and 
want a book that will give you both an overview of what they’re about, as well 
as pointers to where you can find out more — this is the book. It’s a really useful 
resource for grappling with some of the more difficult parts of the bible, without 
being so much information that you’ll feel too overwhelmed to open it.

“Exploring the Old Testament: A Guide to the Prophets considers the often 
misunderstood prophetic books of the Old Testament, including an exploration 
of their historical context, their artful use of language and their place within the 
chorus of Old Testament voices.”


