Isaiah   Part One         Reading   Isaiah chapter 6
Isaiah is one of the biggest books in the Bible so we are going to look at it in two parts, starting this week with what we know about Isaiah himself.
We need to go back some two thousand, seven hundred years to the city of Jerusalem in the southern half of what had once been David and Solomon’s great kingdom.  Those glory days had been over for two hundred years – out of living memory – and the world as a whole had changed since that time.  There were still those ancient monuments, the pyramids by the Nile, but Egypt itself was no longer the power it had been.  It wasn’t to be discounted but there was a new, strong, dangerous empire emerging in the east.  This was Assyria – we’ve all seen photos of the ancient reliefs showing Assyrian warriors with their spade-shaped curly beards – and they were acquiring a fearsome reputation.
However, when Isaiah was born, probably in Jerusalem and to a well-connected family, all seemed to be fine.  King Uzziah, who by and large had been one of the good kings, had been on the throne for years and the country was peaceful and doing well.  As we read in Isaiah  chapter 2 “the land was full of silver and gold and there was no end of its treasures: the land was full of horses and there was no end of its chariots”.  In other words it had wealth and a powerful defence system.  Unfortunately, its social security and its justice system were far from ideal.  The rich had grown complacent, living in luxury, idolatry and debauchery, oppressing the poor and abusing justice for their own ends.  The young Isaiah preached and prophesised against this in the first five chapters of the book named after him but no-one seemed to be taking much notice.
Now we come to perhaps the best-known chapter in the first half of the book.  After some 50 years King Uzziah had died and Isaiah’s life was about to be transformed.  In the temple he saw a vision of the Lord, exalted on a throne, surrounded by angels and full of glory.  Isaiah was terrified.  He had known that the city and country was corrupt and now he realised that he himself was far from perfect.  What was to become of him?  But as we read, in his vision, his lips were touched by a red-hot coal from the altar, he was assured that his sin and guilt had been taken away and he was commissioned to take the Lord’s word to the people – though he was warned that they would be reluctant to take note of it.
Chapter 7 of Isaiah takes place some ten years or so after chapter 6.  Isaiah has married and has a young son Shear-Jashub and Uzziah’s grandson Ahaz has recently become king.  He is faced with a problem.  Two of his neighbours, the kings of Israel and Syria, have decided to do something about the increasing threat from Assyria and they have asked Ahaz to join them.  When he fails to do this they attack him instead and, as chapter 7 begins, are wreaking havoc in the kingdom of Judah.  Ahaz is desperate for help and is considering turning to Assyria – which would probably be successful in the short term but might involve long-term difficulties.
In Jerusalem Isaiah is told by God to take his son and go out to meet Ahaz at a particular spot -  not in the palace or the royal gardens but out on the road to the Washerman’s Field where the king is worriedly examining the aqueduct, vital to Jerusalem’s water supplies, and perhaps also surveying the city walls.  He is expecting the worst.   Then Isaiah tells him that, in spite of the circumstances, the danger will pass.  Ahaz must stand firm and trust in the Lord rather than begging for help from the Assyrians.  It is a case of being very careful about whom to trust and where to turn for help.  There is a text in Psalms (146 v 3)  which says “Put not your trust in princes, in mortal men who cannot save”.  We can all understand Ahaz’s predicament;  he knows that he has to do something and enlisting the power of Assyria is very tempting.  We’ve probably gone through the experience of being in trouble or difficulty and trying to find someone or something to turn to before we actually get round to really turning to God.  We say that we are relying on Him but we are also looking desperately for another solution as well.  Of course, the Lord can use people to help us and He very often does – but they need to be the people of his choice rather than ours.
Nowadays we are finding that there are many suggestions of how we can cope with the “new normal” which is currently engulfing us.  Many ideas are very helpful but we need to be sure that all we do is within God’s will and not just a human striving for some kind of security.
It amused me to learn that amongst the various printing errors that crept into some versions of the Bible there is one where this verse from Psalms reads “Put not your trust in printers”.  And yet this is very true if we think of “printers” as being all the forms of communication that we encounter on a daily basis.  News and fake news, opinions and chatter come at us from all quarters.  We need to take time to step back from it all and quietly listen to what the Lord has to say to us.
He knows that we find it difficult to rely entirely on Him – Ahaz is just the same and so God offers him a sign that everything Isaiah has told him will come true.  However, Ahaz’s problem is that he had already decided what to do and he is very much afraid that God’s sign will not back up his solution.  He rather wishes that God had not made this suggestion and tries to avoid it by rather lamely saying that he will not put God to the test.  He knows that Isaiah has spoken God’s word to him and he would really rather not hear it – we’ve probably all been in a similar position at one time or another.  We know what the Lord is saying to us and we wish He wouldn’t.  
Isaiah responded by telling Ahaz that God would give him a sign anyway.  Here we have the famous passage that we read at Christmas about the virgin conceiving and bearing a son who will be called Emanuel.  This is one of the prophecies that has an application to the time in which it is spoken and also looks ahead to a greater revelation in Jesus.  In Ahaz’s time this was a prophecy that, before a child soon to be born is old enough to know right from wrong , the two enemies who are threatening Judah will be destroyed themselves.  True, trouble will come upon Judah too but not yet.  And even when that disaster occurs there will still be hope.  Isaiah’s son’s name was a prophecy in itself – Shear Jashub – a remnant will return.  The Messiah was to come from the tribe of Judah and so that tribe could not be utterly destroyed.
Unfortunately, Ahaz chose to ignore Isaiah’s message.  He turned to Assyria for help, paid tribute to their king and made Judah his vassal,  subject to his commands.  And, sure enough, trouble followed, though not for some twenty years and in the time of Ahaz’s son Hezekiah.   In the meantime, God told Isaiah to seal up his testimony for his disciples and to wait, trusting in the Lord along with his children.
A number of prophecies follow – woes pronounced on Judah’s enemies and the promise of deliverance for God’s people – but the next time we see Isaiah in action is in chapter 36 (and also in 2 Kings chapter 18).   The Assyrians are back. The northern kingdom has been destroyed and a new Assyrian king, Sennacherib, turns his attention to Judah.  One by one the fortified cities of the land have been attacked and captured.  Imagine the king and people of Jerusalem hearing the news coming in day by day and every day it is worse.  This city has fallen, now the next one – every day the Assyrians get a little closer to Jerusalem.  Finally, only Jerusalem is left and the Assyrians are surrounding it.  Then, on the very spot by the aqueduct, where Ahaz had spurned Isaiah’s prophecy twenty years earlier, the commander of the Assyrian army sends Hezekiah a message, advising him to surrender.  Old, bad choices can have repercussions throughout our lives and it is possible to live with regrets and guilt and feel that God can do nothing to help us.  And yet, with God, nothing is impossible.
Things certainly seem bad for Hezekiah.  Not only has he received a message from the Assyrians – the commander made sure that it was proclaimed before the city walls in Hebrew so that all the defenders could hear and understand it and be aware how desperate their position has become. Meanwhile, the king Sennacherib, who was still fighting against another city, hears news from home.  There is trouble there and he will need to go back to deal with it.  However, first he will finish his business with Jerusalem.  He sends a message to his commander there telling him to warn Hezekiah in a letter that there is no escape for him.  All other cities have fallen to the Assyrians and Jerusalem is going to be just the same.
Unlike Ahaz, Hezekiah realises that the only thing to do is to turn to God.  He takes the letter with the threats and ultimatum into the temple, “spreads it out before the Lord” and prays for deliverance.  Sennacherib’s threat was not just an attack on God’s people but an insult to the Lord himself.  Was He really helpless to defend them?  Is He really not able to come to our aid when the Devil tells us that He cannot reach the things that are weighing heavily upon us and preventing us from living fully in His love and service? 
Hezekiah receives his answer through Isaiah.  How God answers us is up to Him – but listen to what Isaiah prophesied.  “I will defend this city and save it, for My sake and for the sake of David My servant”.  Surely He can also defend and save us for the sake of His Own Name and for the greater Son of His servant David – Jesus, Who laid down His life for us.
Isaiah advises and prophesies, Hezekiah prays and the day draws to a close. Night falls with the Assyrian army pressing up to the very walls of Jerusalem.  The defenders on those walls can see them around their campfires and hear their comments about what they are going to do in the morning.  Gradually it all becomes quiet as everyone tries to sleep or to prepare themselves for what is to come.   And then, during the night, God takes action and that apparently invincible army is destroyed by the angel of the Lord as we read in chapter 37 v 36.   Sennacherib’s power has gone.  The threat has been completely destroyed overnight.
What has happened?  There have been a number of attempts to explain it.  The most popular is that a sudden plague struck the Assyrians.  The Bible describes it as the work of the angel of the Lord.  I like the way the poet Byron put it “The might of the Gentile, unsmote by the sword, hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord”.
We hear of Isaiah just once more in the history parts of his book.  Soon after the victory over the Assyrians the king Hezekiah becomes seriously ill and Isaiah comes to tell him that he is going to die.  And then something strange happens.  Hezekiah becomes deeply distressed, turns to the Lord with his pleas and God sends another message to Isaiah.  Hezekiah is to be given another fifteen years of life and the Lord sends him a sign of the going back of the shadow the sun made on the palace steps, which were evidently used as a kind of sundial.  
Hezekiah duly recovers after treatment by Isaiah  and is soon visited by representatives of the king of Babylon, apparently to offer him congratulations on his return to health. He shows them all the treasures of his palace and when Isaiah hears about it he prophesies that eventually everything, including some of Hezekiah’s descendants will be carried off to Babylon.  “At least there will be peace during my lifetime” thinks Hezekiah – which is understandable if not very admirable.
We don’t know what happened to Isaiah after that, though tradition says that he lived into the reign of Hezekiah’s son Manasseh.  However, we can see that though he lived through some difficult and dangerous times he remained true to the promise he made at the time of his vision in the temple.   “Here am I”  he said.  “Send me”.  We’ve heard a lot in these recent Jubilee days about faithfulness to promises and perhaps that should be the thing we take away from this first part of Isaiah.  God is faithful to His people and makes it clear that He will continue to keep faith with them.  We have the choice of whether to remain faithful to Him.  Whose example are we going to follow?  Are we more like Ahaz or Isaiah?
