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A Brief Introduction to Studying the Book of Isaiah
At the start of 2021, the Rt. Rev. David Reed introduced the annual diocesan scripture theme
from Luke 10:11 - “Nevertheless, the kingdom of God has come near.” “Sin embargo, el reino
de Dios ya estacerca.” Linked with this theme is the annual diocesan Bible Study about which
Bishop Reed shared the following reflection.
"I invite you to pick up the book of the Prophet Isaiah. There is plenty in its sixty-six chapters to
keep us busy, and it’s a book turned to often by the writers of the New Testament, to help hearers
understand the person and the work of Jesus. But I chose it mostly because of its themes of exile
and return, of being scattered and then regathered.
We have certainly not been exiled by COVID-19, but we have been forced to live apart from so
much that is loved and familiar. We are out of the habit of many of our cherished practices. As
churches we have had to find ways to bind ourselves together so that we can remember that we
are God’s people.
Isaiah also speaks of returning and restoration. And that is the work we will, by God’s grace, be
re-called to in the coming months. How do we come back together? How do we return to being
together and worshiping without mentally measuring the distance between us? Isaiah will have
other things to say for us for sure. He speaks for God and talks about justice and mercy, concern
for the community, compassion for the suffering. He proclaims God’s insistence that the people
of God show they are God’s people by how they live their lives and by how they treat others."
In light of Bishop Reed’s recommendation to read the book of Isaiah, the Christian Formation
Committee is releasing a five-week, introductory lesson plan to help formation classes prepare to
study Isaiah. The lessons included here will give context and background for prophecy in the
Bible, the prophet Isaiah, and the historical contexts of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, where
Isaiah was situated.
Later in the summer and fall, additional lesson plans will be released for studying Isaiah as it is
featured in both the Old and New Testament lectionary readings. Other published study
resources for adult, youth, and children’s formation classes can be found online now, at
www.dwtx.org/blog/introducingisaiah.
Questions may be directed to the Rev. Reagan Gonzalez, Associate Rector of St. Luke’s, San
Antonio, and the Rev. Kendrah McDonald, Assistant Rector of St. Alban’s, Harlingen, who are
Christian Formation Committee members and the authors of this introductory study.
The Rev. Reagan Gonzalez
Associate Rector
St. Luke’s, San Antonio
reagang@stlukes-sa.net
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Assistant Rector
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Lesson 1: “What is a Prophet, Part I”
Background:
In preparation for reading and studying the book of Isaiah the Christian Formation Committee
offers a short series of studies with background information. These lessons are intended to help
you understand the cultural and historical background of the book and prophets known as Isaiah.
One of the first questions we might ask when approaching any of the books of the prophets is,
“what is a Prophet?”
A Notation for This Lesson: A closer look at the life and vocation of prophets in general will help
give us a deeper reading and understanding of the book of Isaiah.
Opening Prayer:
The Song of Zechariah Benedictus Dominus Deus (Luke 1: 68-79)
Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel; *
he has come to his people and set them free.
He has raised up for us a mighty savior, *
born of the house of his servant David.
Through his holy prophets he promised of old,
that he would save us from our enemies, *
from the hands of all who hate us.
He promised to show mercy to our fathers *
and to remember his holy covenant.
This was the oath he swore to our father Abraham, *
to set us free from the hands of our enemies,
Free to worship him without fear, *
holy and righteous in his sight all the days of our life.
You, my child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High, *
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his way,
To give his people knowledge of salvation *
by the forgiveness of their sins.
In the tender compassion of our God *
the dawn from on high shall break upon us,
To shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death, *
and to guide our feet into the way of peace.
Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit: *
as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.
The Lesson:
Ask any child (or adult) who has been in Godly Play, “What is a prophet?” and they will tell you,
“Prophets are people who come so close to God, and God comes so close to them, that they
know what God is saying. They then go and tell other people what God has said. Sometimes
people do not like the message, so they become very angry. It is not easy to be a prophet.”

Another description of what prophets are and what they do comes from Walter Brueggemann,
“Prophetic proclamation is an attempt to imagine the world as though YHWH—the creator of the
world, the deliverer of Israel, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ whom we Christians come to
name as Father, Son, and Spirit—were a real character and an effective agent in the
world…prophetic proclamation is the staging and performance of a contest between two
narrative accounts of the world and an effort to show that the YHWH account of reality is more
adequate and finally more reliable than the dominant narrative account that is cast among us as
though it were true and beyond critique.”
Between these two descriptions we get the image of prophets as messengers of God. They have
been given the task of telling the world God’s words, and helping the world imagine an alternate
reality that is under God’s rule, not humanity’s rule.
One image that Brueggemann gives us is the prophet as a performer. For the modern-day
Christian, we are used to knowing the words of prophets when we read them in the Bible, or
maybe when we hear them read in church. These writings are a gift to us, but it’s important to
remember that most of the time prophets were giving their messages in oral form. People
couldn’t just go to their bookshelf, or scroll through their phone to find out what the prophets of
the day were saying, they would have been gathered together in person and listening to the
prophet make their proclamations.
Terry Giles, professor of Theology at Gannon University writes, “By the power of his words and
the force of his delivery, the performer compels his audience to confront unpleasant truths about
themselves, creating a sense of regret that is intended to propel the audience to action. As with
any good theater, the prophetic performer does not leave his audience as he found them. Rather,
the prophet leads his audience to imagine a world that could be, a world in which evil is hated
and goodness is loved…” Through their performances prophets again and again called people to
turn back towards God.
It's easy for us to think of prophets as having a noble and courageous vocation, but it was quite
dangerous work. The prophet Elijah is one of many examples of prophets having to flee for their
lives after angering King Ahab in a duel against the prophets of Baal:
Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the prophets with the
sword. Then Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, ‘So may the gods do to me, and
more also, if I do not make your life like the life of one of them by this time tomorrow.’
Then he was afraid; he got up and fled for his life, and came to Beer-sheba, which belongs
to Judah; he left his servant there.
But he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness, and came and sat down under a
solitary broom tree. He asked that he might die: ‘It is enough; now, O Lord, take away my
life, for I am no better than my ancestors.’ Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell
asleep. Suddenly an angel touched him and said to him, ‘Get up and eat.’ He looked, and
there at his head was a cake baked on hot stones, and a jar of water. He ate and drank, and
lay down again. The angel of the Lord came a second time, touched him, and said, ‘Get up
and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you.’ He got up, and ate and drank;
then he went in the strength of that food for forty days and forty nights to Horeb the mount
of God. At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there.
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Then the word of the Lord came to him, saying, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ He
answered, ‘I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have
forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword.
I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.’
He said, ‘Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass
by.’ Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking
rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an
earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the
Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence. When Elijah heard it,
he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then
there came a voice to him that said, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ He answered, ‘I
have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your
covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am
left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.’ Then the Lord said to him, ‘Go, return
on your way to the wilderness of Damascus; when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael as
king over Aram. Also you shall anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king over Israel; and you
shall anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah as prophet in your place. Whoever
escapes from the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill; and whoever escapes from the sword of
Jehu, Elisha shall kill. Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not
bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him.’ (1 Kings 19:1-18)
Sometimes it is difficult to be a prophet because God’s ways are not our ways, and that can be
frustrating! Jonah is sometimes called the backward prophet, because he disagreed with God’s
decision to show the people of Nineveh mercy:
When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his
mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it.
But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed to the Lord and
said, ‘O Lord! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I
fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful,
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. And
now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.’ And
the Lord said, ‘Is it right for you to be angry?’ Then Jonah went out of the city and sat
down east of the city, and made a booth for himself there. He sat under it in the shade,
waiting to see what would become of the city.
The Lord God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade over his
head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the bush. But when
dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it
withered. When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and the sun beat down on
the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked that he might die. He said, ‘It is better for
me to die than to live.’
But God said to Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?’ And he said, ‘Yes,
angry enough to die.’ Then the Lord said, ‘You are concerned about the bush, for which
you did not labour and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished
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in a night. And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are
more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who do not know their right hand from
their left, and also many animals?’ (Jonah 3:10-4:11)
These are just a few examples of the many biblical prophets who each lived diverse and
adventurous lives. We know the words of some of the prophets, like Jeremiah and Isaiah, either
because they wrote them down or others who heard them speak wrote them down. There are also
prophets, like Elijah and Elisha, whose words did not get written down. We have narratives of
their lives, but not their proclamations or theological performances. Prophets made people
uncomfortable by being open about the people’s wrong doings, but they also gave messages of
hope in times of despair.
No matter where or when prophets lived, we know that they were and are people who help make
connections between the divine and humanity. They are witnesses and bearers of God’s word,
they call people to return to God, sometimes they share their own words, and sometimes they
plead to God on behalf of the people (more on this in Lesson 2).
Reflection Questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is something new you learned about prophets?
Why do you think it is dangerous to be a prophet?
What did this lesson make you want to know more about?
Elijah did what God said, and it nearly got him killed. Has following God ever put your
reputation at risk or put you in danger?
Jonah did not agree with God about saving the people of Nineveh, do you think we can
disagree with God and still do God’s work?
I wonder if you’ve ever met a prophet?

Closing Prayer:
Loving and Generous God, it is You who call us by name and ask us to follow You. Help us to
grow in the Love and Service of the Church as we experience it today. Give us the energy and
courage of Your Spirit to shape its future. Inspire us to know You better and open our hearts to
hear Your call. In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Sources:
The Complete Guide to Godly Play Volume 2 by Jerome W. Berryman
The Prophetic Imagination by Walter Brueggemann
Prophets as Performers by Terry Giles
https://www.bibleodyssey.org/passages/related-articles/prophets-as-performers
The New Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with Apocrypha

Studying the Prophet Isaiah

Diocese of West Texas – 2021 Introductory Study

Lesson 2: “What Biblical Prophecy Is and What It Is Not: What is a Prophet,
Part II”
Background:
In Lesson 1, we learned what the role and life of a prophet looked like. We learned that they are
messengers of God’s word, and that sometimes, maybe often-times, people do not want to hear
God’s word. In Lesson 2, we will explore what biblical prophecy is, and maybe more
importantly, what it is not.
Opening Prayer:
Grant us, Lord, your wisdom as we face the questions of this day. Reveal to us the faithful path,
and, O Holy Wisdom, may we make you our heart’s illumination. Amen.
The Lesson:
When you think of the word prophet or prophecy, what comes to mind?
Perhaps you might think of a movie or book that involves a prophecy as a foretelling of the
future. This type of prophecy is weaved throughout good storytelling in our modern culture.
From Lord of the Rings to Harry Potter, some of our most beloved literature and film show
prophets as future tellers and a prophecy is a future event waiting to be fulfilled. This type of
prophecy does make for great story telling, as readers or viewers are taken on a myriad of
adventures, perhaps facing villains and making friends along the way.
While the life and times of biblical prophets were certainly not slow or without adventure,
prophecy as future telling is an incomplete and fragmented definition of biblical prophecy.
Prophets spoke about the present time they were living in, and how the people, and often those in
power, were not living in alignment with God. The prophet Jeremiah gives us words that reflect a
people who have gone astray before, and who are doing so again:
The word of the LORD came to me, saying: Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem,
Thus says the LORD:
I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the
wilderness, in a land not sown. Israel was holy to the LORD, the first fruits of his harvest.
All who ate of it were held guilty; disaster came upon them, says the LORD.
Hear the word of the LORD, O house of Jacob, and all the families of the house of
Israel. Thus says the LORD:
What wrong did your ancestors find in me that they went far from me, and went after
worthless things, and became worthless themselves? They did not say, ‘Where is
the LORD who brought us up from the land of Egypt, who led us in the wilderness, in a
land of deserts and pits, in a land of drought and deep darkness, in a land that no one
passes through, where no one lives?’ I brought you into a plentiful land to eat its fruits
and its good things. But when you entered you defiled my land, and made my heritage an
abomination. The priests did not say, ‘Where is the LORD?’ Those who handle the law
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did not know me; the rulers transgressed against me; the prophets prophesied by Baal,
and went after things that do not profit.
Therefore once more I accuse you, says the LORD, and I accuse your children’s children.
Cross to the coasts of Cyprus and look, send to Kedar and examine with care; see if there
has ever been such a thing. Has a nation changed its gods, even though they are no gods?
But my people have changed their glory for something that does not profit. Be appalled,
O heavens, at this, be shocked, be utterly desolate, says the LORD, for my people have
committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, and dug out
cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that can hold no water. (Jeremiah 2:1-13)
Jeremiah also speaks words that call the people back to God who is merciful:
Then the LORD said to me: Faithless Israel has shown herself less guilty than false
Judah. Go, and proclaim these words towards the north, and say:
Return, faithless Israel, says the LORD. I will not look on you in anger, for I am merciful,
says the LORD; I will not be angry for ever. Only acknowledge your guilt, that you have
rebelled against the LORD your God, and scattered your favours among strangers under
every green tree, and have not obeyed my voice, says the LORD. Return, O faithless
children, says the LORD, for I am your master; I will take you, one from a city and two
from a family, and I will bring you to Zion.
I will give you shepherds after my own heart, who will feed you with knowledge and
understanding. And when you have multiplied and increased in the land, in those days,
says the LORD, they shall no longer say, ‘The ark of the covenant of the LORD.’ It shall not
come to mind, or be remembered, or missed; nor shall another one be made. At that time
Jerusalem shall be called the throne of the LORD, and all nations shall gather to it, to the
presence of the LORD in Jerusalem, and they shall no longer stubbornly follow their own
evil will. In those days the house of Judah shall join the house of Israel, and together they
shall come from the land of the north to the land that I gave your ancestors for a heritage.
(Jeremiah 3:11-18)
In addition to naming the problems of their present times, and calling for repentance to God,
prophets also spoke about divine judgement. It is critically important to remember that the
worldview in biblical times was very different than our own. Everything that happened, from
terrible things like violence due to war, famine, and natural disasters, to good things, like the
blessing of children or the conquering of foreign powers were seen as coming from God or gods.
Every aspect of people’s lives was a product of divine intervention, good and bad. While our
Christian tradition does not advocate for saying that bad things happen to people as a punishment
of God, this is a theme of biblical prophecy that we must wrestle with.
Lamentations is a poetical book, thought to have been authored by Jeremiah after the destruction
of Jerusalem and the Temple by the Babylonians. It is a book that describes great suffering and
grief, and gives us an example of divine judgement that we see throughout scripture,
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“Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Look and see if there is any sorrow like my
sorrow, which was brought upon me, which the LORD inflicted on the day of his fierce
anger.
From on high he sent fire; it went deep into my bones; he spread a net for my feet; he
turned me back; he has left me stunned, faint all day long.
My transgressions were bound into a yoke; by his hand they were fastened together; they
weigh on my neck, sapping my strength; the Lord handed me over to those whom I cannot
withstand.
The LORD has rejected all my warriors in the midst of me; he proclaimed a time against me
to crush my young men; the Lord has trodden as in a wine press the virgin daughter Judah.
For these things I weep; my eyes flow with tears; for a comforter is far from me, one to
revive my courage; my children are desolate, for the enemy has prevailed.
(Lamentations 1:12-16)
One of the most difficult questions we ask as people of faith is why bad and terrible things
happen. We do not believe that God punishes people with diseases or natural disasters. While
this is a scriptural theme, it is based in a different time, as well as the overarching narrative of
God trying to call the people back to Godself. In later lessons as we begin to read the book of
Isaiah these themes will emerge, and it will be important to wrestle with them, without giving
easy explanations and acknowledging that some parts of scripture are difficult to understand and
take in.
In addition to calling for repentance and expressing grief, prophets also gave words of hope.
Some of the most beloved passages come from these types of prophetic writing. In our tradition
we read Ezekiel 37 as part of our Easter Vigil service. Ezekiel wrote his words when Judah was
exiled under the Babylonians. Ezekiel speaks of God’s protection and anticipated restoration of
Zion,
The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of the Lord and
set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. He led me all round them; there
were very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry. He said to me, ‘Mortal, can
these bones live?’ I answered, ‘O Lord God, you know.’ Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to
these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says the Lord
God to these bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. I will lay sinews on
you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in
you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord.’
So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was a
noise, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. I looked, and there were
sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them; but there was
no breath in them. Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say
to the breath: Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe
upon these slain, that they may live.’ I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath
came into them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude.
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Then he said to me, ‘Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, “Our
bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.” Therefore prophesy,
and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you
up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you
shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your
graves, O my people. I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place
you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says
the Lord.’1 (Ezekiel 37:1-14)
The writings of the prophets encompass a significant portion of the Old Testament, and cover a
variety of genres and interpretations. The examples and scripture passages we’ve read are just a
sampling of what Hebrew scripture has to offer us. Above all, biblical prophecy is more than
future telling. Prophets challenge people to do what is right and just, they call for a return to
God, they speak words of hope to people displaced and vulnerable, and they offer an alternate
reality that is filled with God’s peace and reign.
Reflection Questions:
•
•
•
•

After having been through the lesson, how would you now answer the question, “What
comes to mind when you think of prophecy?”
When reading the scripture passages from above did anything feel applicable to your own
life?
Do you think reading the biblical prophets can help inform our lives, community, society,
the world? If so, how?
What do you imagine when you think of an alternate reality that is under God’s rule, and
not humanity’s?

Closing Prayer:
O God of all the prophets, you knew us and chose us before you formed us in the womb: Fill us
with faith that speaks your word, hope that does not disappoint, and love that bears all things for
your sake, until that day when we shall know you fully, even as we are known by you. Amen.

Sources:
The New Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with Apocrypha
What was a prophet? by Herbert B. Hoffman
https://www.bibleodyssey.org/people/related-articles/what-was-a-prophet
The Practice of Prophetic Imagination by Walter Brueggeman
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Lesson 3: “Social Reform and Modern-Day Prophets”
Background:
Lesson 3 wraps up our general overview of biblical prophets and prophecy before we dive into
the general Overview of Israel’s History and the cultural background of the book of Isaiah. In
this lesson we will explore modern day prophets, and how they continue to call people towards a
new way of living.
Opening Prayer:
My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know
for certain where it will end; nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think I am following
your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that the desire to please you
does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. I hope that I will
never do anything apart from that desire.
And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the right road, though I may know nothing about
it. Therefore will I trust you always though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. I
will not fear, for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me to face my perils alone.
Amen. -Thomas Merton
The Lesson:
By now we know that prophets are individuals called by God to share divine news, and connect
the reality of our world with and to God. But what about in today’s modern world. Are there still
prophets around? What might they tell us? Will we listen? Let’s walk through a short reminder
of prophetic work, and think about some modern day prophets together.
In his book, The Practice of Prophetic Imagination, Walter Brueggemann gives this definition of
prophetic proclamation, “prophetic proclamation is the staging and performance of a contest
between two narrative accounts of the world and an effort to show that the YHWH account of
reality is more adequate and finally more reliable than the dominant narrative account that is cast
among us as though it were true and beyond critique.”
One part of prophetic speeches we have not talked about yet is the idea of going against the
dominant narrative. When prophets are preaching and performing they are not only giving us an
imagined world under the ways of God, but this imagined world is usually in conflict with the
status quo of society.
The prophet Amos speaks against those who have power in society and are exploiting the poor
and vulnerable,
I hate, I despise your festivals,
and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.
Even though you offer me your burnt-offerings and grain-offerings,
I will not accept them;
and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals
I will not look upon.
Take away from me the noise of your songs;
I will not listen to the melody of your harps.
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But let justice roll down like waters,
and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (Amos 5:21-24)
God’s words through Amos speak of God not being impressed with the people’s worship when
they are neglecting those in need of justice. Biblical Scholar Walter J. Houston writes, “So this is
injustice: the powerful treat poor people—who are most of their fellow citizens—as sources of
wealth and unpaid labor, using coercion, bribery, dishonesty, legal technicalities, and even
violence. And justice means the opposite: those with power behaving honestly, generously, and
respectfully to the poor (Ezekiel 18:5-9).”
Pushing against the status quo in order to present a new narrative under God is never easy.
Modern day prophets face hardship and criticism just like their biblical counterparts. We do not
have enough time to name all those who are modern day prophets, but below are a few who have
lived their lives speaking God’s truth and working for justice in our own day.
The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
MLK is known for his powerful preaching, and his prophetic witness to the work of equality for
African Americans in the United States. He called on Christians, and especially his fellow clergy
colleagues, to stand up and work for justice for all people. He was a proponent of peaceful
demonstrations, and by his example of bus boycotts and sit ins was able to help make strides for
desegregation. His work was dangerous, and many of his followers were hurt or killed for their
work. Martin Luther King, Jr. himself was killed for his work in 1968.
Frances Perkins
Frances was born in Maine in 1890, and completed a master’s degree in economics and
sociology from Columbia University. She was confirmed in the Episcopal Church in 1905.
While living in Chicago Frances witnessed the Shirtwaist fire that killed 146 women factory
workers. This traumatic event inspired her to advocate for workers the rest of her career. When
FDR was elected governor of New York Frances was named Commissioner of Labor, and when
he was elected president she became Secretary of Labor and the first woman to hold a position in
the presidential cabinet. Frances remained faithful to her work and to the Episcopal Church until
her death in 1965. “I came to Washington to serve God, FDR, and millions of forgotten, plain,
common workingmen.” –Frances Perkins
Archbishop Desmond Tutu
Desmond Tutu was ordained a priest in the Anglican Church of South Africa in 1960. He was
appointed the Dean of St. Mary’s Cathedral in Johannesburg in 1975, the first Black person to
hold the position. Tutu was very outspoken against apartheid, and worked hard for reconciliation
among all races and peoples. His work and prophetic actions caused him much criticism by state
police, and his passport was confiscated. In 1984 he was awarded a Nobel Peace Prize, and in
1985 he was consecrated as the Bishop of Johannesburg. In 1986 he was elected as the
Archbishop of South Africa, becoming the first black cleric to hold the position.
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Reflection Questions:
•
•
•

Have you ever spoken against the status quo for God’s sake?
What modern day prophets can you think of?
Does God call everyone to be a prophet sometimes?

Closing Prayer:

For the Human Family
O God, you made us in your own image and redeemed us through Jesus your Son: Look with
compassion on the whole human family; take away the arrogance and hatred which infect our
hearts; break down the walls that separate us; unite us in bonds of love; and work through our
struggle and confusion to accomplish your purposes on earth; that, in your good time, all nations
and races may serve you in harmony around your heavenly throne; through Jesus Christ our
Lord. Amen. (BCP p. 815)

Sources:
The New Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with Apocrypha
The Practice of Prophetic Imagination by Walter Brueggeman
Social Justice and the Prophets by Walter J. Houston
www.bibleodyssey.org/en/passages/related-articles/social-justice-and-the-prophets
Lesson Plans that work: MLK Jr. by Wendy Claire Barrie
Printed by the Office for Formation and Vocation Ministries of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society
The Liturgical Calendar: The Church Remembers Frances Perkins
Forward Movement prayer.forwardmovement.org/the_calendar_response.php?id=400513
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Lesson 4: General Overview of Israel’s History Before Isaiah’s Prophecies
Israel’s history is fraught with conflict, internal and external.
Background:
Becoming familiar with an overview of Israel’s history will help understand passages and themes
in Isaiah.
God made a covenant with Abraham to be his God, and God would make Abraham the father of
many nations. (Genesis 12-21) Abraham was the father of Isaac. Isaac was the father of Jacob.
Jacob was renamed Israel and was the father of Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Naphtali,
Gad, Asher, Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph, and Benjamin. Joseph dies surrounded by his brothers.
His sons Manasseh’s and Ephraim’s tribes received land in the Promise Land. Levi’s line were
the priests and did not receive land like the others. After Moses and Joshua died, God raised up
judges who led the people at various times through history until Samuel. Samuel was a priest,
prophet, seer, and judge. In the passage above, the Israelites have demanded to have a king like
the other nations. They have rejected God as their King. They want a king that is physically
present. The whole nation is referred to as Israel at his point.
A Notation for This Week’s Lesson: When we read through the Old Testament, we can see a
pattern of the Israelites rejecting or not having faith or trust in God. What God expects from the
kings and people of Israel who represent God is different from what the world expects and how
people function in the world. Scriptural references are for further reading if anyone wants that
information.
Before Class:
The general timeline and Map 6 will be useful for this lesson. The lesson gives more in-depth
information about the timeline with Scripture notations for those who want to read more about
specific details. There is not time to read them all in class.
Opening Prayer:
The path of the righteous is level; you, the Upright One, make the way of the righteous smooth.
Yes, Lord, walking in the way of your laws, we wait for you; your name and renown are the
desire of our hearts. My soul yearns for you in the night; in the morning my spirit longs for you.
When your judgments come upon the earth, the people of the world learn righteousness.
(Isaiah 26:7-9 NRSV)
The Lesson:
Some dates are disputed, but the order of events is not.
• Samuel anoints Saul as Israel’s first king in 1050 BC and reigns from 1050 BC through 1010
BC. (1 Samuel 9-15; 1 Samuel 31, 1 Chronicles 10)
Saul is from the tribe of Benjamin. The tribes were not united to this point. All of the tribes
support Saul after casting lots and after Saul’s successful triumphs against the Philistines.
However, after a couple of missteps, Samuel relates that Saul has lost God’s favor. David serves
Saul in several ways but principally as a military commander. David builds support in the
Southern tribes during his conquests for Saul. He also marries Saul’s daughter Michal and is best
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friends with his son, Jonathon. After Saul dies (and Jonathon too), his son, Ishbaal tries to keep
the throne in the North but is defeated. The tribe of Judah has already named David as their king.
• David becomes king after Saul’s death from 1010 BC through 970 BC. David makes Jerusalem
the capitol and moves the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem.
(1 Samuel 16, 2 Samuel 5; 1 Chronicles 11, 1 Kings 1-2)
David becomes king of all of Israel (Northern and Southern tribes). Not only does he unite the
kingdom, but he expands the lands that Israel controls. David is shown through 2 Samuel to be a
shrewd and flawed man. At one point, his son Absalom tries to take the throne by force. David
defeats Absalom. He promises Bathsheba that her son, Solomon, will be his successor.
• Solomon becomes king after David’s death from 970 BC through 930 BC. He builds the
Temple in Jerusalem starting in 970 BC and finishing in 960 BC.
(1 Kings 2-3, 1 Chronicles 23, 2 Chronicles 1; 1 Kings 11, 2 Chronicles 9)
Solomon succeeds David and is able to fund the Temple building through the vassal states David
conquered and through the districting of the tribal lands. He famously asks for wisdom, but in the
end, Solomon is not faithful to God. He marries many foreign wives and allows them to worship
their own gods and joins them in that worship. He also loses several territories. Jeroboam I rises
to contest Solomon’s reign but is exiled until Solomon dies.
• The Kingdom splits in 930 BC into the Northern Kingdom: Israel (later also called Ephraim)
consisting of 10 tribes and the Southern Kingdom: Judah consisting of 2 tribes.
Rehoboam I, son of Solomon, in the South rules from 930 BC through 913 BC
Jeroboam I in the North rules from 930 BC through 910 BC
(1 Kings 12, 2 Chronicles 10)
Jeroboam returns from exile and takes control of the Northern Kingdom. Rehoboam maintains
control of the Southern Kingdom.
For the next two hundred years, Israel, the Northern Kingdom is involved in conflicts with Syria,
Assyria, and other small surrounding nations. Israel is forced to pay tributes to both Syria and
Assyria. Judah, the Southern Kingdom, is also involved in conflicts throughout these years. Both
Kingdoms experience short bursts of peace and even prosperity at times in these two hundred
years. Biblical accounts in 1 Kings 1-11 attribute Judah faring better than Israel due to truer
worship of YHWH.
In 735 BC, Israel and Syria and several other small nations join forces to fight Assyrian advances
west. Israel and Syria attempt to forcefully persuade Judah to join this alliance. Judah’s king
Ahaz asks Assyria for help and becomes an Assyrian vassal. This is detailed in Isaiah 7-8, 2
Kings 16, and 2 Chronicles 28. It is referred to as the Syro-Ephraimite War, Ephraim being the
strongest of the tribes of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. In 722 BC, the Northern Kindom of
Israel falls and becomes a territory of the Assyrian Empire.
Isaiah prophesied from 740-681 BC to Judah. The prophesies in Isaiah span from 740-539 BC.
Amos, Hosea, and Micah are contemporaries of Isaiah.
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The Southern Kingdom of Judah struggles with Assyria and then Babylon when Babylon defeats
Assyria in 612 BC. Judah alternates between being a loyal vassal and being a rebellious vassal to
each of these nations.
In 597 BC, Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II defeats Judah’s king Jehoiachin and takes the
king, nobles, and priests to Babylon. He places King Zedekiah as the vassal king in Jerusalem.
King Zedekiah allies with Egypt. In 587 BC, the Babylonians raze Jerusalem and the Temple.
Judah falls. This is in Isaiah 40-55.
In 538, Persian King Cyrus allows Jews to return to Jerusalem and rebuilding of the Temple
begins in 536 AD. This is in Isaiah 44 and 45.
Reflection Questions:
•
•
•

•
•
•

Did anything surprise you or was there a detail you didn’t realize about this early history
of Israel?
What questions do you want to explore and know more about from this history?
If you were a Jewish person living after the kingdom split but before the fall of
Jerusalem, what would your thoughts be concerning the covenant God made with
Abraham to be the father of many nations and the promise to David that one of his
descendants would always sit on the throne?
What would your conclusions be once Jerusalem and the Temple were destroyed, the
king and nobles taken into exile, and the Ark of the Covenant carried to Babylon?
What connections do you see between your story and Israel’s story?
What is your reflection or explanation for this week’s notation: What God expects from
the Kings of Israel who represent God is different from what the world expects of kings?
How does it relate to your life?

Closing Prayer
Lead me, Lord, lead me, Lord
By the light of truth
To seek and to find the narrow way.
Be my way, be my truth
Be my life, my Lord
And lead me, Lord, today.
“Lead Me, Lord,” a song by John D. Becker

Sources:
The Old Testament: A Historical and Literary Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures 3rd Edition by Michael
D. Coogan
The New Annotated Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with the Apocrypha 4th Edition
Rose Book of Bible & Christian History Time Lines
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General Timeline of Israel’s History for the Isaiah Study
(Some dates are disputed, but the order is not)
1050-1010 BC

Saul reigns as first king of Israel

1010-970 BC

David reigns as king of Israel

970-930 BC

Solomon reigns as king of Israel (has many foreign wives)

960 BC

Temple Completed

930 BC

Kingdom divides into the Northern Kingdom: Israel and the Southern
Kingdom: Judah

841 BC

Assyria forces Israel (Northern Kingdom) to pay tribute

740-681 BC

Isaiah’s prophesies to Judah (Southern Kingdom)

735 BC

Syro-Ephraim War against Judah and King Ahaz; Ahaz asks Assyria for help
and becomes a vassal of Assyria

722 BC

Israel falls and people exiled to Assyria

612 BC

Babylon defeats Assyria

597 BC

Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II conquers Judah’s King Jehoiachin in
Jerusalem, carries off the king, nobles, and priests to exile in Babylon; Places
King Zedekiah as the vassal king

587 BC

King Zedekiah is defeated by Nebuchadnezzar II, Temple and Jerusalem are
destroyed; more people carried off to exile in Babylon

539 BC

Persia defeats Babylon
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Map 6
Scanned from The New Annotated Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with the Apocrypha 4th Edition
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Lesson 5: “Nothing New Under the Sun: The History of Judah in the Book of
Isaiah”
Background:
Isaiah lived from approximately 740 - 680 B.C., but the prophesies in the book of Isaiah span
from 740 – 539 B.C. While it is possible for God to give prophets/people information about the
future, inconsistencies in the scrolls indicate that it was written by different people in different
time periods. Additionally, a Jewish person in eighth century BC under Assyrian rule would be
unlikely to know about Babylonian rule or the king’s name, nor about the Persian empire and the
king’s name (Coogan, pg. 332).
We know from other books of the Bible that prophets had followers and that there were
“schools” of prophets (2 Kings 2 is a clear example of these). Thus, the style of writing and the
major theological terms and ideas are consistent throughout the book of Isaiah even if there were
multiple writers or prophets dictating the book of Isaiah.
A Notation for This Week’s Lesson: Becoming familiar with the history behind the book of Isaiah
will help understand passages and themes in Isaiah.
Before Class:
The Table of Kings and Map 7 will be useful for this lesson. Either print them or plan to project
them.
Opening Prayer:
O LORD, I will honor and praise your name, for you are my God. You do such wonderful
things! You planned them long ago, and now you have accomplished them.
(Isaiah 25:1 NLT)
Lesson:
It is important to recognize that the book of Isaiah is not written in chronological order. In
chapters 1-39, we see the prophet(s) address nations, kings, and events throughout three
centuries, several kingdoms, and three empires.
The Southern Kingdom of Judah is surrounded by Philistia to the West, the Northern Kingdom
of Israel to its North with Aram/Syria North of Israel, and Edom, Moab, and Ammon to the East.
Egypt is to the South. Egypt is at times an ally, an enemy, and an overlord depending on the
strength of the regions around Judah, whether the king of Judah asks for help, and the strength of
Assyria and which border Assyria focuses on conquering or subduing.
The lands of Aram/Syria, Israel/Ephraim, Moab, Ammon, Edom and Philistia are nations on the
Southwestern side of Assyria’s border. On the Southeastern border is Babylonia and Medes and
Arrat to the Northeast. At its largest, the Assyrian Empire covers modern day nations of Iraq,
Syria, Jordan, Israel, and part of Turkey.
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In the time of King Uzziah of Judah in the Southern Kingdom, when Isaiah first starts his
prophesy, Jeroboam II is king of Israel, the Northern Kingdom and Shalmaneser IV is king of
Assyria. According to 2 Chronicles 26, King Uzziah, king of Judah, is a prolific builder and
conquers territories of the Philistines and the Ammonites before he becomes too arrogant, is
struck with leprosy for burning incense in the Temple, and quarantined for the rest of his life.
(Also 2 Kings 15:1-7)
Jeroboam II, king of Israel in the Northern Kingdom fought with King Uzziah of Judah in the
Southern Kingdom and with the king of Aram, also called Syria. In the span of 56 years, the
succession of the kings of Israel is Jeroboam II, Zechariah, Shallum, Menahem, Pekahiah, and
Pekah, as read in 2 Kings 15. They do what was evil in the sight of the Lord, have coups, fight
with Syria, and other neighbors, and pay tribute to Assyria. Israel is invaded the by Assyrian
King Pul (Tiglath-pileser III) during King Menahem’s reign and during King Pekah’s reign.
Since Judean King Uzziah has leprosy, his son, Jotham, and then grandson, Ahaz, become corulers with him during his lifetime. A bit is written about Jotham in 2 Kings 15:32-38 and 2
Chronicles 27. He continues his father’s conquests and building projects during his reign from
759-743 BC.
King Ahaz succeeds his father. In 735 BC in Judah, during King Ahaz’s reign, King Pekah of
Israel and King Rezin of Aram (Syria) join forces to attempt to defeat Assyria’s advances into
their region. They try to force King Ahaz of Judah to join them. King Ahaz reaches out to
Assyrian King Tiglath-pileser for help. He receives help, but pays a great price for it. “Ahaz
plundered the Lord’s temple and the palace of the king and of the rulers and gave the plunder to
the king of Assyria,” according to 2 Chronicles 28:21. King Ahaz becomes a vassal of Assyria.
Ahaz closes the Temple and builds altars to the gods Damascus worships because in his view,
Syria was defeating him. His exploits and sins against God can be read in 2 Kings 16, 2
Chronicles 28, and Isaiah 7-8.
In the Northern Kingdom of Israel, 2 Kings 17 tells us Hoshea became king after Pekah.
Assyrian King Shalmaneser attacks King Hoshea and Samaria, Israel’s capitol, because Hoshea
stops paying tribute to Assyria and tries to ally with Egypt. King Shalmaneser imprisons King
Hoshea and lays siege to Samaria for three years, captures Samaria, and deports the Israelites to
Northeast of Assyrian territory in 722 BC. Assyrian King Sargon II ascends to the throne in 722
BC.
Assyrian sources corroborate events but not exact details during King Ahaz through King
Manasseh’s reigns (Coogan 329).
Amos and Hosea also are prophets during this time.
In the Southern Kingdom in 727 BC, King Hezekiah of Judah succeeds his father King Ahaz. He
reopens the Temple. He destroys the altars his father built in the high places and other idols from
his father’s reign, even convincing some in Israel to do so and to attend Passover in Jerusalem. In
701 BC, the Assyrian King Sennacherib invades Judah and surrounds Jerusalem, seen in Isaiah
36-39, 2 Kings 18-19, and 2 Chronicles 32. Hezekiah pays tribute to avert the destruction of
Jerusalem.
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Hezekiah’s son Manasseh succeeds to the throne after his death. King Manasseh is a loyal
Assyrian vassal. Assyria continues its expansion under King Ashurbanipal but becomes
overextended in the last twenty-five years of the seventh century BC (Coogan 350). Micah also
is a prophet during this time.
Because of rebellions and internal struggles within Assyria and Assyrian territories, Babylonian
King Nabo-polassar defeats Assyria in 612 BC.
Judean King Josiah, great reformer of worship, is king in Judah at this time. Due to international
Assyrian politics, has declared independence (Coogan 351). In 609 BC, he is killed in battle
against Egyptian King Neco II who was going to aid Assyria as seen in 2 Chronicles 35 and 2
Kings 23.
Nahum and Zephaniah are also prophets during this time.
Josiah’s son Jehoahaz succeeds him for a few months before Egypt places his brother, Eliakim,
renamed Jehoiakim as king in 608 BC as an Egyptian vassal until Babylon defeats Egypt in the
region. He refuses to pay tribute to Babylon once it withdraws from the region, but he dies
before the Babylonian siege in 597 BC. His son Jehoiachin succeeds to the throne and is taken
into exile when the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II defeats Jerusalem and takes tribute from
the Temple and royal treasury (Coogan 360). This can be read in 2 Chronicles 36 and 2 Kings
23-24.
Nebuchadnezzar II places Zedekiah, another of Josiah’s sons as vassal king. Zedekiah rebels and
in 587 BC, Jerusalem falls, the city is razed as is the Temple. Most of the elite are taken into
exile, the Temple is destroyed and the Ark of the Covenant is taken to Babylon as read in
Jeremiah 39 and 52 and 2 Kings 25.
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Habakkuk also are prophets during this time. Daniel lives during this
time.
Nebuchadnezzar II dies in 562 BC. In 539 BC, the Persians under King Cyrus defeat Babylon,
and Cyrus allows the Jewish exiles to return to Jerusalem to rebuild Jerusalem and the Temple.
The period of Babylonian control is the main focus of Isaiah 40-55 with some references to
Cyrus and looking toward the return from exile. In Isaiah 56-66, the return from exile has already
taken place.
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Reflection Questions:
•
•
•
•

How has the history Israel, Judah, and the surrounding region come together for you after
this lesson?
How have the books of the Bible come together for you?
What thoughts do you have about the history of the region? Do you recognize any of the
names or places?
What questions do you have that you want to know more about or explore?

Closing Prayer:
[The Lord says] Don’t be afraid, for I am with you. Don’t be discouraged, for I am your
God. I will strengthen you and help you. I will hold you up with my victorious right hand.
(Isaiah 41:10 NLT)

Sources:
The Old Testament: A Historical and Literary Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures 3 rd Edition by Michael D.
Coogan
The New Annotated Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with the Apocrypha 4 th Edition
Rose Book of Bible & Christian History Time Lines
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Map 7
Scanned from The New Annotated Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with the Apocrypha 4th Edition

Studying the Prophet Isaiah

Diocese of West Texas – 2021 Introductory Study

