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Abstract 

Title:   Isaiah 7:14: Identity and Function within the Bookend Structure of  

Proto-Isaiah 

Student:  Joel Edmund Anderson 

Supervisor:  Professor PM Venter 

Department:  Old Testament Studies 

Degree:  Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) 

 

This thesis seeks to show that the traditional Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 

equating Immanuel with Hezekiah is correct by demonstrating how it helps us understand 

the literary bookend structure of Proto-Isaiah. The traditional interpretation of the early 

Church Fathers, along with the tendency within modern biblical scholarship to both 

divide literary and historical concerns and hold to an unhealthy suspicion of the biblical 

text, has long prevented a clear understanding of this verse.  

 The most viable interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 is that the hm'l.[;' was either Ahaz‘s 

wife or concubine and that Immanuel was Hezekiah. The prevailing objection to this 

view, that the chronology of II Kings 16-20 does not allow for it, is baseless because the 

chronology itself is deeply flawed: Hezekiah could not have been in his sixth year when 

Samaria fell (727 BCE) and in his fourteenth year when Sennacherib invaded Judah (701 

BCE). We attribute these chronological errors to two probable scribal errors. Once 

resolved, we see that the identification of Immanuel with Hezekiah remains a historical 

possibility. 
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 This identification is further solidified when we look at the bookend structure of 

Proto-Isaiah, specifically chapters 7-12 and 36-39. This thesis asserts that chapters 36-39 

were written shortly after the death of Hezekiah, when Manasseh was restoring pagan 

worship in Judah. In reaction to such actions, scribes faithful to YHWH collected the 

prophecies of Isaiah, wrote their account of Sennacherib‘s invasion and of other events 

during Hezekiah‘s reign, and fashioned them into Proto-Isaiah, making numerous 

intertextual connections between Isaiah‘s earlier prophecies and their account of 

Hezekiah‘s reign. Their aim was to show Isaiah as a true prophet of YHWH and 

Hezekiah as the righteous and faithful king about whom Isaiah prophesied during Ahaz‘s 

reign. The devastation wrought by Sennacherib was a consequence of Ahaz‘s lack of 

faith in YHWH and Jerusalem‘s deliverance came about as a result of Hezekiah‘s 

demonstration of faith in YHWH. Thus the sections of Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 serve as 

literary bookends that shape the entire structure of Proto-Isaiah by highlighting the 

similar circumstances, yet completely contrary characters, of Ahaz and Hezekiah.  
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Key Terms 

Biblical Criticism: The study of biblical writings that seeks to make discerning judgments 

about these writings. The most notable criticisms are form, source, redaction, 

canon, and narrative. 

Falsification Principle: The practice by some scholars in which the historical reliability 

of a text is assumed unless there are good reasons to consider them unreliable. 

Inner-biblical Exegesis: The process in which ancient Israelite scribes received previous 

authoritative texts and creatively reinterpreted and reapplied them in light of their 

present situation in order to preserve and pass on what they believed to be God‘s 

revealed Word to his people. 

Intertextuality: The phenomenon of a text quoting, alluding to, or echoing an earlier text, 

and thus whose meaning is shaped by that earlier text. 

Signifier: The actual word that acts as an identifier of something. 

Signified: The actual concept that comes to mind when we hear the signifying word. 

Textual Variant: An alternative reading within a biblical text. 

Traditio: The reinterpretation and reapplication of received authoritative biblical texts 

that seek to preserve God‘s revealed word for the scribe‘s present situation. 

Traditum: Earlier authoritative biblical texts that are creatively reinterpreted and 

reapplied by scribal exegetes to their present situation. 

Verification Principle: The practice by some scholars in which they determine the 

historical reliability of a text by seeing if certain historical claims are verified by 

other texts or evidence.  
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Chapter One 

Misconceptions and Issues Regarding Isaiah 7:14 

I. Introduction: Justin Martyr and Dialogues with Trypho 

 

 Perhaps no other biblical passage has produced as much debate between 

Christians and Jews over the past 2,000 years as Isaiah 7:14, a verse that lies at the very 

heart of the Jewish-Christian debate regarding the identity and nature of Jesus Christ. 

From the traditional Christian perspective, this verse is seen as the scriptural foundation 

for the belief that the prophet Isaiah predicted the virgin birth of Christ over 700 years 

before it actually happened. From the Jewish perspective, though, this is not the case. 

One of the earliest debates recorded concerning Isaiah 7:14 comes from Justin 

Martyr (110-165 CE). In his Dialogue with Trypho, Justin Martyr debated with a certain 

Jewish man named Trypho over the identity of the Immanuel child and the meaning of 

the Isaiah 7:14 as a whole. While Trypho said that he and his fellow Jews had always 

understood Isaiah 7:14 as referring to Hezekiah,
1
 Justin Martyr unequivocally denied this 

as a possibility,
2
 and in turn stated that Christ ―was born of a virgin, and that His birth of 

a virgin had been predicted by Isaiah.‖
3
 When Trypho then contended that a virgin birth 

was a completely pagan idea, as in the myths of Bacchus, Hercules, and Perseus, Justin 

                                                           
1
 Justin to Trypho: ―But since you and your teachers venture to affirm that in the prophecy of 

Isaiah it is not said, ‗Behold, the virgin shall conceive,‘ but, ‗Behold the young woman shall conceive and 

bear a son;‘ and [since] you explain the prophecy as if [it referred] to Hezekiah, who was your king, I shall 

endeavor to discuss shortly this point in opposition to you, and to show that reference is made to Him who 

is acknowledged by us as Christ.‖ ―Thus, for instance, they [i.e. Jewish teachers] have taught you that this 

Scripture which we are now discussing refers to Hezekiah, in which, as I promised, I shall show they are 

wrong.‖ Dialogue with Trypho (ANF 1:216, 233). 
2
 ―And Trypho answered, ―The Scripture has not, ‗Behold, the virgin shall conceive, and bear a 

son,‘ but, ‗Behold, the young woman shall conceive, and bear a son,‘ and so on, as you quoted. But the 

whole prophecy refers to Hezekiah, and it is proved that it was fulfilled in him, according to the terms of 

this prophecy.‖ Dialogue with Trypho (ANF 1: 232). 
3
 Dialogue with Trypho (ANF 1:231).   
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countered by claiming that the devil simply made these myths up in order to confuse 

people about Christ. He then went on to say, ―These Scriptures are equally explicit in 

saying that those reputed to know the writings of the Scriptures, and who hear the 

prophecies, [i.e. Jews] have no understanding.‖
4
 Ever since that time, Christians have 

largely followed Justin Martyr‘s lead and have seen the traditional Jewish explanation 

that Isaiah 7:14 originally referred to Hezekiah as a sinister attempt to obscure the plain 

prediction of the virgin birth of Christ. Yet when one analyzes the typical Christian 

understanding of Isaiah 7:14, one finds it characterized by three things: (a) no knowledge 

about the historical setting found in Isaiah 7, (b) a presupposition that Isaiah 7:14 is a 

prediction about the virgin birth of Jesus, and (c) a belief that Jews do not recognize 

Isaiah 7:14 as a prophecy about the virgin birth of Jesus because they do not want to 

admit that Jesus is the messiah. The problem with this view, of course, is it is completely 

a-historical in its reading of Isaiah 7:14 and that it incorrectly equates prophecy with 

prediction. Furthermore, by dismissing the Jewish explanation out of hand as a deception, 

it shuts down any possibility of honest exegetical dialogue over Isaiah 7:14. 

A fundamental question must be asked at the outset of this study: What if Trypho, 

instead of trying to ―obscure‖ what was to Justin Martyr the obvious meaning of Isaiah 

7:14, was honestly relating what he and his fellow Jews had always been taught about 

Isaiah 7:14? If this is the case, we must consider that perhaps Justin Martyr was at fault 

for not considering the original context of the verse, and that his assumption that 

―prophecy‖ meant ―prediction‖ caused him to misunderstand Matthew‘s use of Isaiah 

7:14 and to ignorantly dismiss any consideration of the original context of the many Old 

Testament passages quoted in the New Testament as being ―Jewish deceptions‖.  

                                                           
4
 Dialogue with Trypho (ANF 1:234). 
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When it comes to the exegesis of Isaiah 7:14, modern scholars are faced with the 

challenge of correcting the exegetical mistakes of Justin Martyr and the early Church 

Fathers. This involves (a) reading Isaiah 7:14 in its original Old Testament context, (b) 

articulating the true nature of biblical prophecy, and (c) understanding the way in which 

New Testament writers used the Old Testament. When it comes to this last point, we 

must realize that the New Testament writers did not view the Old Testament as simply a 

collection of predictions about Jesus (although there are many prophecies concerning the 

Davidic messiah). Instead, they saw the entire Old Testament story as the framework in 

which to understand the message and mission of Jesus. Consequently, it is imperative that 

one is familiar with that narrative if one is to fully understand what the gospel writers 

were saying about Jesus. Since Matthew claims that the birth of Jesus was a fulfillment of 

a prophecy found in the Jewish scriptures, we must take the original context of Isaiah 

7:14 seriously and try to understand the connections between its original context and its 

reinterpretation in the first century BCE. It is a two step process: first, understanding the 

Old Testament context of a passage alluded to in the New Testament, and second, 

wrestling with how that original Old Testament context affects the meaning of the that 

particular New Testament passage. The focus of this thesis will be on the first step. It is 

the goal of this thesis to clearly articulate the Old Testament narrative framework from 

which Matthew was working. In other words, this thesis will (a) wrestle with the 

exegetical issues surrounding Isaiah 7:14 in regards to its original historical and literary 

contexts found in Proto-Isaiah (Isaiah 1-39), and (b) propose an exegetical explanation of 

Isaiah 7:14 that is not only faithful to its original context of Proto-Isaiah, but hopefully 

will also provide the foundation for further inquiry into Matthew‘s use of Isaiah 7:14.  
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Yet what do we mean by ―original context‖? In truth we must understand that 

there are a number of different ―contexts‖: (a) the time when the Proto-Isaiah scroll was 

originally written and circulated, (b) the time when the book of Isaiah came into its final 

form in the Hebrew Scriptures, (c) the time of when the Septuagint was translated and 

read, and (d) the time of the first century BCE, when Matthew made reference to Isaiah 

7:14. For the purposes of this thesis, we will focus our attention on how the original 

Jewish audience of Proto-Isaiah would have understood and interpreted Isaiah 7:14, the 

―pre-Christian‖ understanding of Isaiah 7:14, if you will. Our main argument is 

essentially this: although obviously later edited in exilic/post-exilic times to fit together 

with Isaiah 40-66, Proto-Isaiah, consisting of Isaiah 1-39, was originally put together 

during the reign of Manasseh, after the deaths of Hezekiah and Isaiah, in order to not only 

vindicate Isaiah‘s vocation as a prophet of YHWH, but also to vindicate Hezekiah‘s 

actions and decisions during Sennacherib‘s invasion.
5
 The way in which Proto-Isaiah 

does this is by focusing its narrative sections on the two major international crises during 

Ahaz and Hezekiah‘s reigns: the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis under Ahaz (742-727 BCE) and 

the invasion of Sennacherib under Hezekiah (704-701 BCE). These two sections in 

Proto-Isaiah (chapters 7-12 and chapters 36-39) are set up as ―literary bookends‖ that 

serve to highlight the reason for the beginning of Assyrian oppression (i.e. Ahaz‘s 

unfaithfulness to YHWH) and the reason for Assyria‘s humiliating defeat outside the 

walls of Jerusalem (i.e. Hezekiah‘s faithfulness to YHWH). What links these two 

sections together is the figure of the Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14. This thesis will argue 

that the Immanuel prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 is a prophecy of Hezekiah‘s birth and 

subsequent reign as king. This prophecy, borne out of a national crisis that was brought 

                                                           
5
 The particulars of this historical reconstruction will be discussed later on in this thesis. 
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about because of Ahaz‘s unfaithfulness to YHWH, is fulfilled during another national 

crisis, the invasion of Sennacherib, because of Hezekiah‘s faithfulness to YHWH. Hence, 

what we see in these ―literary bookends‖ of Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 is a theme of prophecy 

and fulfillment that seeks to vindicate Isaiah as a true prophet and Hezekiah as the 

righteous Immanuel-king whose faithfulness to YHWH was the key in YHWH‘s 

salvation of Jerusalem. In the course of this thesis it will become abundantly clear that 

such a view affirms the traditional Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 7:14, as seen in the 

testimony of Trypho and later rabbinic sources, which viewed Immanuel as Hezekiah, 

thus showing a remarkable consistency of interpretation from the time of Isaiah to the 

time of Jesus. 

II. Two Fundamental Problems 

1. The Traditional Church Interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 

Unfortunately, the 2,000 year old debate over Isaiah 7:14 has muddied the 

exegetical waters and has made it almost impossible to come to a clear understanding of 

Isaiah 7:14. The first problem is that not only has the traditional Church interpretation of 

Matthew‘s use of Isaiah 7:14 obscured any understanding of the original context of Isaiah 

7:14 itself, it also calls into question the traditional understanding of Matthew 1:23. In 

other words, we must wonder if the traditional Church interpretation of Matthew 1:23 

accurately reflects what Matthew himself was trying to convey when he related Isaiah 

7:14 to Christ. The fact that the early Church Fathers seemed to play so fast and loose 

with the original context of Isaiah 7:14 should raise a number of exegetical red flags for 

modern scholars. Indeed it seems that the decidedly a-historical way in which the early 

Church Fathers interpreted Isaiah 7:14 has promoted considerable misunderstandings 
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regarding what Matthew was trying to convey when he quoted Isaiah 7:14. Adam 

Kamesar has written about the curious philogical arguments made by the early Church 

Fathers.
6
 One can see such a-historical arguments for Isaiah 7:14 by simply perusing the 

works of various early Church Fathers This thesis will not focus on the early Church 

Fathers‘ interpretation of Matthew 1:23 or Matthew‘s use of Isaiah 7:14. It will focus on 

the more foundational issues of the historical and literary contexts of Isaiah 7:14.  

 

2. The Historical and Literary Context of Isaiah 7:14 

 The second problem surrounding Isaiah 7:14, often restricted to scholarly debate, 

is an issue of which most Christian laymen are completely ignorant: the question of the 

original historical and literary context of Isaiah 7:14. This verse must be seen in light of 

the larger prophecy that Isaiah uttered in response to King Ahaz‘s display of 

unfaithfulness to YHWH during the time of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis (circa 745-730 

BCE).
7
 Given the historical setting put forth in Isaiah, the questions related to this 

problem are as follows: (a) Who is the Immanuel child?; (b) How does this prophecy 

relate to the historical situation of mid-eighth century BCE Judah?; (c) How does this 

prophecy fit in with the literary structure of Isaiah, or more specifically, Proto-Isaiah?  

                                                           
6 Adam Kamesar, ―The Virgin of Isaiah 7:14: The Philological Argument from the Second to the 

Fifth Century,‖ JTS 41 (1990): 51-75. 
7
 This type of exegetical approach is a rather modern hermeneutical development. We must not 

assume that those who read the Hebrew Scriptures throughout Jewish history were completely ignorant of 

that history. It is clear that the early Church Fathers did not place much importance on the historical setting 

to many Old Testament verses. Unfortunately, this a-historical reading of Old Testament texts continued 

throughout Church history. It was not until the time of the Renaissance and Reformation and the emergence 

of modern biblical studies that people started to once again take into consideration the historical context of 

any given Old Testament passage. Yet we should not assume that the traditional Jewish interpretation of the 

Hebrew Scriptures is resembles traditional Christian interpretation in this manner. The very fact that 

Trypho insisted that the Jews had always understood the Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14 to be Hezekiah 

shows that they understood their Scriptures within their historical context. 
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 Unfortunately, answers to these questions are about as numerous as the scholars 

who have wrestled with them. The reason for this is that there are so many exegetical 

problems related to the biblical accounts of the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah
8
 that biblical 

scholars find themselves walking in a virtual minefield whenever they attempt to come to 

any kind of conclusion about the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. The first exegetical 

landmine regards the identity of the Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14 and its relationship to 

the greater prophecy of Isaiah 7-12. Related to this is the 2,000 year old controversy 

concerning the word hm'l.[;;, as well as a number of other variants found in Isaiah 7:14. 

The second exegetical landmine relates to the chronological difficulties in II Kings 16-20 

concerning the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. The third exegetical landmine concerns the 

relationship between Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18-20, and the question of priority—who 

borrowed from whom? Was this material originally in II Kings or Isaiah, or was it 

originally from an earlier source from which II Kings and Isaiah borrowed? The fourth 

exegetical landmine relates to the literary coherence and historical reliability of Isaiah 7-

12 and Isaiah 36-39. If the historical events described in Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 are 

deemed historically unreliable, then not only does that cast a long shadow of doubt over 

the trustworthiness of the author of Proto-Isaiah, it also calls into question a fundamental 

tenant of this thesis, namely that the events of 701 BCE are portrayed in Isaiah as a 

fulfillment of Isaiah 7-12.  The fifth and final exegetical landmine deals with questions 

concerning the overall literary structure of Proto-Isaiah and the puzzle of Isaiah‘s growth.  

 In light of all these exegetical landmines, one is impelled to ask, ―What is the 

reason for so much confusion regarding these passages?‖ The answer to that question is 

                                                           
8
 These passages are Isaiah 7-12, Isaiah 36-39, II Kings 16-20, and II Chronicles 28-32. 
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that there are two fundamental flaws in the exegetical practices of modern historical-

critical biblical studies. First, there is an unhealthy and overzealous suspicion of the 

historical reliability of the biblical texts; and second, there is a tendency in modern 

biblical scholarship to divide ―historical concerns‖ from ―literary concerns.‖ These two 

flaws in modern biblical scholarship are the root cause of the exegetical difficulties 

surrounding Isaiah 7:14. Yet before we elaborate on these two flaws, we must first give a 

brief overview of the way in which modern biblical studies has evolved.  

III. An Overview of the Evolution of Modern Biblical Methodologies 

In his book, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study, John Barton 

looks at the various methods of biblical study today.
9
 After analyzing each method, 

Barton observes, ―The reason why biblical scholars have so often become disillusioned 

with each of the methods they have committed themselves to is that they have asked too 

much of them, have become obsessed with correct method and with the desire to produce 

novel interpretations of the text.‖
10

 In other words, Barton‘s ultimate critique of all the 

past methods in biblical studies is not with the methods themselves, but with the belief 

various scholars have had that it is possible to find a ―right method‖ that will hold the key 

to reading and understanding each and every biblical text. Simply put, each method 

provides valuable insights, but no single method can answer everything about a biblical 

text. The wise biblical scholar, therefore, will not hold tightly on to just one single 

method, but rather will gain whatever insights he can with any critical method that sheds 

                                                           
9 John Barton, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 1996).  
10

 Barton, Reading the Old Testament, 244-245. 

 
 
 



9 
 

exegetical light on a given text. For the history of biblical studies has shown that to hold 

too tightly to one single critical method almost always results in faulty exegesis. 

 We see this tendency in the way scholars use form and source criticism. Despite 

the valuable insights that these criticisms have given on the historical background of 

many biblical texts, scholars often mistake the means for the end. They neglect the basic 

goal of exegesis, namely to bring out the meaning of the text as presented in the Bible, 

and get side-tracked in speculation about the various sources and forms of that text.
11

  

 Given this shortcoming of form and source criticism, the rise of redaction 

criticism was an attempt to get back to looking at the text as a whole. It attempted to 

explain how the redactor fashioned together the ancient sources into his own present 

work. While this method no doubt provides numerous insights on the formation of 

ancient biblical literature, it soon became apparent that it cannot, in and of itself, fully 

exegete a text, for explaining how a text is put together is not the same thing as 

explaining what the meaning and message of a text is.  

 The next step beyond redaction criticism, therefore, is that of canon criticism. 

Canon criticism, attempting not only to take seriously the final form of the text, but also 

its place within the canonized scriptures, argues that the meaning of a text has to be 

understood within the larger literary corpus of the biblical canon. Although the question 

of ―Which canon?‖ is a thorn in the side of canon criticism, it nevertheless realizes that 

meaning is something more than simply identifying oral forms, original sources, historical 

settings, and the connecting stitches of a redactor‘s needle. For the canon critic, although 

form, source, and redaction criticism are essential to understand the historical context of 
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text, its meaning still comes from reading the text that is before us, attempting to 

understand it as a whole literary unit, and attempting to understand it within the overall 

context of the canon of which it is a part. In other words, canon criticism reminds us that 

the goal of biblical exegesis is to understand the meaning of the text that is before us, the 

work of literature in its final form.  

 This leads us to yet one more facet of biblical studies: narrative criticism. The 

reason why narrative criticism will have to be applied in this study is the simple fact that 

what we are dealing with is, in fact, literature. With its emphasis on reading the biblical 

text as a work of literature, narrative criticism has begun to demonstrate that much of the 

meaning within any given biblical text lies within the literary artistry of the text itself. 

Narrative criticism holds that the writer/final redactor of any given biblical text simply 

did not cut and paste various sources together. He arranged his narrative in a certain way; 

and the placement of certain events within the text, as well as how certain things are 

described and quoted, have a tremendous impact on the overall meaning of any given 

biblical text. They are, so to speak, literary brushstrokes that paint a theological portrait of 

Israel‘s history. The danger of narrative criticism, of course, is that if gone unchecked, it 

could very easily divorce itself from any historical concerns at all.  

 With this overview of the main exegetical methods within biblical studies, we 

come back to the main argument of Barton: there is no single method that can ever 

answer everything about a given biblical text. He correctly states, ―…much harm has 

been done in biblical studies by insisting that there is, somewhere, a ‗correct‘ method 

which, if only we could find it, would unlock the mysteries of the text.‖
12

 It is precisely 

because the Bible is so multi-layered and multi-faceted that so many different critical 
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methods are needed for proper exegesis. Yet not only do different texts require different 

methods, but often times they require a variety of methods working together to give a full 

exegetical picture of a given text. Unfortunately, as Barton observes, this is precisely 

what many modern biblical scholars have failed to realize. In light of this, we can now 

look more closely at the shortcomings of modern historical-critical exegesis. 

 

IV. The Shortcomings of Historical-Critical Methods 

 Earlier we asked the question, ―What is the reason for so much confusion 

surrounding the narratives of Ahaz and Hezekiah?‖ We stated that within modern biblical 

scholarship there is both an overzealous suspicion of the historical reliability of the 

biblical texts and a tendency to divide ―historical concerns‖ from ―literary concerns.‖ 

These two flaws are often intertwined in modern exegetical work. In terms of the 

exegetical landmines in Isaiah, the traditional historical-critical answer as to why there is 

so much confusion has been to assert that the final redactors of these texts are the ones 

responsible for the confusion and that their work is historically unreliable. Whether it was 

because these redactors were working long after the actual historical events themselves, 

or whether they had purposely placed own theological agendas over and against the 

actual facts of those historical events themselves, or whether both are true, historical-

critical scholars claim that the confusion surrounding the narratives of Ahaz and 

Hezekiah has its roots in the decidedly unhistorical work of the final redactors of these 

texts. Therefore, they claim the ―true‖ history lies somewhere behind the text.  

Yet there is a distinct problem with this view. Although this has been the popular 

view in past years, one must question it at a fundamental level. Is it really possible that 
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the writers of Isaiah and II Kings were simply biased and incompetent redactors who had 

no clue regarding the actual historical events during the time of Ahaz and Hezekiah? 

After all, what we have in both Isaiah and II Kings are texts that certainly give the 

impression to be about real historical events. What basis, therefore, do scholars have to 

throw out the historical claims of these texts other than the fact that they do not 

understand the text as it stands? The answer is that there really is no other basis. 

Therefore, although it may sound rather odd, we should be very suspicious of modern 

scholarship‘s suspicion of the biblical text. 

 The second problem with modern biblical scholarship flows out of the first 

problem: its tendency to drive a wedge between historical-critical analysis and literary 

analysis. This unnatural division has had a devastating effect on biblical studies. Since 

many scholars today do not trust the biblical texts as presented in their final form, they 

tend to view the biblical texts, not as coherent literary works that faithfully reflect a 

theological understanding of historical events, but rather as haphazardly redacted works 

of literary propaganda that betray the biases, ideologies, and theological agenda of later 

writers who had no real concern for actual history. Therefore, modern biblical scholarship 

has essentially divided into two camps. First, there are the traditional historical-critical 

scholars who hold the prevailing belief that these texts must be thoroughly dissected in 

order to find out, in the phrase made famous by Leopold von Ranke, ―wie es eigentlich 

gewesen ist‖ (―the way it really was‖). They dismiss the final form of the text because of 

perceived theological and political agendas, and attempt to ―dig up‖ what they believe to 

be the older sources and forms in order to uncover the ―original meaning.‖ Secondly, 

there are the literary scholars who hold the prevailing belief that the historical claims of a 
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given text are simply irrelevant, and what really matters is discovering the meaning of a 

text based on literary structures alone. Yet both camps prove themselves to be woefully 

inadequate when it comes to proper biblical exegesis. They are both guilty of the very 

thing Barton warns against: holding on to the naïve belief that one single method holds 

the key to exegesis.  

Now it goes without saying that a critical eye is absolutely necessary in biblical 

exegesis; yet this thesis holds that modern biblical scholars tend to maintain an unhealthy 

suspicion of the biblical texts, and subsequently are overzealous in their attempts to 

dissect biblical texts in the belief that somehow such dissection is necessary in order to 

put forth a reconstructed version of ―objective and neutral‖ biblical history. The modus 

operandi of modern historical-critical biblical scholars has been to smash the picture 

presented in biblical texts on the basis that they cannot be trusted because they are 

theologically biased works of propaganda. Then, given the shattered pieces on the floor, 

scholars isolate a handful of what they believe to be ―original pieces‖ and then attempt to 

reconstruct and reconfigure these shattered pieces into a hypothetical picture of the past, 

without ever first considering the possibility that the original picture, as presented to us in 

the final form of the text, is both historically reliable and literarily stylized.  

 This attempt to completely divorce historical concerns from literary/theological 

concerns has brought about a kind of biblical scholarship that, ironically, is not biblical at 

all. Instead of exegetical illumination of the biblical text, what is put forth is rather 

hypothetical speculations on what the biblical texts simply do not tell us. In actuality, this 

unnatural division makes it almost impossible for true exegesis to be done, for every 

biblical text is not only a witness in some way to the history it describes, but is also a 
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work of literary and theological artistry that attempts to give meaning and understanding 

to that history. This division can be likened to a divorce between two parents in which the 

child suffers. Historical analysis accuses literary analysis of simply twisting the historical 

facts to suit its own theological agenda; literary analysis counters with the accusation that 

history is too distant to be knowable. Because these two parents refuse to work together 

in relationship to nurture their exegetical child, he will find himself lost, with a distorted 

understanding of the biblical world in which he finds himself.  

 Now it goes without saying that historical-critical methods have proven to be very 

profitable for biblical studies. There are, after all, legitimate historical-critical problems 

in many biblical texts that must be wrestled with. By the same token, recent advances in 

the literary analysis of the Bible have also helped resurrect an appreciation of the literary 

artistry of the various biblical authors. The problem is that whenever these two lenses of 

biblical analysis are used in isolation from each other, and when there is such an obvious 

unhealthy suspicion of the historical reliability and testimony of the biblical texts, the 

plain meaning of the text is often obscured, and one‘s exegetical vision lacks perception 

and depth. Each biblical account, therefore, must be read with one eye on the historical 

concerns surrounding the text and one eye on the literary/theological concerns of the text, 

and there must be a clear-headed understanding of the testimony of the biblical texts 

themselves. Simply put, not only are two eyes better than one, but sufficient light must 

shine on what is being analyzed.  

Unfortunately, because the various historical-critical and literary methods have 

given us such a flat and fragmented vision of biblical history and literature, it is no 

wonder why Isaiah 7:14 cannot be clearly seen and understood by modern biblical 
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scholars. Not only has the influence of the early Church Fathers continued to cloud some 

scholars‘ ability to look at Isaiah 7:14 in its original context, but modern unhealthy 

suspicion of the historical reliability of biblical texts, along with the tendency to divorce 

historical and literary concerns from each other, has convinced many scholars that 

biblical exegesis is best done in the dark, using only one lens instead of both. 

 New light needs to be shed and a new prescription is needed to give us a clearer 

vision of Isaiah 7:14. This will first require the honest recognition that the pre-critical 

interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 by the early Church Fathers, when compared to modern 

exegetical criteria, is fundamentally unsound. Secondly, this will involve using the 

various historical and literary methods as compliments to one another. In doing so, this 

thesis will demonstrate just how useful a holistic/synchronic reading of Isaiah 7:14 can 

be. True biblical exegesis can only be done when there is a marriage between historical 

analysis and literary analysis. This thesis, therefore, will respect the biblical texts in their 

final forms and try to exegete them as historically reliable and literary coherent/artistic 

works. It will attempt to put together the various puzzle pieces that historical-critical 

methods have separated and let the actual literary and historical contexts given to us in 

Proto-Isaiah and II Kings determine the meaning of these various sections. If one is able 

to come to Isaiah 7:14 without being influenced by the interpretation of the early Church 

Fathers and with eyes for both historical and literary concerns, not only will one be able 

to see Isaiah 7:14 in a clearer light, but the various other exegetical difficulties in Proto-

Isaiah will be begin to be answered as well. 
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V. Provan, Long, and Longman: The Historical Reliability of the Bible 

Modern biblical scholars have been all too content to allow a divorce between 

historical-critical concerns and literary concerns to stand. The result of such a divorce has 

been a host of historical-critical scholarly work that not only displays literary 

incompetence but also a complete disregard for the intelligence of the biblical writers. 

The writers it is assumed, not only had no regard for real history, but also lacked the skill 

and competence to write a coherent text. On the other hand, although recent literary 

scholars have helped point out the artistry and literary competency of the writers of the 

biblical text, there still is the assumption that these very gifted writers nevertheless 

displayed no regard for history and made very little effort, if at all, to present anything 

that could be remotely called ―real history.‖
13

 In both cases there is displayed, by 

historical-critical and literary scholars alike, the assumption that biblical texts are 

completely unreliable in regards to history. Despite this awareness within biblical studies 

over recent years that biblical texts are works of ancient literature, a true marriage 

between historical and literary concerns has yet to happen on a wide scale.  

Ever since the Enlightenment, and in particular the rise of modern historical-

critical methods in biblical studies, much of what was once accepted as ―historically true‖ 

concerning the ancient history of Israel has come under intense skepticism that many 

biblical scholars today who ascribe to the historical-critical method claim that the 

―ancient Israel‖ described in the Hebrew Bible is nothing more than an ideological 

fantasy, put forth by Deuteronomistic writers of the exilic or post-exilic period, that is 

completely unreliable when it comes to trying to objectively understand the true facts 
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about the history of ancient Israel. At the same time, though, at the other end of the 

spectrum, along with the recent rise of literary and narrative criticism of the Hebrew 

Bible, many so-called literary critics also disregard the very relevance of history in the 

Hebrew Bible, preferring to instead focus solely on the literary structures they find in the 

text itself. Ironically, it seems that both those who solely cling to a traditional historical-

critical approach to the Hebrew Bible, as well as those who devote themselves to a purely 

literary approach to the Hebrew Bible, both come to the same conclusion about the 

historical reliability of the Hebrew Bible—there is none. The overwhelming bias is that if 

a particular text reads like a good story, the less likely it is to be history.  

 This skepticism against the historical reliability of the Bible has turned modern 

biblical exegesis into a quagmire of speculation and doubt about the biblical texts. 

Indeed, any discussion these days concerning the history of ancient Israel is bound to 

evoke controversy and debate. In their recent book, A Biblical History of Israel, Iain 

Provan, V. Phillips Long, and Tremper Longman III provide a lengthy discussion of this 

very issue.
14

 They begin by addressing the supposed ―death‖ of biblical history and 

challenging scholars like K.W. Whitelam, J.A. Soggin, J.M. Miller, and J. Hayes who 

have in some way or another declared that large portions of what is put forth in the Old 

Testament as ―history‖ are really not history at all, but rather later creative projections of 
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history by writers in the exilic or post-exilic period.
15

 Simply put, what we find in 

modern biblical studies are two presuppositions: (a) since the biblical texts represent a 

―biased and ideological point of view,‖ they are disqualified from presenting ―objective 

historical facts,‖ and (b) evidence of literary shaping and artistry points toward a much 

later date of composition and therefore is too far from the actual events themselves to be 

considered historically reliable. To such assumptions, Provan, Long, and Longman ask a 

fundamental question, ―Given that Hebrew narrative is artistically constructed and 

ideologically shaped, is it somehow less worthy of consideration as source material for 

modern historiographers than other sorts of data from the past?‖
16

 The implied answer is 

―no.‖ Whitelam denies anything put forth in the Old Testament is actually historically 

reliable; Soggin chooses the reigns of David and Solomon as his starting point for actual 

historical reliability; Miller and Hayes target the period of the Judges as a tentative 

starting point for actual biblical history. Yet all of these scholars, as Provan, Long, and 

Longman point out, are completely arbitrary in their decisions. Soggin dismisses earlier 

biblical material as unhistorical because ―they contain stories of heroes and heroines that 

redactors living many centuries after the events have transmitted.‖
17

 If this is so, though, 

then why are later biblical stories that involve heroes and heroines considered to be 

historically reliable? As Provan, Long, and Longman state: 

―If the earlier traditions are problematic because redactors exercised their creative 

bent freely or capriciously in the choice and restructuring of the material that 

came down to them, then why…are the later traditions not equally problematic, or 

do we just ‗know‘ in some undefined way that they are not? If the narrative art of 
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redactors is a serious problem for historians with regard to the earlier traditions, 

then why is that art not a problem in regard to the later traditions as well?‖
18

 

Miller and Hayes, while acknowledging an overarching editorial scheme to Genesis-

Judges, still choose to regard Judges as historically reliable, and Genesis-Joshua as not. 

To this rationale, Provan, Long, and Longman ask, ―What basis exists, then, for the 

greater confidence displayed in the Judges material over against the Genesis-Joshua 

material?‖
19

 Again, the obvious answer to this question is, ―There is no basis.‖  

 After questioning modern biblical scholars like Whitelam, Soggin, Miller, and 

Hayes, Provan, Long, and Longman then give a brief history of historiography. 

According to them, the basic understanding of the purpose of history up to the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries could be encapsulated in the words of Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus: ―History is philosophy teaching by examples.‖
20

 In other words, history 

was seen as art ―with close links to the ancient art of rhetoric. History‘s purpose was to 

delight the reader and to teach morals through examples.‖
21

 It wasn‘t until the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with the Enlightenment and the rise of modern 

science, that it came to be believed that if the past itself could be subject to scientific 

analysis, then it would reveal truths about human existence.
22

 It was during this time that 

men like Leopold von Ranke began to study the ―sources‖ of biblical texts, in hopes to 

find out wie es eigentlich gewesen ist—―the way it really was.‖ Since that time, history 

has been seen more as a scientific endeavor to dig up historical facts embedded within 

stories, and less as ―philosophy teaching by examples.‖ Stories of the past could no 
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longer be trusted on the basis that they were unreliable and ideological fictions; they had 

to be picked apart to find ―the truth‖ of history, also known as, the facts. As Provan, 

Long, and Longman state: 

―History and tradition were no longer assumed to be closely related to each other. 

Rather, history was assumed to lie behind tradition and to be more or less 

distorted by it. The point, then, was not to listen to tradition and to be guided by it 

in what it said about the past, but if possible, to see through tradition to the history 

that might (or indeed might not) exist behind it. The onus now fell on tradition to 

verify itself, rather than on the historian to falsify it.‖
23

 

The result of all this has been that modern historical-critical biblical studies have 

ironically degenerated into more and more uncritical skepticism of biblical history. As 

Provan, Long, and Longman show, many of today‘s biblical scholars dismiss various 

parts of the biblical tradition, ―not so much through argument as through intellectual 

intimidation.‖
24

 There is no coherent reason or evidence for their findings, but only their 

own biased ideology that assumes that if it is in the Bible, then it cannot be historical.  

 Given these presuppositions by many modern biblical scholars, namely that the 

biblical texts are unhistorical because (a) they are the testimony of writers with their own 

theological agendas, and (b) those writers wrote their works at a time much later than the 

actual events, Provan, Long, and Longman make the argument that (a) everything we 

know about the past comes primarily through the testimony of others and that (b) mere 

distance from the events does not necessarily mean that the writer of a particular biblical 

text has sacrificed presenting actual history for the sake of a fictional account fueled by 

his own ideological agenda.  

 Provan, Long, and Longman make their first point by arguing that the only way 

one can know anything about the past is because of the testimony of other people, and 
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that testimony will inevitably be biased in some way, for every person who tells about the 

past is doing so from his own particular perspective and point of view. Even though 

testimony inevitably ―has its ideology or theology…its presuppositions and its point of 

view…its narrative structure...its narrative art…[and] its rhetoric,‖
25

 that does not mean it 

is, by de facto, historically unreliable.   

In his book, The Art of Biblical History, V. Phillips Long correctly sees that, ―the 

individual historian‘s basic intellectual and spiritual commitments (‗how he or she sees 

the world‘) exercise an inevitable, even ‗dominating,‘ influence over which historical 

reconstructions will appear plausible to that historian.‖
26

 Consequently, the modern 

scholar, heavily influenced by Enlightenment thinking, brings to the biblical text a 

suspicion of the supernatural intervening in the world. He therefore plays down the 

historical reliability of the biblical text on the basis that since it is a ―theological 

document‖ it cannot be historically true. This thinking, of course, is very biased and 

naïve. Long is correct when he states that this ―naïve application of modern western logic 

and judgment to the interpretation of ancient Near Eastern sources, including biblical 

literature, has [often] led us into error.‖
27

 Nevertheless, writes Long, ―While the 

historical-critical method (as traditionally practiced) systematically and insistently 

excludes the notion of divine intervention, the method itself, if applied in the context of a 

theistic set of background beliefs, need not exclude talk of divine intervention.‖
28

 

The fact is that not only does every writer, whether ancient or modern, who writes 

about history has a distinct point of view,  but every writing of history is a product of 
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someone who has chosen particular bits and pieces to highlight and to use in order to 

make a particular point. Simply put, every historical account written throughout history is 

written from a distinct point of view. It is therefore ―biased‖ in some way. No account of 

history is ever ―just the facts.‖ If we are to throw out the historical claims of Bible simply 

on the charge that the writers of the Bible were ―biased‖ and had some sort of theological 

point of view, then we would have to throw out all writing of history, for everyone is 

biased to a degree, and everyone picks and chooses certain bits and pieces of history to 

help shape their particular point of view and understanding of that history. Because 

testimony is nothing more than an interpretation of certain historical events, interpretation 

is inevitable. Consequently, according to Provan, Long, and Longman, ―What is 

commonly referred to as „knowledge of the past‟ is more accurately described as „faith in 

the testimony,‟ in the interpretations of the past, offered by other people.‖
29

 Therefore, 

when modern biblical scholars who are working out of a nineteenth-century scientific 

approach to biblical history declare that ―science‖ has proven certain events in the Bible 

did not happen, and that they now ―objectively know‖ what really happened, these 

scholars are caught in a delusion. What they have essentially done is discounted the 

testimony of the Bible in favor of the testimony of archeological finds, earlier scholars, 

and their own imagination. In the words of Provan, Long, and Longman: 

―The hope of notable nineteenth-century historians and their successors—that by 

embracing an empirical and critical approach to historical knowledge they might 

achieve a purely objective reconstruction of the past, whether in the Rankean or 

the positivist manner—has thus turned out to be an impossible dream.‖
30

 

Simply put, an ―objective‖ view of history is impossible, for all facts and data must be 

interpreted; and the ones doing the interpreting are human beings, who have their own 
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fundamental philosophical outlooks of life, their own biases, and their own points of 

view. ―Philosophy and tradition necessarily set the parameters for all thinking about the 

world with which human being engage.‖
31

 To think that one can ―do history‖ without 

philosophy and tradition is fool‘s errand. The question is not whether or not one can ―do 

history‖ without philosophy and tradition, but rather which philosophy and tradition will 

one work from when one evaluates history. To blindly accept the scientific model of the 

nineteenth-century is to accept a method that is deeply flawed and has been misused to 

promote a denial of virtually all biblical history simply because it is found in the Bible. 

The fact is that modern scholars who have done this very thing, although they try to pass 

themselves off as ―critical scholars,‖ are really no such thing. As Provan, Long, and 

Longman state, ―The ‗scientific‘ historian will not write history, but rather a fantasy spun 

out of his own theorizing imagination.‖
32

  

 We must remember that all testimony about historical events is inevitably biased 

to a certain degree, with a particular theological or ideological worldview. History is past; 

we cannot relive it to see for ourselves. Hence, we must rely on the testimony and stories 

of others. In the case of the historical events recorded in the Bible, we must, as biblical 

scholars, attempt to understand and exegete the ways in which the biblical writers 

themselves interpreted and presented those events, and not try to reconstruct that history 

according to our own imaginations, no matter how tempting it may be for us to pass off 

our own biases and agendas as ―objective, critical, and scientific.‖ Granted, we must be 

intellectually honest and do everything we can to insure that the testimony before us is 

historically reliable, whether that means considering archeological evidence or other 
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Ancient Near Eastern texts that record the same event; but it would be intellectually 

foolish to simply discount biblical testimony, simply because it was biblical.  

―The fact is that we either respect and appropriate the testimony of the past, 

allowing it to challenge us even while thinking hard about it, or we are doomed—

even while thinking that we alone have ‗objectivity‘ and can start afresh on the 

historical quest—to create individualistic fantasies about the past out of the 

desperate poverty of our own very limited experience and imagination.‖
33

 

The second point Provan, Long, and Longman makes is that mere distance from 

the actual events does not mean that a given biblical text is necessarily unhistorical. Mere 

chronological distance from the actual events is ultimately irrelevant when it comes to 

historical reliability: ―It remains the case, nevertheless, that one simply could never argue 

logically from the mere distance of a text from the events it describes directly to its 

usefulness as historiography or otherwise.‖
34

 Often times, a writer‘s close proximity to a 

given event might actually cloud his judgment, thereby making it harder to be objective. 

Consequently, as Peter Ackroyd points out, ―the historian who writes at some distance 

from the events may be in a better position to give a true appraisal than the one who is so 

involved as to see only a part of what makes up the whole.‖
35

 James Axtell further notes 

that it is the task of the historian to present ―the larger patterns, structures and meanings 

behind particular events and facts which contemporaries were not able to see.‖
36

 It is 

therefore puzzling to scholars such as Provan when the historical reliability of the biblical 

text is dismissed out of hand, simply because it has been determined that a good deal of it 

was not actually written during the time it presents.  
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 Lest it be misunderstood, Provan, Long, and Longman do not argue for a blind 

acceptance of the historical reliability of the Bible. They readily acknowledge that there 

are a vast number of historical questions and problems within the biblical text that must 

be wrestled with. What they argue for is that we read and respect biblical texts as ancient 

testimony to historical events, in the same way we read and respect the testimony of any 

other ancient text that purports to tell us about historical events. No one doubts that much 

in the Hebrew Bible is problematic; what is being questioned here is simply the cavalier 

way in which the Hebrew Bible is dismissed when scholars cannot ―verify‖ biblical 

events with non-biblical sources. In fact, this notion of ―verification‖ is ultimately 

untenable, for ―verification lies in the eye of the beholder.‖
37

 Does an archeological 

artifact ―prove‖ a text is historically true? Does another account ―prove‖ a text is 

historically true? Provan‘s answer is a resounding ―No‖: ―One person‘s sufficiency of 

data is another‘s insufficiency, or even another‘s forgery.‖
38

 Instead of practicing this 

verification principle, Provan suggests that scholars practice a ―falsification principle‖: 

―Why should not ancient historical texts rather be given the benefit of the doubt in 

regard to their statements about the past unless good reasons exist to consider 

them unreliable in these statements and with due regard (of course) to their 

literary and ideological features? In short, why should we adopt a verification 

rather than a falsification principle? Why should the onus be on the texts to 

‗prove‘ themselves valuable in respect of history, rather than on those who 

question their value to ‗prove‘ them false?‖
39

 

 

 In other words, Provan simply argues that historians should apply the same 

―falsification principle‖ that is used to evaluate so many other ancient texts to the Hebrew 

Bible as well, for the fact is that those who employ this ―verification principle‖ do so 

selectively. If this ―verification principle‖ was consistently applied, Provan points out 
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that we would know very little indeed about history. ―The more consistently the method 

is applied, the more it collapses in upon itself, until the point is reached where it is 

realized that nothing can be truly known at all.‖
40

 Simply put, the Hebrew Bible cannot 

be disqualified as a potential historical text simply because it is ―the Bible.‖  

VI. Provan, Long, and Longman: The Bible as Literature 

 Although Provan, Long, and Longman go to great lengths to argue for the 

necessity of honestly treating the Bible as a historical text, they also point out that the 

Bible is also literature. In fact, there has been an increasing interest in literary approaches 

to the Bible over the past few years. Provan, Long, and Longman argue that ―historians, 

though constrained by such ‗facts‘ as can be discovered, do exercise judgment and 

creativity in several respects. First, they exercise judgment in weighing the available 

evidence and in catching a ‗vision of the past.‘ They then must make creative choices in 

seeking to present this vision to their target audiences.‖
41

 The fundamental question in the 

realm of biblical studies today, of course, is how will today‘s scholars be able to work 

within both spheres of ―the Bible as history‖ and ―the Bible as literature‖? Provan, Long, 

and Longman state that the verdict is still out on this issue. Will literary approaches to the 

Bible ―devolve into dehistoricized, purely literary readings that treat the Bible…as little 

more than an elaborate novel‖ or will they ―lead to sharpened perceptions of the full 

range of the Bible‘s testimony, including its historical testimony?‖
42

 Although Provan, 

Long, and Longman correctly state that at the very least many scholars are already in the 

process driving a wedge between literary and historical studies, the fact is that no matter 
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how artistic and literary various biblical texts are, they ―were not composed as ‗pure‘ 

literature (i.e., art for art‘s sake), but as ‗applied‘ literature (history, liturgy, laws, 

preaching, and the like).‖
43

 They were written as reflections on the history of Israel that 

attempted to teach and exhort its readers about how to live as the people of God. Because 

of this realization, it becomes obvious that such an attempted divorce between historical 

and literary concerns cannot be allowed to take place, for ―literary understanding is a 

necessary condition of historical understanding, and both literary and historical 

understanding are necessary conditions of biblical interpretation.‖
44

 Robert Alter echoes 

this sentiment when he says, ―In all biblical narrative and in a good deal of biblical poetry 

as well, the domain in which literary invention and religious imagination are joined is 

history, for all these narratives, with the possible exceptions of Job and possibly Jonah, 

purport to be true accounts of things that have occurred in historical time.‖
45

 As was 

previously stated in the early part of this introductory chapter, and as is echoed here, to 

divorce historical concerns and literary concerns in one‘s study of the Bible is to 

guarantee that one‘s biblical exegesis will be extremely faulty and wanting. 

 VII. Michael Fishbane: Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel 

 Another scholar whose view must be considered is Michael Fishbane. No other 

biblical scholar has so thoroughly and thoughtfully analyzed the phenomenon of biblical 

interpretation within the Hebrew Bible itself as Michael Fishbane. While Provan and 

Long address the issues of the historical reliability of the Hebrew Bible and the literary 

composition of the Hebrew Bible, Fishbane, in his book Biblical Interpretation in Ancient 
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Israel, focuses on the very process of scribal exegesis in ancient Israel that inherited 

certain authoritative texts and then refashioned them to emphasize certain theological 

truths, thus eventually producing the Hebrew Bible that we have today. If Provan and 

Long argue that the Hebrew Bible should be regarded as historically reliable at its 

foundational roots unless proven to be otherwise, Fishbane describes the exegetical 

process that took those foundational stories within the history of Israel and refashioned 

them to speak to later generations until they came into their final form.  

 In his attempt to describe this exegetical practice within ancient Israel, Fishbane 

uses three interchangeable terms: aggadic exegesis, inner-biblical exegesis, and scribal 

exegesis. Closely related to these is the concept of intertextuality. Fishbane employs all 

of these terms while referring to the process in which ancient Israelite scribes received 

previous authoritative texts (what he calls traditum), then creatively reinterpreted and 

reapplied them in light of their present situation in order to preserve and pass on what 

they believed to be God‘s revealed Word to his people (what he calls traditio). The 

reason why latter biblical authors reworked their received, authorized traditums into their 

own new traditios is quite simple: they were attempting to recontextualize and reapply 

the authorized traditums to speak to their present historical situations. Since the traditums 

revealed God‘s Word, and since the latter biblical writers found themselves in very 

different situations than the ones in which the traditums originally spoke to, they were 

impelled to re-think and re-interpret those traditums; for if they did not do so, those 

traditums would become irrelevant. Consequently, as Fishbane points out, the ―dominant 

thrust‖ of the traditios of the later biblical writers ―is their proclamation that they have 

fulfilled or superseded the ancient Israelite traditum. Theirs is an innovative traditio, 

 
 
 



29 
 

continuous with the Hebrew Bible, but decidedly something new.‖
46

 Ironically, ―the older 

traditum is dependent upon the traditio for its ongoing life.‖
47

 The result of such scribal 

exegesis throughout the history of Israel can be found in our Hebrew Bibles today. The 

various narratives, prophecy, poetry and laws found in the Hebrew Bible are the end 

products of hundreds of years of such on-going scribal exegesis, and therefore are a 

combination of original texts (traditum) and amended reinterpretations and reapplication 

of those original authoritative texts (traditio).  

 Fishbane disagrees with most scholars over the importance of glosses. In contrast 

to the fact that ―modern textual analysis has been principally concerned to establish the 

‗original‘ text, which is deemed ‗authentic‘, and to weed out the scribal addenda and 

annotations, which are considered secondary and therefore ‗inauthentic,‘‖
48

 Fishbane 

holds that scribal glosses should not be cast aside; they should be seen as shedding light 

on the text itself. He argues that ―scribal exegesis derives from the traditum, articulates 

and underscores its content, and ultimately shares in its composition. From this 

perspective, the traditio of scribal exegesis simply brings obscure or problematic 

dimensions of the traditum to the level of textuality. It neither alters nor rivals the 

centrality and authority of the textual artifact.‖
49

  

 This idea of authority is central to both Fishbane‘s explanation of scribal exegesis, 

as well as this thesis‘ understanding of the historical reliability of the Hebrew Bible. 

Fishbane views the various scribal reinterpretations (traditios) that were reworked within 
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the traditum itself as being ―subservient to its authority.‖
50

 Simply put, the authority of a 

given traditum lives on within the lives of the believing community precisely because of 

the work of the scribal exegetes who reapplied it to their present situation by virtue of 

their traditio, which in turn becomes the authoritative traditum for the next generation.  

 In light of this, Fishbane articulates the various ways in which scribal traditio 

―reactualizes‖ the received authoritative traditum. First, it can emphasize a radical 

newness of the traditio and the obsolescence of the traditum, thus envisaging ―new 

religio-cultural realities in the New (post-exilic) Age.‖
51

 Second, it can emphasize a 

fundamental continuity between the older traditum and contemporary traditio, where the 

traditio ―is regarded as a reactualization of the traditum, and not its replacement; the 

traditum does not serve as the backdrop and foil for a discontinuous traditio, but is rather 

the screen upon which national hope and renewal is contextualized, even imagined.‖
52

 An 

example of this would be Deutero-Isaiah setting the restoration against the backdrop of 

the exodus, and describing the restoration as a ―new exodus.‖And third, it can emphasize 

the reformation of historical memories themselves. Fishbane points to the Chronicler as 

such an example, where the Chronicler has ―taken over older historical traditions and 

reformulated them in light of contemporary emphases, values, and ideals.‖
53

 However 

they are used, though, Fishbane emphasizes that those involved in scribal exegesis ―are 

not concerned to reproduce the traditum, but to reactualize it in a new setting and a new 

way. Their aim is not to present the traditum, but rather to represent it—and this is 
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traditio.‖
54

 In other words, the traditio of a latter biblical author is a reinterpretation of 

the inherited traditum that at the same time has both continuity and discontinuity with the 

original text to which it refers and re-interprets. The scribal exegetes, Fishbane states, 

―…presumably knew himself to be a latecomer on the stage of Israelite culture—

for he is the recipient of tradition before he is the maker or transmitter of it. Being 

such a latecomer means, first of all, that one‘s creative freedom is conditioned, 

since it is a freedom to live within the ideologies of the theological traditum and 

its literary fund, to shape it and to redirect it, to utilize and to grow with it.‖
55

  

Simply put, Fishbane argues that even though later biblical writers (scribal exegetes) had 

the freedom to creatively revise and reapply their inherited authoritative texts, that did not 

mean that they had the freedom to make the texts say whatever they wanted the text to 

say. Quite the contrary was true. The traditums provided ―the imaginative matrix for 

evaluating the present, for conceiving of the future, [and] for organizing reality,‖
56

 and 

therefore any reinterpretation and reapplication of such traditums, by virtue of the scribal 

traditio, was rooted within and shaped by the original understanding of the traditum.  

 Fishbane‘s explanation of scribal exegesis in ancient Israel is vitally important to 

understand because it challenges the assumption of many biblical scholars that not only 

do scribal glosses and reinterpretations somehow obscure the meaning of the biblical text, 

but that it is even possible to get back to the ―original text‖ at all. In contrast to this 

modern view, Fishbane argues that not only is the work of scribal exegetes crucial in our 

understanding of the biblical text, but that the traditum and traditio are so entwined and 

inextricable, that to attempt to tear the two apart would inevitably mean the destruction of 

the text itself. Scholars who attempt to do so simply are no longer doing biblical exegesis, 

for they destroy the very text they are supposed to exegete.  
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VIII. The Bible: History, Literature, and Prophecy 

Provan, Long, Longman, and Fishbane provide a solid foundation upon which this 

thesis can build. Not only do Provan, Long, and Longman make a convincing case for the 

general historical reliability of the biblical text, they also articulate the vital role literary 

analysis has within biblical studies. Fishbane, demonstrating how the phenomenon of 

scribal exegesis must be seen as an integral part of the development of the Hebrew Bible, 

argues that the literary shaping and theological perspectives of later scribal exegetes must 

be accepted as part of the authoritative text. This thesis thus seeks to build off of the 

views of these scholars. As we come to Isaiah 7:14, we must remember that the book of 

Isaiah is not only a theological and literary work, but a historical work as well. Therefore, 

biblical exegesis cannot neglect the literary artistry of a text, disregard the theological 

perspectives of a text, or ignore the historical concerns surrounding that text. V. Phillips 

Long echoes this sentiment when he argues that one must seriously consider three 

impulses found in the writing of any biblical text: ―The historical impulse implies 

constraint by the subject, the theological impulse implies point of view, and the literary 

impulse implies aesthetic choices.‖
57

 We need to acknowledge the fact that the writer of 

any given biblical text was not simply ―doing theology,‖ or ―writing literature,‖ 

completely devoid of historical concerns. Rather, he was interpreting historical events 

through the theological lens of ancient Judaism, and presenting those views in a literary 

genre, be it narrative, poetry, or prophecy. Consequently, if one is to try to truly exegete a 

given biblical text, one must take all three impulses into consideration. To do anything 

less would mean that one‘s exegesis would be severely lacking. It should be quite obvious 
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that although the biblical writers of the historical narratives were not writing history in the 

way in which we in the 21
st
 Century understand it (they were not attempting to 

objectively give ―just the facts‖), they were still writing history. They simply couched 

their presentations of the history of Israel within various literary genres. Hence, books 

like Isaiah are presented as both history and literature, or more precisely, a history within 

the genre of literature.  

That being said, there is one more aspect to understanding a book like Isaiah. 

While it is no doubt a historical work, a literary work, and a theological work, we must 

keep in mind that within the Hebrew Bible it is presented, first and foremost, as a 

prophetic work. The book of Isaiah, along with I and II Kings, I and II Samuel, and a host 

of other books, is classified under the heading Prophets. This classification is something 

that cannot be overlooked, for it has a tremendous impact on how we are to understand 

the function of the book of Isaiah. In fact, as this thesis has already shown, it was 

precisely a misunderstanding of what prophecy is that led to early Church Fathers like 

Justin Martyr to misinterpret Isaiah 7:14. Therefore, we must ask a fundamental question: 

what does it mean to say that the book of Isaiah is a prophetic work?  

In their book, How to Read the Bible for all Its Worth, Gordon Fee and Douglas 

Stuart point out that although most people mistakenly think that prophecy essentially 

dealt with far-off predictions about either the messiah or the New Covenant age, that less 

than 2% of Old Testament prophecy is messianic, less than 5% of Old Testament 

prophecy describes the New Covenant age, and less than 1% deals with events yet to 

come.
58

 By contrast, the main function of the prophets was to speak for God to their own 
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contemporaries.
59

 The judgment and salvation about which they prophesied took place ―in 

the immediate future of Israel, not in our own future.‖
60

 Desmond Tutu echoes this when 

he says, ―[The prophets] were not glorified crystal ball gazers whose chief activity was to 

predict the future. They were fundamentally God‘s spokespersons.‖
61

 By extension we 

need to see that this is equally true of not only the original prophets themselves, but also 

of those scribal exegetes who later compiled and shaped the prophetic books that we have 

in our Hebrew Bibles today. Just as the original prophets uttered their prophecies to their 

original audiences and spoke God‘s word to the ―here and now‖ of their contemporaries, 

so too did the scribal exegetes who put the prophetic books into their final form strive to 

speak to the ―here and now‖ of their contemporaries. As stated by Fishbane earlier, the 

scribal traditio, while remaining under the authority of and remaining faithful to, their 

inherited traditum, was able to further speak God‘s word to its contemporary culture. 

Simply put, if a prophet spoke a prophecy of judgment against an unfaithful king of 

Judah, that original prophecy would have been heard by the original audience. Whether or 

not that prophecy was truly of God, though, would only be determined when and if that 

prophecy was fulfilled. Yet when it was, a later scribal exegete, when fashioning together 

the prophecies of that earlier prophet, would strive to show that the prophecy had indeed 

been fulfilled. His traditio would not only vindicate the early prophet as a true prophet of 

YHWH, but it would also serve as a ―prophetic history lesson‖ for his contemporaries. 

Granted, the scribal exegete‘s interpretation of that earlier event and prophecy was just 

                                                           
59

 Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible, 166. 
60

 Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible,181. 
61

 Desmond Tutu, forward to The Hebrew Prophets: Visionaries of the Ancient World, by 

Lawrence Boadt (New York: St. Martin‘s Griffin, 1997), 7. 

 
 
 



35 
 

that: an interpretation. Yet it would have been understood to be a prophetic interpretation 

working under and deriving its authority from the authority of the earlier prophet.  

We must attempt, therefore, to exegete Proto-Isaiah, or more precisely Isaiah 7:14 

and its surrounding context, in light of its prophetic purpose: to provide a prophetic 

interpretation of certain historical events that both vindicates Isaiah as a true prophet of 

YHWH and teaches its readers about YHWH‘s purposes within those historical events. 

Since much of the prophetic writing in the Bible is in the genre of narrative, it is 

inevitable that literary story-telling techniques are used in relating those historical events. 

Therefore we should understand the biblical narratives found in the Prophets as being 

prophetic interpretations of historical events presented in the form of literary narratives. 

At the same time, since there is a considerable amount of prophetic material in the 

Prophets that comes to us in the form of poetry, we should expect to find poetic 

techniques and language throughout these sections. We should also remember that these 

poetic sections in the Prophets are still prophetic declarations concerning historical events 

presented in the form of poetry. Consequently, any ―gloss‖ one might identify should not 

be seen as something that obscures what really happened, but rather as something that 

helps the reader interpret and understand that history in clearer focus. 

IX. An Understanding of the Historical Reliability of Biblical Texts 

The task set before biblical scholars today is to ascertain the original meaning of a 

given text as it has come to us, now in its final form. This entails attempting to explain 

how the original readers of the final form of the text would have understood it in their 

own time. This necessitates not only an understanding of the literary and theological 

structures that scribal exegetes used in the transmission and reactualization of the 
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received traditum into the traditio that is preserved for us today, but also an appreciation 

of the prophetic voice of the narratives found within the prophetic books. This does not 

mean, though, that such an appreciation for the literary and theological shaping of a given 

biblical text requires a naïve assumption that it is so far removed from the historical event 

it claims to be relating that it cannot be considered historically reliable at all. Without 

convincing evidence to prove otherwise, dismissing biblical texts as historically 

unreliable, simply because they (a) are far removed from the events themselves, (b) 

display obvious markings of literary shaping, and (c) put forth a clear theological 

understanding of that history, is exegetically unsound and intellectually dishonest.  

Provan argues that all texts are ―biased‖ in some fashion, therefore a text cannot 

be deemed historically unreliable simply because it is pushing for a certain understanding 

of that historical event. Therefore, the only intellectually honest thing to do would be to 

adopt a ―falsification principle,‖ in which a text which claims to be a report on historical 

events is presumed to be reliable unless it is proven false. Long further points out that the 

Bible is not simply a theological document; it is both a literary document as well as a 

historical document. Proper exegesis, therefore, requires (a) an understanding of the 

literary artistry of a biblical text, (b) an understanding of the theological outlook of the 

biblical writer, (c) an understanding of the historical audience who originally interpreted 

the text, and in the case of the relevant texts to this thesis, (d) an understanding that these 

texts provide a prophetic interpretation of actual historical events. 

This does not mean that every single detail in a biblical historical text is actually 

―historically factual‖—there must be an appreciation for the literary artistry and creativity 

of the biblical author. We do not have to believe, for example, that Hezekiah‘s prayer in 
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Isaiah 38:10-20 is a word for word account of what Hezekiah prayed at that specific time, 

or that the Rabshakeh uttered those exact words in Isaiah 36-37, or that Isaiah‘s 

prophecies in chapters 7-12 are chronologically accurate, word for word accounts. What 

this does mean is that, unless faced with historical evidence to the contrary, we can be 

confident that the historical events put forth in the biblical texts are, at their historical 

roots, historically reliable. We can reasonably assume that when faced with 

Sennacherib‘s threat outside Jerusalem in 701 BCE, Hezekiah offered many prayers to 

YHWH for deliverance, and that somehow Jerusalem did, in fact, not fall to Sennacherib. 

We can reasonably assume that during that siege of Jerusalem in 701 BCE that threats 

and taunts were hurled at Hezekiah and those living in Jerusalem by certain officials in 

the Assyrian army. We can reasonably assume that Isaiah confronted Ahaz during the 

Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, that Ahaz‘s actions during that crisis were seen as displaying 

unfaithfulness to YHWH, and that what is recorded in Isaiah 7-12 contains the core of 

Isaiah‘s prophecies at that time. How these historical events were interpreted and 

understood undoubtedly varied over the course of time in ancient Israel; yet although 

these events were interpreted and understood in various ways throughout the life of 

ancient Israel, they remained actual historical events at their core.  

Having said all of this, it must be acknowledged that in the process of copying, 

reinterpreting, and reapplying the various traditums into later traditios, scribal errors 

undoubtedly crept into the text from time to time. Therefore, it is the challenge of the 

biblical scholar, when faced with a given peculiarity in the text, to determine whether 

such a peculiarity is either a genuine scribal error or rather the intentional work of the 

scribal exegete to highlight a certain theological perspective or literary structure. Such a 
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determination is admittedly speculative at best, and its veracity can only be determined in 

light of the overall exegesis of the given passage. In other words, if a scholar claims a 

certain part of the text is a scribal error, not only must there be textual evidence that lends 

itself to the belief of a genuine scribal error, but it also must ―make sense‖ within the 

overall interpretation of that given text. Although it can never be definitively ―proven‖ to 

be a scribal error, there must be enough evidence to support the probability that it is so.  

 The issue of historical reliability is essential to this thesis, but so is the issue of 

literary competence, for this thesis asserts that the biblical accounts surrounding king 

Ahaz and Hezekiah are, in fact, put forth as not only artistic literary narratives, but also 

as prophetic interpretations of actual historical accounts. The two cannot easily be 

separated, nor should they be, for what we find in the Hebrew Bible is, in fact, a 

prophetic marriage of both literature and history. Robert Alter calls this phenomenon 

―fictionalized history‖ or ―historicized fiction.‖ By making such a characterization, 

though, he does not mean to downplay or deny the historicity of the Hebrew Bible: 

―In giving such weight to fictionality, I do not mean to discount the historical 

impulse that informs the Hebrew Bible. The God of Israel, as so often has been 

observed, is above all the God of history: the working out of his purposes in 

history is a process that compels the attention of the Hebrew imagination, which 

is thus led to the most vital interest in the concrete and differential character of 

historical events. The point is that fiction was the principal means which the 

biblical authors had at their disposal  for realizing history.‖
62

 

 

Whether we call it ―fictionalized history‖ or ―historicized fiction,‖
63

 we must remember 

that the biblical texts relevant to this thesis were also considered prophetic. What we find 

in the Hebrew Bible is that such prophetic biblical narratives truly are ―one flesh‖—both 
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history and literature—and that to separate them would, in fact, bring about their death. 

Therefore, in the course of this exegetical study, we will attempt to always be mindful of 

this marriage of literature and history within these prophetic texts. The underlying 

presupposition of this study is two-fold: (1) the biblical accounts will be given the benefit 

of the doubt when it comes to historical reliability, unless there is a reasonable and 

logical reason to question them, and (2) the biblical accounts are literary narratives that 

were purposely shaped by scribal exegetes who attempted to give a coherent prophetic 

theological understanding to actual historical events. 

X. The Main Arguments of this Thesis 

 With that said, it must be stated up front what this thesis‘ position is on each one 

of the exegetical issues stated above. Since each issue must be dealt with in turn, one 

must be willing to suspend final judgment until each issue is dealt with and presented 

within the overall argument of this thesis.  

X.1. Isaiah 7:14 is a Prophecy about Hezekiah 

As for the first exegetical landmine, this thesis will argue that the traditional 

Jewish understanding that equates Hezekiah with Immanuel is correct. It will argue that 

the immediate context of not only Isaiah 7, but also of the literary unit of Isaiah 7-12, 

points toward this identification.  

X. 2. A Revised Chronology of II Kings 16-20 

As for the second exegetical landmine—the chronological objections put forth by 

many scholars regarding the identification of Hezekiah with Immanuel—this thesis will 

argue that the chronological difficulties found in II Kings 16-20 and Isaiah 36-39 can be 
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traced back to probable scribal errors in the text, and that the correction of these errors 

helps resolve various other exegetical problems.  

X. 3. The Primacy of Isaiah 36-39 over II Kings 18-20 

As for the third exegetical landmine, this thesis will argue that although it is 

certainly possible that both II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39 both borrowed from an 

earlier source, it seems more probable that II Kings borrowed from Proto-Isaiah, and that 

the events recorded in Isaiah 36-39 are a vital part of the literary structure of Proto-Isaiah, 

whereas there is no clear discernable literary structure within II Kings.  

X. 4. The Historical Reliability and Literary Coherence of Isaiah 36-39 

As for the fourth exegetical landmine, this thesis will argue that the depiction of 

the historical events in Isaiah 36-39 is not only historically reliable, but also a single 

coherent literary unit, and not the product of a careless redactor who threw various 

sources together.  

X. 5. The Bookend Structure of Proto-Isaiah and the Historical Impetus for its Writing 

As for the fifth exegetical landmine, this thesis will argue that Isaiah 7-12 and 

Isaiah 36-39 form two literary ―bookends‖ to Proto-Isaiah that highlight a number of 

features regarding the prophetic interpretation of the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. The 

ultimate purpose of Proto-Isaiah was to vindicate Isaiah as a true prophet of YHWH and 

vindicate Hezekiah as a righteous and faithful king. The twin issues regarding the 

credibility of Isaiah and Hezekiah would have been hotly debated issues shortly after 

Sennacherib‘s invasion and Hezekiah‘s subsequent death. The antagonistic stance 

Manasseh took against Isaiah and against YHWH, the God of Israel, points to the 
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probability of a major theological/political crisis within early seventh century Judah: how 

should the events of Sennacherib‘s invasion be interpreted? Was it a victory and 

vindication for Hezekiah and Isaiah, who remained faithful to YHWH alone, or was it a 

devastating defeat for Hezekiah and Isaiah, who had gotten rid of the foreign gods in 

Jerusalem, and had thus incurred their wrath? This thesis holds that in light of such 

theological/political turmoil early on in Manasseh‘s reign, the priests and scribes who 

were faithful to YHWH and who had supported Hezekiah and Isaiah assembled Isaiah‘s 

prophecies and recorded the major events during his lifetime in order to present a 

counter-argument to the theological/political message that was being put forth by 

Manasseh. This work became what we now call Proto-Isaiah.  

It must be pointed out, though, that this proposed historical reconstruction of the 

events surrounding the writing of Isaiah 36-39 and the compilation of Proto-Isaiah is 

borne out of an honest exegetical analysis of the literary bookend structure of Proto-

Isaiah. Given the clear, discernable bookend structure, centered upon the connection 

between Immanuel and Hezekiah, this thesis is arguing for, the question, ―To what 

historical situation would such a message most likely have been addressed?‖ finds its 

most logical answer in the time shortly after Hezekiah‘s death, when Manasseh had 

begun to attempt to reverse Hezekiah‘s reforms and antagonize the true worshippers of 

YHWH in Judah.  

XI. Looking Forward: The Chapters of this Thesis 

 Now that the basic exegetical questions have been put forward and the basic 

argument has been stated, it is now time to preview the content of the following chapters.  
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XI. 1. Chapter Two: The Exegetical Issues Surrounding Isaiah 7:14 

In chapter two we will analyze the historical and modern arguments regarding the 

exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 and focus on the basic four variants found within Isaiah 7:14. We 

will first analyze the various exegetical issues surrounding Isaiah 7:14 by surveying the 

various arguments that have been made throughout the past two centuries. Once we point 

out both the strengths and weaknesses of these arguments, we will then argue that the 

Immanuel of Isaiah 7:14 is none other than Hezekiah. Both the immediate context of 

Isaiah 7, as well as the overall context of Isaiah 7-12 supports this view. 

X.2. Chapter Three: The Chronological Problems of II Kings 16-20 

 Chapter three will tackle the chronological problems that arise in II Kings 16-20. 

In order to argue that the Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14 is Hezekiah, one must first deal 

with the obvious chronological difficulties in II Kings surrounding the reigns of Ahaz 

and Hezekiah. There is no point in arguing that Hezekiah was the prophesied Immanuel 

child if at the most basic historical level it was found to be an impossibility. This chapter 

will include a detailed explanation of the problem, an analysis of how various scholars 

have attempted to resolve the various chronological problems surrounding the reigns of 

Ahaz and Hezekiah, and a proposed solution to that problem. In the course of this chapter 

we will also address the issue of the parallel accounts found in Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 

18-20 and come to the conclusion that Isaiah 36-39 is, in fact, the original account, and 

that the writer of II Kings borrowed his material from Isaiah. Ultimately, this thesis will 

argue that the key to resolving the chronological problems of II Kings 16-20 is to identify 

the scribal errors that are obviously in the text. The resolution of these problems will 

show that the birth of Hezekiah does indeed fall within the time frame of the Syro-
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Ephraimite Crisis, and therefore there is a distinct possibility that Hezekiah would have 

been the initial referent to the Immanuel prophecy of Isaiah 7:14.  

X. 3. Chapter Four: Historical Reliability/Literary Coherence of Isaiah 36-39 

 Chapter four will focus on the question of the historical reliability and literary 

coherence of Isaiah 36-39. This thesis will first argue that the writer of II Kings took his 

material in II Kings 18-20 from Isaiah 36-39, and that Isaiah 36-39 contains the original 

account. Secondly, this thesis will argue that Proto-Isaiah‘s account of the life of 

Hezekiah, most particularly the invasion of Sennacherib, Hezekiah‘s illness, and the visit 

of the envoys from Babylon, must not only be taken as a historically reliable text, but 

also as a literary coherent and artistic text within Proto-Isaiah. 

X. 4. Chapter Five: The Bookend Structure of Proto-Isaiah 

 Chapter five will focus on the literary connections between Isaiah 7-12 and 36-

39, and the greater overall context and literary structure of Proto-Isaiah. It will be argued 

that these two sections have been set up as literary ―bookends‖ that highlight the similar 

circumstances, yet completely contrary characters, of Ahaz and Hezekiah. Not only will 

chapter five further establish the probability that Hezekiah is the Immanuel child of 

Isaiah 7:14, it will also establish the overarching literary structure of Proto-Isaiah.  

X. 5. Appendixes: Chronological Charts, Parallel Texts, Thematic Strands of Emphasis 

 There are three appendixes at the end of this thesis. Appendix A compliments 

chapter three and contains chronological charts that show the chronological problems 

within II Kings 16-20 as well as the proposed revisions put forth in this thesis. Appendix 

B compliments chapter four and contains a chart showing the parallel texts of Isaiah 36-
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37 and II Kings 18-19 and highlighting the textual differences between the two texts. 

Appendix C compliments chapter five and contains an extensive chart that shows the 

three thematic strands of emphasis and how they unfold throughout the entirety of Proto-

Isaiah. 
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Chapter Two 

Isaiah 7:14 and its Immediate Context  

I. Introduction 

The fundamental rule of biblical exegesis is that context determines meaning. 

When it comes to Isaiah 7:14, its proper interpretation depends on more than the lexical 

meanings of certain words. It must be derived from considering essentially five contexts: 

(a) the pericope of 7:13-25, (b) the immediate literary context of chapters 7-12, known by 

most scholars as ―The Book of Immanuel,‖ (c) the greater literary context of chapters 1-

39 (i.e. Proto-Isaiah), (d) the historical context in which Isaiah 7 is set, that of the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis, and (e) the historical context in which Proto-Isaiah was compiled and 

which serves as the basis to speculate on the occasion and purpose of Proto-Isaiah.  

In the course of this thesis, we will address all five contexts mentioned above. In 

this chapter, though, we will focus on the immediate context of Isaiah 7:14. Yet before 

we do so, we must do two things. We must first review the past scholarship on Isaiah 

7:14 and take note of both the insights and shortcomings scholars have made in their 

attempts to exegete this verse and its surrounding context. We must then analyze the 

specific textual variants found in Isaiah 7:14. Then and only then can we look at Isaiah 

7:14 within the context of both the immediate prophecy of 7:13-25 as well as the greater 

―Immanuel section‖ of chapters 7-12. In the course of this chapter, it will be argued that 

when read within the immediate literary context of Isaiah 7-12, Isaiah 7:14 is first and 

foremost a prophecy about the birth of a royal son of Ahaz who would become king and 

whose reign would witness the humiliation of Assyria. In the subsequent chapters it will 
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be argued, based on historical analysis and the analysis of the greater literary context of 

Proto-Isaiah, that Immanuel was understood to be Hezekiah.  

II. Past Scholarship of Isaiah 7:14 

 The scholarship surrounding the exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 is legion. Nevertheless, 

despite the vast amount of variation in interpretation, we find the same basic elements in 

most exegetical work. Quite obviously the essential question regarding Isaiah 7:14 is, ―To 

whom was Isaiah originally referring at the time?‖ By and large, there are four proposals 

scholars have made concerning the identification of the Immanuel child and his mother, 

the hm'l.[;' of 7:14:  

(a) she was Ahaz‘s wife or concubine, thus making the child a prince, possibly 

     Hezekiah;
64

  

 

(b) she was Isaiah‘s wife, the prophetess mentioned in chapter 8, thus making the 

     child Isaiah‘s son born in chapter 8;
65

  

 

(c) hm'l.[;' is a general term that referred to all pregnant women at the time, thus 

     making the child a reference to all babies born at that time who would be 

     young children by the time the Syro-Ephraimite threat would be gone;
66

  

 

(d) she is Mary, the mother of Jesus, and therefore Immanuel is Jesus. 

Despite these different conclusions, there is a general consensus among scholars 

regarding a number of exegetical issues surrounding Isaiah 7:14. J. Alec Moyter, for 

example, correctly points out that according to the immediate context of 7:13-25:  

(a) Immanuel‘s birth was to take place in conjunction with the events of the Syro- 

     Ephraimite Crisis;  
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(b) he would be born at a time when the Davidic dynasty was ‗disestablished;‘  

 

(c) because he is called Immanuel, the situation was not devoid of  hope.
67

  

Like many scholars, Moyter denotes Isaiah 6-12 as ―The Book of Immanuel,‖ and 

argues that the visionary chapters of 6 and 12 act as its prologue and epilogue.
68

 Within 

this section, Moyter also notes a correlation between the Immanuel of Isaiah 7:14 and the 

messianic figure of Isaiah 9 and 11. Based on this parallelism between chapter 7 and 

chapters 9 and 11, we can reasonably conclude that the Immanuel child of Isaiah 7 is the 

same child mentioned in both Isaiah 9 and 11. Moyter shows this parallelism within these 

chapters in the following chart. He notes that the initial prophecy focused on Judah while 

the later prophecy focused on Ephraim (Israel):
69

 

The Moment 

of Decision 

(7:1-17) The Lord‘s warning comes 

to Judah. On the king‘s decision 

hangs the future of the dynasty. 

(9:8-10:4) The Lord‘s word comes 

to Ephraim. A wealth of imminent 

divine anger awaits disobedience. 

The 

Judgment 

(7:18-8:8) The Assyrian Invasion: 

Damascus and Samaria are 

despoiled; Judah overwhelmed as 

by an all but fatal flood. 

(10:5-15) The Assyrian Invasion: 

Samaria has fallen; Judah is under 

threat; the punishment of Assyria is 

certain. 

The 

Remnant 

(8:9-22) The foes of God‘s people 

are doomed, but His people are 

secure. It is not, however, an 

unconditional security: those who 

reject His word are without hope. 

(10:16-34) The destruction of the 

king of Assyria; the salvation of a 

remnant of Israel; the dramatic 

deliverance of Zion. 

The 

Glorious 

Hope 

(9:1-7) The birth and reign of the 

Davidic prince brings victory, joy 

and peace to His people, and His 

reign ever extends. 

(11:1-16) The perfection of the 

Davidic Prince, and His reign over 

the Gentiles And over a re-gathered 

Israel and Judah. 

 

 Fredrick Moriarty also reflects the general scholarly consensus on the historical 

setting surrounding Isaiah 7:14. He notes that there was a considerable amount of unrest 

in the western states of Syria. Although Moriarty notes this unrest had begun in the reign 

                                                           
67

 Moyter, ―Context and Content,‖ 122. 
68

 Moyter, ―Context and Content,‖ 123. 
69

 Moyter, ―Context and Content,‖ 122-123. 

 
 
 



48 
 

of Jeroboam, who had died in 746 BCE,
70

 he, like many other scholars, sets the events of 

Isaiah 7 in 734 BCE. Moriarty correctly notes that Immanuel appears between the two 

sons of Isaiah and ―initiates a series of oracles whose climax is found in chapter 11 with 

its description of the qualities and responsibilities of the ideal Messianic King.‖
71

 This 

messianic picture in chapter 11 has ―strong eschatological overtones‖ and looks forward 

to ―the rejuvenation of the House of David.‖
 72

 

Walter Kaiser provides further insightful commentary regarding Isaiah 7:14 and 

the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis. He points out that although this crisis climaxed in 734 BCE 

with the Assyria‘s destruction of Damascus, Judah‘s problems with Aram and Israel had 

been brewing before that. Kaiser cannot say how much earlier such trouble was brewing 

or how much earlier Isaiah uttered his prophecy to Ahaz, but he speculates that since the 

trouble began during Jotham‘s reign (II Kings 15:37), such a crisis could have well 

happened at the very beginning of Ahaz‘s reign, when he was still an unproven king. In 

fact, Kaiser speculates that ―…the events that precipitated Isaiah‘s warnings may have 

come as early as 748 or 739 BCE, just prior to Tiglath-pileser‘s 738 BCE foray into this 

territory. One fact remains: this scrap did not begin with Ahaz; it had its roots in the last 

days of Ahaz‘s predecessor, King Jotham.‖
73

 Scholars assume too quickly that Isaiah 

7:13-25 was uttered shortly before Tiglath-pileser destroyed Damascus in 734 BCE, yet 

as Kaiser points out, since Judah was suffering aggression by Aram and Israel ever since 

the latter years of Jotham, Isaiah 7:13-25 could have easily been uttered as early as the 

beginning of Ahaz‘s reign (circa 742-740 BCE). As will be argued later on, this has a 
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considerable impact on one‘s assessment of the chronological problems regarding the 

identification of Hezekiah with Immanuel. 

II. 1. The View that Immanuel is Jesus  

Although most scholars agree with Moyter and Kaiser‘s explanation of the 

historical and literary contexts of Isaiah 7:14, the question regarding the identity of 

Immanuel still receives different answers. In his commentary on Isaiah 1-12, Old 

Testament scholar Otto Kaiser points out that ―the whole context [of Isaiah 7] demands 

an event which is shortly to come about.‖
74

 Surprisingly though, there are a number of 

Old Testament scholars who seemingly do not share his sentiment, and choose rather to 

bypass any serious consideration of either the historical or literary context of Isaiah 7:14 

in favor of the traditional Christian assumption that this verse is a prediction of the virgin 

birth of Jesus. One scholar who does this is J. Alec Moyter. Although he correctly sees 

that ―it is impossible to separate this Immanuel from the Davidic king whose birth 

delivers his people (9:4-7),‖
75

 he nevertheless states, ―Isaiah foresaw the birth of the 

divine son of David [i.e. Jesus] and also laid the foundation for the understanding of the 

unique nature of his birth [i.e. virgin birth].‖
76

 In contrast to Otto Kaiser‘s comment 

above, Moyter states, ―It is impossible to confine the Immanuel prophecy to any long-

forgotten ‗fulfillment‘ in the time of Ahaz.‖
77

 In other words, we cannot find the meaning 

of Isaiah 7:14 in it original context alone. Moriarty goes one step further and claims that 

Isaiah 7:14 transcends the historical situation, points ahead to the eschatological future, 

and finds fulfillment in Christ.  
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Other scholars who share this assumption are Charles Lee Feinberg, J. Barton 

Payne, and Walter C. Kaiser. One of the reasons why Feinberg believes Isaiah 7:14 is 

about Christ is that he believes ―we have no record of its actual fulfillment in any 

contemporary event [i.e. the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis].‖
78

 One of the reasons Payne gives 

as to why Isaiah 7:14 is a prediction about Christ is that since the New Testament clearly 

regards Isaiah 9 and 11 as predictive prophecies about Jesus, and since Isaiah 7 is 

intricately tied to Isaiah 9 and 11, it too must be regarded as predictive.  

Since these scholars insist that Isaiah 7:14 first and foremost as a prediction about 

Jesus, this obviously raises a fundamental problem. If it is solely a prediction about Jesus, 

how would it have been understood by Ahaz, the original hearers of Isaiah‘s prophecy, or 

the original audience of Proto-Isaiah? Moyter answers this question by saying, ―…the 

very circumstances of the communication of the prophecy required the possibility that 

some of its features would be misunderstood, but the narration of the ‗whole story‘ made 

the final position clear and unequivocal.‖
79

 Moriarty seemingly dismisses this question of 

original context outright. He notes that the attempt of many scholars to identify Immanuel 

with a contemporary figure of that time ―usually proceeds from the principle that 

prophetic oracles must be determined by circumstances proper to the author‘s own 

time.‖
80

 Payne goes so far as to criticize another scholar who argued that Isaiah 7:14 has 

to be understood in relation to its historical context: ―His real problem is clearly his 

presupposition that Isaiah‘s prophecy had to [have meaning] for its own day.‖
81

 Walter 
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Kaiser, on the other hand, even though he argues that Isaiah 7:14 is, in fact, a prediction 

of the birth of Christ, at least attempts to argue for an immediate application as well: 

―Ahaz is granted evidence of this sign in his own day, even though the full impact of all 

that God has in mind will not be realized until the Messiah himself is born in a unique 

manner in fulfillment of this passage.‖
82

  

The problem with the views of these scholars is two-fold. First, by ignoring the 

literary genre of Isaiah 7 in favor of a strictly christological scheme, they end up defining 

Old Testament prophecy as nothing more than predictions about Christ. As was discussed 

in chapter one, the prophets were not soothsayers and fortune tellers. They spoke God‘s 

revealed word to their current situations; and although many of their prophecies dealt 

with the future consequences of the actions of Israel, those future consequences more 

than often came to pass in the near future, not the distant future. Scholars who 

unquestionably assume that Isaiah 7:14 was a prediction about some distant future event 

base their assumption on an essentially unbiblical understanding of prophecy. 

Secondly, because they start with this assumption that Isaiah 7:14 is a prediction 

about the birth of Jesus, they fail to seriously consider the historical context of Isaiah 7-

12, the literary context of Isaiah 7-12, or how Isaiah 7:14 fits into the greater context of 

Proto-Isaiah. Their consideration of these original contexts is superficial at best. Lest it be 

misunderstood, these scholars are essentially arguing that God inspired Isaiah to utter his 

prophecy, knowing full well that it would be either misunderstood, or not understood at 

all, by the people to whom it was originally addressed, and that only 740 years later 

would that prophecy make sense. Simply put, if there was no kind of fulfillment of this 
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prophecy at all during the time of Ahaz, the original historical and literary context of 

Isaiah 7-12 is ultimately irrelevant. Yet if one throws out any serious consideration of the 

original historical and literary contexts of a given text, then all exegetical controls go out 

the window. Indeed, it is frightening to find that scholars like Moriarty and Payne see 

attempts to understand verses in their historical context as a flaw in exegetical work. If 

we are to accept their claim that there are some prophecies that transcend their historical 

context, on what basis then do we determine which Old Testament prophecies transcend 

their historical situations and which do not?  

If we are to believe these scholars and their proposals that Isaiah 7:14 is simply a 

prediction of the birth of Jesus, we must assume that there was over a 700 year gap 

between the judgment of Damascus and Samaria (7:18-8:8; 10:5-15) and the birth of the 

Davidic prince (9:1-7; 11:1-16), and we must completely ignore the obvious literary and 

historical connections between 8:9-22 and 10:16-34 and chapters 36-39. Yet not only 

does nothing in chapters 7-12 give any remote suggestion of such an extended time span 

as 700 years, but the connections between chapters 7-11 and chapters 36-39 are too 

obvious to ignore the implications. 

These scholars have simply put the cart before the horse. In their rush to defend 

the traditional Christian understanding of Isaiah 7:14, these scholars have short-changed 

Isaiah, devalued the Old Testament as having any value in and of itself, and potentially 

misunderstood Matthew‘s use of that verse in his infancy narrative. Old Testament 

prophecy is not just a collection of misunderstood and ambiguous predictions that only 

can be made sense of by the New Testament. We must understand Old Testament 

prophecy as God speaking his Word to His people throughout their history, within their 
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own historical contexts. Since it is given within history to specific people in history, 

God‘s prophetic Word must be understood within the context of that history. Granted the 

New Testament claims that God has brought his work to fulfillment in Christ and cites 

numerous prophecies from the Old Testament to show that, but to interpret the New 

Testament language of ―fulfillment‖ in the way that these scholars have done, in fact, to 

misinterpret it. Their definition of prophecy is essentially that it is fortune-telling. They 

are putting Old Testament prophecy on the same level with the prophecies of 

Nostradamus or the very fortune-tellers of Canaan that YHWH commanded the Hebrews 

to kill once they settled the land. Their definition of prophecy simply does not reflect the 

biblical understanding of prophecy at all. If we believe that the Bible, both Old and New 

Testaments, is God‘s revelation to his people so that they could understand and know him 

and his ways, then it simply would not make sense for Isaiah to utter a prophecy that 

would not be understandable to his audience. To argue otherwise simply leads to 

incomprehension and exegetical confusion. That is why so much of the exegetical work 

on Isaiah 7:14 has proven to be so unconvincing and suspect. Whenever one puts the cart 

before the horse, one will soon find that not only will the cart not move, but the horse will 

soon have a splitting headache from constantly hitting his head against the cart.  

II. 2. The View that Immanuel is a General Term 

 A second view put forth by a handful of scholars is that the ―Immanuel child‖ is 

not meant to be understood as specific child, but rather that it was meant to be understood 

in general terms. William McKane attempts to argue that Isaiah was prophesying that, 

given the imminent demise of Israel and Aram, there would be many women in Judah 

who were pregnant at that time who would name their child ―Immanuel‖ as a way to 
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―mark this experience of deliverance and liberation.‖
83

 Otto Kaiser, though, correctly 

points out that such a prophecy by Isaiah after Ahaz‘s clear display of unfaithfulness to 

YHWH would seem problematic. ―If things had turned out thus, Ahaz would have been 

able to regard it as a complete confirmation of his own foreign policy.‖
84

 Fredrick 

Moriarty also questions such an interpretation on the grounds that it does not fit the 

context: ―Granting that this interpretation is grammatically possible there is nothing in the 

context which even remotely suggests that Isaiah had such a collectivity in mind.‖
85

 It is 

by far the least popular view regarding Immanuel among scholars and has never gained 

any real traction in scholarly debate. 

II. 3. The View that Immanuel is Isaiah‟s Son 

 Another view, put forth by Herbert Wolf and R.E. Clements, is that Isaiah 7:14 is 

a prophecy about the birth of Isaiah‘s son. Wolf believes that son is Maher-shalal-hash-

baz. He asserts that ―the designation of Isaiah‘s sons as ‗signs‘ in 8:18 strongly implies 

that Immanuel was one of those signs.‖
86

 The bulk of his argument is that the ―large 

tablet‖ of 8:1 was a written marriage covenant between Isaiah and his bride to be, the 

prophetess, and the witnesses mentioned in 8:2 (Uriah and Zechariah) were witnesses to 

the marriage. Hence, the Immanuel prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 was fulfilled when Isaiah 

married the prophetess who then gave birth to Maher-shalal-hash-baz. Wolf asserts that 

the child‘s mother named him ―Immanuel,‖ meaning ―God with us,‖ thus emphasizing 

the positive aspect to Isaiah‘s prophecy; whereas Isaiah gave the child a name that meant 

―Speeding to the spoil, hurrying to the plunder,‖ thus emphasizing the negative aspect to 
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his prophecy.
87

 Immanuel ―denoted the promise that God would be there to defeat 

Samaria and Damascus,‖ and Maher-shalal-hash-baz ―meant that Assyria would soon 

carry off the wealth of those two nations—before turning to devastate Judah.‖
88

  

 Wolf claims this interpretation clarifies two traditional problems with Isaiah 7:14: 

(a) the meaning of hm'l.[;' and (b) the Hebrew phrase td,l,äyOw> ‘hr'h'. Wolf argues that hm'l.[;' 

does mean ―virgin‖ at the time of Isaiah‘s prophecy, but that does not mean she was a 

virgin at childbirth. Wolf also argues that the phrase td,l,äyOw> ‘hr'h' denotes she was not 

pregnant at the time of Isaiah‘s prophecy, for he had not yet married her in Isaiah 7:14.
89  

 Wolf‘s interpretation is worthy of consideration, yet fails to answer a number of 

questions. Payne, for instance, argues that there is nothing in the text to suggest that 

Isaiah had a second wife. He further points out that the significance of Immanuel and 

Maher-shalal-hash-baz is considerably different. Wolf also does not address the issue that 

so many other scholars have seen: that of how the Immanuel child of 7:14 seems to have 

royal connotations and is clearly connected to 9:6-7 and 11:1-11. Secondly, even though 

it is a possibility that the ―large tablet‖ of 8:1 was a type of marriage covenant, it is by no 

means clear. Even if it was, and even if Maher-shalal-hash-baz was born to the 

prophetess after Isaiah married her, Wolf‘s attempt to make the connection between 

Maher-shalal-hash-baz and Immanuel is not strong. There is no evidence that Isaiah‘s 

first wife who bore him Shear-jashub had died and that the ―prophetess‖ was a second 

wife. Even if this was the case, John Walton points out that if the woman in Isaiah 7:14 is 

already pregnant, then it couldn‘t be the same woman in Isaiah 8:3, for she is just 
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conceiving. Walton also argues that the age of being able to say ―daddy‖ or ―mommy‖ 

comes before the age of being able to reject evil and choose good.
90

 Although Wolf‘s 

interpretation seems at first to hold water, one quickly sees that it is based on a number of 

assumptions that have little or no evidence within Isaiah. 

 R.E. Clements, though claiming that Immanuel is Isaiah‘s son, believes the 

Immanuel child is Shear-jashub, not Maher-shalal-hash-baz.
91

 His overall argument, 

though, is highly questionable. On one hand, he acknowledges a connection between 

Immanuel and Hezekiah within the Book of Isaiah. On the other hand, though, he 

attributes this connection to the work of later editors, and in turn argues that originally, 

before the editors changed Isaiah‘s prophecy, Immanuel was a reference to Isaiah‘s son, 

Shear-jashub.  

Like most scholars, Clements sees a connection between the Immanuel of Isaiah 

7:14 and the child in 9:5-6 and 11:1-11. In Clements‘ view, even though Isaiah 9:1-6 

clearly is an accession oracle that ―serves to announce the coming of a royal successor to 

Ahaz who, unlike this faithless king, will bring greatness to his people and the overthrow 

of the yoke of the foreign oppressor,‖
92

 and thus is clearly a reference to Hezekiah, 

Clements denies that this proves that the Immanuel of Isaiah 7:14 is a royal child. 

Clements rather asserts that a later editor ―made significant additions to Isaiah 7‖ that 

were ―designed to point [out] the contrast between Ahaz and his successor.‖
93

 The result 

is that what was originally an oracle condemning Ahaz‘s lack of faith was transformed by 
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a later editor to also make it a prophecy that foretells Ahaz‘s faithful successor, namely 

Hezekiah. This editor, Clements surmises, ―stood very close to the authors of the 

narratives of Isaiah 36-39‖
94

 and therefore reworked Isaiah 7:1-17 and introduced Isaiah 

9:1-6 in order to portray Hezekiah ―in the most favorable possible light.‖
95

 As Clements 

says, ―It is then this desire to emphasize the contrast between the actions of Ahaz and 

Hezekiah which has brought about such a major editorial reworking of Isaiah 7:1-17.‖
96

 

And again, ―…once an editor felt the need to defend the reputation of the Davidic 

dynasty by drawing attention to the contrast between Ahaz‘s lack of faith and Hezekiah‘s 

victorious faith, the whole character of the Immanuel prophecy was changed.‖
97

 

 Even though Clements correctly sees that in its present form Isaiah 7:1-17 points 

toward the birth of Hezekiah and that the Immanuel prophecy, along with Isaiah 9:1-6 

and 11:1-11, serves to not only highlight the contrasts between Ahaz and Hezekiah, but to 

also look forward to Hezekiah‘s actions in 701 BCE as recorded in Isaiah 36-39, his 

claim that Isaiah 7:1-17 was originally about Shear-jashub and that a later editor revised 

the prophecy to make it look like it was about Hezekiah is suspect. In light of Provan‘s 

falsification principle, what is the reason for Clements to doubt the legitimacy and 

historical reliability of the prophecy as it now stands? Before one can convincingly argue 

for a reconstruction of a particular biblical passage, one must first show why that passage, 

as presented to us in the canon of scripture, cannot be accepted as historically reliable. 

Clements fails to do so. His argument fails because he is attempting to do the impossible: 

reconstruct a convincing alternative version of the historical setting of Isaiah 7:1-17 
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without any historical evidence. The window to that historical setting is given to us in the 

text of Isaiah 7:1-17, and unless it can be proven that what it relates to us is absolutely 

impossible to have happened, then we are in no position to discount its version of events. 

Clements‘ ultimate shortcoming is not that he fails to look at the historical and literary 

contexts of Isaiah 7:14—he certainly does. His shortcoming is rather that, after doing so, 

he chooses to discard the obvious context in favor of his own hypothetical reconstruction 

of the historical events of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and literary setting of Proto-Isaiah.  

II. 4. The View that Immanuel is Hezekiah 

 The traditional Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 7:14, as attested to in Justin‘s 

Dialogues with Trypho as well as a number of Talmudic sources,
98

 that the Immanuel 

child is Hezekiah, has been by and large rejected by most biblical scholars for one reason: 

the chronology found in II Kings 16-20 seems to suggest that Hezekiah was already a 

young child by the time Isaiah uttered his prophecy in Isaiah 7:14. Therefore, Isaiah 

could have hardly prophesied about the coming birth of Hezekiah because Hezekiah 

would have already been born. Moriarty echoes the view of most scholars when he 

claims that Hezekiah could not be Immanuel because he ascended to the throne in 715 

BCE and was twenty-five years old, thus placing his birth around 740 BCE, six years 

before 734 BCE, the year most scholars peg as being the year of the Syro-Ephraimite 

Crisis. Clements also discounts the possibility that Immanuel could have been Hezekiah 

on the grounds that it would be a chronological impossibility.
99
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 There are two problems with the scholarly rejection of this view. First, when one 

looks at the chronology in II Kings, one finds that there is a ten year gap within the reigns 

of Ahaz and Hezekiah that is not accounted for. This problem will be discussed in the 

following chapter, but for now it is enough to point out that such scholarly rejection of 

this view on the basis of an admittedly suspect chronology in II Kings is, ironically, 

suspect in and of itself. Secondly, despite the apparent chronological problem, the 

immediate surrounding context of 7:14 certainly seems to point toward Hezekiah. As we 

have already seen, even though Clements clearly acknowledges the fact that Isaiah 7-12 

presents Hezekiah as the Immanuel child, he discounts this as a later scribal revision. He 

is not the only scholar, though, who acknowledges the Hezekiah-Immanuel connection 

but then seeks for a way to discount it. Antti Laato, for example, claims Isaiah 7:14 was a 

prophecy about a king from the Davidic house who, unlike Ahaz, would ―fulfill 

Yahweh‘s command of fidelity.‖
100

 He notes that not only does both the LXX and IQIsa 

acknowledge that Immanuel is Hezekiah (Ahaz names the child), but that Rabbinical 

literature interprets Isaiah 7:14-17 and 9:1-6 in terms of Hezekiah but Isaiah 11:1-9 in 

terms of the Messiah.
101

 Yet, Laato, while admitting Isaiah 7:14 points to Hezekiah and 

has messianic overtones,
102

 argues that the Isaiah 7:13-25 was revised by later editors 
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who hoped for the fulfillment of the Immanuel prophecy
103

 through a new royal dynastic 

line during the years of Sennacherib‘s invasion. When it became clear that all wickedness 

was not wiped out of Judah, that Judah did not become a refuge for the faithful remnant, 

and that Immanuel did not rise as king, Laato claims that ―the year 701 was thus a 

disappointment for Isaiah. A realm of peace in Israel through Immanuel, which Isaiah so 

eagerly expected, never came.‖
104

 Consequently, he speculates that Isaiah‘s disciples 

preserved Isaiah‘s ―Immanuel program‖ and reinterpreted the prophecies to look forward 

to a future coming Davidic king.  

The problem with Laato‘s argument is the same as that of Clements. By trying to 

―look behind‖ the text that we have, Laato is simply offering a reconstruction of 

historical events for which we have no evidence. Just as Clements claims that Isaiah 7:14 

was originally a prophecy about Shear-jashub that was later revised into a prophecy about 

Hezekiah, Laato claims that Isaiah 7:14 was originally a prophecy about an entirely new 

royal line that was later revised into a prophecy about Hezekiah, whereas the prophecy in 

Isaiah 11 continued to look forward to a future Messiah.  

Walter Kaiser also identifies Immanuel with Hezekiah, yet does not try to get 

around this by claiming it was the work of later editors. Rather, he argues the immediate 

referent is Hezekiah and the future referent is Jesus and claims this resolves two 

problems: (1) Hezekiah was not born of a virgin, and (2) the chronology in II Kings 

seemingly prevents Hezekiah from being Immanuel. He answers the first objection by 

stating that in cases of near and distant fulfillments of prophecy that ―rarely does the near 
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event meet most, much less all, the details and expectations that the ultimate event 

completes.‖
105

 Yet one must question both the question and Kaiser‘s answer. Too many 

scholars disagree with Kaiser for anyone to believe that hm'l.[;' clearly means virgin. If we 

take the original context seriously, we must conclude that Isaiah 7:14 is not referring to a 

virgin. She might have been a virgin at the time of Isaiah‘s prophecy, but she definitely 

would not have been a virgin by the time of Immanuel‘s birth. Furthermore, Kaiser‘s 

answer seems to contradict his own rejection of the sensus plenioir argument.
106

 Kaiser 

says there is only one meaning to Isaiah 7:14, but then argues that there are two meanings 

to it. Nevertheless, Kaiser correctly points out that the chronology in II Kings shows a 

ten-year gap within the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. Therefore, to discount Hezekiah as 

Immanuel, simply based on a perceived chronological impossibility, overstates the case. 

It is drawing a conclusion based on problematic data.  

II. 5. Concluding Thoughts Regarding Past Scholarship  

 Given this overview of the work of many scholars on Isaiah 7:14, there are a 

number of observations and conclusions that can be made. First of all, as can be seen in 

the work of Moyter, Moriarty, Feinberg, Payne and Kaiser, there is an recurring trend 

among many scholars to be in such a rush to relate Isaiah 7:14 to Jesus that they 

inevitably neglect any serious exegetical work on Isaiah 7:14 within its original Old 

Testament contexts, both historical and literary. The underlying assumption of these 

scholars is that the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 is first and foremost a far off prediction of the 
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miraculous virgin birth of Jesus; therefore they display no genuine interest in 

understanding Isaiah 7:14 within the historical and literary settings of Isaiah itself.  

 Secondly, as can be seen in the work of Clements and Laato, many scholars see 

that the Immanuel prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 is intimately tied to the royal themes found 

within Isaiah in general, and Isaiah 9:6-7 and 11:1-11 in particular. While scholars like 

John Scullion and John Walton believe Immanuel is a son of Ahaz, but not necessarily 

Hezekiah,
107

 Clements and Laato believe that in its final form the Immanuel prophecy 

does indeed point to Hezekiah, yet that Isaiah 7:14 was altered by later editors to make it 

look like it pointed to Hezekiah. What we see, therefore, with these scholars is a clear 

acknowledgement of the royal Davidic connection to Isaiah 7:14, but a refusal to clearly 

identify Immanuel with Hezekiah in its original context.  

 Thirdly, we also note that the fundamental objection scholars have with 

identifying Immanuel with Hezekiah is that the chronology of II Kings seemingly does 

not allow such an identification to be made—Hezekiah would have been anywhere 

between five to fifteen years old at the time of Isaiah‘s prophecy. Because of this 

objection, Moyter, Moriarty, Feinberg, Payne and Kaiser justify their arguments that 

Isaiah 7:14 is first and foremost a prediction of Jesus Christ, whereas Clements, Laato, 

Scullion, and Walton, though they acknowledge that the text points to Hezekiah, seek 

alternative interpretations of Isaiah 7:14. 

 Lastly, most scholars who attempt to exegete Isaiah 7:14 do, in fact, seem to have 

a good grasp of bits and pieces of the overall picture of Isaiah 7:14. Scholars who, in their 

rush to apply Isaiah 7:14 to Jesus seem to overlook the Old Testament context of Isaiah 
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7:14, are not necessarily wrong in their claim that ―what was spoken by the prophet‖ was, 

to use the New Testament term, ―fulfilled‖ in Jesus Christ. Their exegesis falters because 

not only do they misunderstand just what ―fulfilled‖ means, but they also hold an overly-

simplistic view of prophecy. This over-simplification has caused many scholars to 

downplay the importance of understanding the original historical and literary contexts 

found within many Old Testament prophecies, particularly Isaiah 7:14.
108

  

Scholars who disregard Hezekiah as a valid candidate for the identity of 

Immanuel clearly see a chronological problem in II Kings. Their exegesis falters because 

they automatically assume that the chronological error lies in Isaiah and not in II Kings. 

Scholars who claim that later editors revised Isaiah 7:14 and essentially changed its 

original meaning clearly see that later editors shaped and formed Isaiah into its current 

form. Their exegesis falters because they assume, with no evidence to substantiate their 

assumptions, that the later editors intentionally mischaracterized historical events to suit 

their own theological agendas.  

 The common flaw that many scholars share in their exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 is their 

considerable lack of faith in the text itself. Their exegesis is not so much trying to get at 

the meaning of the final form of the text, but rather trying to reconstruct that meaning to 

suit their particular preconceived notions; yet many of the assumptions and arguments 

made by many scholars have no textual or historical evidence. This is the very exegetical 
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trend that Provan and Long take issue with: an unhealthy suspicion of the veracity of the 

text before us without any substantial reason to support it. Granted, the historical 

narrative sections of Isaiah, as well as II Kings, are not what we in the 21
st
 century would 

consider to be ―historical documents.‖
109

 Yet the problem with the scholars discussed 

above is that they seem to think that because the ancient writers did not write history the 

way we do today that they were not attempting to write real history at all. But this kind of 

thinking not only makes any kind of biblical historical exegesis impossible, it negates the 

possibility of doing any kind of history and understanding any ancient historical 

document at all. If we are to discount the historical veracity of the biblical texts simply 

because we have labeled them as ―historically-based theological documents,‖ then we 

will have to discount all ancient historical texts because all of them are ―historically-

based theological documents,‖ in that in the recounting of their history they attempt to 

praise and glorify their particular national gods. Granted, there are numerous difficulties 

surrounding the exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 and its context. A certain amount of 

reconstruction of the historical context is needed to help try and understand such a 

problematic text. But when a scholar‘s historical reconstruction involves obliterating the 

historical context given within the text itself, it cannot be said that that scholar has 

accepted the text. Such a scholar is doing much more than just reconstructing a historical 

context in which to understand the text; he is, in fact, re-writing history, without any 

regard for the historical testimony of the ancient writers themselves.  
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III. Textual Variants of Isaiah 7:14 in the MT, DSS, and LXX 

When one looks at Isaiah 7:14 itself, one finds that there are four significant 

textual variants that have a tremendous amount of bearing on its interpretation, not only 

within its original context, but also on how it eventually comes to be interpreted, both in 

the New Testament and in the Church Fathers. One is able to see these variants when one 

compares the Masoretic Text (BHS), the Dead Sea Scrolls (4QIs
a
), and the Septuagint 

(Rahlfs): 

MT: 

BHS 
lae( WnM'î[i Amßv. tar'îq'w> !Beê td,l,äyOw> ‘hr'h' hm'ªl.[;h' hNEåhi tAa+ ~k,Þl' aWh± yn"ïdoa] !Te’yI !kel'û 
 

DSS: 

4QIs
a
 

lawnm[ wmv arqw !b tdlyw hrh hml[h hnh twa hmkl hwh hwhy !ty !kl 

LXX: 

Rahlfs 

dia. tou/to dw,sei ku,rioj auvto.j u`mi/n shmei/on ivdou. h` parqe,noj evn gastri. e[xei kai. 
te,xetai uìo,n kai. kale,seij to. o;noma auvtou/ Emmanouhl 

 

As one can see, aside from the fact that the MT names God as yn"ïdoa] whereas the 

DSS uses the name hwhy, the two texts agree in virtually every other detail. The questions 

and variants arise, though, when comparing the MT and DSS with the LXX. There are 

essentially four variants found within this verse:  

(a) the meaning of the word hm'l.[;',  

(b) the function of the word hr'h' in the phrase !Be td,l,yOw> hr'h' hm'l.[;h,  

(c) the identity of the person who is naming the Immanuel child, and  

(d) the Immanuel child himself.  

III. 1. The Meaning of the Word  hm'l.[; '  

The first variant is one that has been the topic of endless exegetical debates 

between Jews and Christians for the past 2,000 years. It involves the question as to how 
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to translate the word hm'l.[;', as in the MT and DSS, and parqe,noj, as in the LXX (and later 

in the NT). Simply put, what does the word hm'l.[;' mean, and to whom does the hm'l.[;' 

refer? Many scholars claim the word hm'l.[;' clearly means ―virgin‖ (a woman who has 

had no sexual intercourse), and therefore Isaiah 7:14 is describing a miraculous birth. 

Moyter states that the examination of biblical usage shows that hm'l.[;' is the ―only 

Hebrew word which without qualification means an unmarried woman—however 

marriageable she may be.‖
110

 Payne does not think that the question, ―Does hm'l.[;' mean 

virgin?‖ is a right question to ask because in his opinion it obviously does: ―It does, no 

doubt about that.‖
111

 Kaiser claims that hm'l.[;' does in fact mean virgin, and that the use 

of parqe,noj in the LXX supports this translation because, he argues, parqe,noj ―has the 

specific meaning of ‗virgin.‘‖
112

 He also argues that there is no clear context, either in 

Hebrew or Ugarit, that suggests that hm'l.[;' is used in reference to a married woman. 

Payne argues that hm'l.[;' is a direct reference to the virgin Mary. He states, ―If Isaiah did 

not mean Mary, and if there is no other known virgin mother, then Matthew erred, for it 

simply is not right to use a verse that is not about a virgin birth to substantiate a virgin 

birth.‖
113

  What we see here is an unquestioned assumption that not only does hm'l.[;' 

mean ―virgin,‖ but that it is direct predictive reference to Mary.
114 
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The problem with the claims of these scholars is that they are patently false and 

show no real understanding of how language works. A brief discussion of De Sassure‘s 

semantics will serve to clarify the fundamental problem with how these scholars have 

chosen to go about arguing for the meaning of the word hm'l.[;'. De Saussure showed that 

every linguistic sign is made up of a signifier and a signified. For our purposes, the word 

hm'l.[;' is the signifier—the actual word that acts as an identifier of something. It is a 

pointer, if you will. The signified, therefore, corresponds to the actual concept or thing 

that comes to mind when we hear or read the word hm'l.[;'. It is essentially the thing to 

which the signifier is pointing. Now there is no inherent connection between any signifier 

and its corresponding signified, other than the arbitrary connection of meaning that a 

particular society has agreed upon based upon its particular needs. Because of this, one 

cannot treat language as a mere classification system. Furthermore, when it comes to 

translating from one language to another, one would be wrong to assume that one specific 

word in ―language A‖ is directly related to one specific word in ―language B.‖ There 

might be considerable overlap between the two languages respective words for a common 

object, but since the actual meaning attached to those respective words is determined by 

that particular society, we should expect to see differing nuances of meaning within each 

language. De Saussure gives the example of the word boeuf in both English and French. 

In English we have different words for the meat itself (beef) and the animal that is the 

source of that meat (cow); whereas in French, the word boeuf is used for both things, and 

the context in which that word is written or spoken determines the meaning of the word.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
wife, or some other woman at that time on the grounds that none of those would have been a miraculous 

occurrence. This is nothing more than circular reasoning. All he has going for him is his belief that it was 

miraculous. Essentially, his logic is this: ―It must be miraculous because Isaiah is excited about it, and 

therefore it must be miraculous.‖ Feinberg, ―The Virgin Birth,‖ 254-55. 
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De Saussure‘s findings are extremely relevant to our understanding of the word 

hm'l.[;'. Any given linguistic sign, made up of both signifier and signified, derives its 

meaning from its surrounding society as well as the context and semantic field in which it 

is found. When we look at the use and meaning of the word hm'l.[;' within the Hebrew 

Bible, we cannot come to such a study with the assumption that it will have a direct 

correlation with the word ―virgin‖ in the English language. As John Walton has pointed 

out, hm'l.[;' has a tremendous overlapping of semantic ranges; therefore, the argument that 

the word clearly means ―virgin‖ is overly simplistic and superficial.  

When one consults Brown-Driver-Briggs, one finds that hm'l.[;' denotes a ―young 

woman‖ who is sexually ripe, either a maid or newly married.
115

  Kaiser points out that 

hm'l.[;', much like its Ugaritic equivalent `glmt, ―does not simply correspond to the word 

‗virgin‘, but signifies a young woman without regard to whether she is married or 

single.‖
116

 Moriarty echoes this sentiment, ―She who conceives and bears the mysterious 

child is hm'l.[;h', a term which does not necessarily imply virginity but which certainly 

does not exclude it.‖
117

  The basic meaning, if you will, focuses on a young woman; the 

nuances to that basic meaning, though, are brought out within each separate context 

found in the Hebrew Bible. This word is found nine times in the Hebrew Bible.
118
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Verse MT (BHS) LXX (Rahlfs) 

I Chronicles 

15:20 
tAmÜr'ymi(v.W laeøyzI[]w: hy"‚r>k;z>W 

Why"ßfe[]m;W ba'êylia/w<¥ yNIå[uw> ‘laeyxiywI)  

tAm)l'[]-l[; ~yliÞb'n>Bi Why"+n"b.W 

Zacariaj kai. Ozihl Semiramwq 
Iihl Wni Eliab Masaiaj 
Banaiaj evn na,blaij evpi. 
alaimwq 

Psalm 46:1  tAmïl'[]-l[;( xr;qO+-ynEb.li x;Ceîn:m.l; 
ryvi(   

(45:1) eivj to. te,loj ùpe.r tw/n 
ui`w/n Kore u`pe.r tw/n krufi,wn 
yalmo,j 

Genesis 

24:43 
~yIM"+h; !y[eä-l[; bC'ÞnI ykiînOa' hNE±hi 
baoêv.li taceäYOh; ‘hm'l.[;h'( hy"Üh'w> 

kai. e;stai h̀ parqe,noj h-| a'n evgw. 
ei;pw po,tiso,n me mikro.n u[dwr 
evk th/j u`dri,aj sou 

Exodus 2:8 %l,Te’w: ykile_ h[oßr>P;-tB; Hl'î-rm,aTo)w:  
dl,Y")h; ~aeî-ta, ar'Þq.Tiw: hm'êl.[;h'( 

h` de. ei=pen auvth/| h` quga,thr 
Faraw poreu,ou evlqou/sa de. h̀ 
nea/nij evka,lesen th.n mhte,ra tou/ 
paidi,ou 

Psalm 68:25 

(68:26—MT) 
%AtïB. ~ynI+g>nO rx:åa; ~yrIv'â WmåD>qi  

tAp)peAT tAmªl'[]÷  

(67:26) proe,fqasan a;rcontej 
evco,menoi yallo,ntwn evn me,sw| 
neani,dwn tumpanistriw/n 

Proverbs 

30:19 
vx'ªn" %r,D,î é~yIm;V'B; Ÿrv,N<‚h; %r,D,Û 
 ~y"+-bl,b. hY"ïnIa\-%r,D,( rWcï yleñ[] 

hm'(l.[;B. rb,G<å %r,d,Þw> 

i;cnh avetou/ petome,nou kai. o`dou.j 
o;fewj evpi. pe,traj kai. tri,bouj 
nho.j pontoporou,shj kai. o`dou.j 
avndro.j evn neo,thti 

Solomon 1:3 !m,v,Þ ~ybiêAj ^yn<åm'v. ‘x;yre’l. 
^Wb)hea] tAmïl'[] !KEß-l[; ^m<+v. 

qr;äWT   

kai. ovsmh. mu,rwn sou up̀e.r 
pa,nta ta. avrw,mata mu,ron 
evkkenwqe.n o;noma, sou dia. tou/to 
nea,nidej hvga,phsa,n se 

Solomon 6:8 ~ynIßmov.W tAkêl'M. ‘hM'he’ ~yViîvi 
rP")s.mi !yaeî tAmßl'[]w: ~yvi_g>l;yPi( 

e`xh,konta, eivsin basi,lissai kai. 
ovgdoh,konta pallakai, kai. 
nea,nidej w-n ouvk e;stin avriqmo,j 

Isaiah 7:14   !Beê td,l,äyOw> ‘hr'h' hm'ªl.[;h' hNEåhi 
lae( WnM'î[i Amßv. tar'îq'w>  

ivdou. h` parqe,noj evn gastri. e[xei 
kai. te,xetai ui`o,n kai. kale,seij 
to. o;noma auvtou/ Emmanouhl 

 

Richard Niessen, in his article ―The Virginity of the hm'(l.[; in Isaiah 7:14,‖ 

provides a detailed analysis of these nine instances. He notes that twice the term is used 

in reference to a musical instrument (I Chronicles 15:20; Psalm 46:1). These two 

instances, therefore, are not relevant to our study. Another time it is used to refer to 

young women playing timbrels in a musical procession (Psalm 68:25). Niessen speculates 

that if this psalm was part of ―the procession of the Messiah into His sanctuary,‖ then the 

young women playing the timbrels in the procession would ―certainly not [be] harlots or 
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impure women, but are chaste servants of God; hence they would be virgins.‖ He then 

notes that in Semitic custom, ―single women generally participated in bridal processions 

and other festive occasions.‖
 119

 His conclusion, therefore, is that in Psalm 68 tAml'[] is 

in fact referring to virgins. Yet Niessen‘s conclusion is highly suspect for a number of 

reasons. First, it is based on what ultimately amounts to a guess regarding the psalm‘s use 

and historical setting in ancient Israel. Second, a messianic procession in ancient Israel 

would be nothing more than a procession of the king. One might agree that the king 

would not want harlots and impure women leading his procession, but why would God-

honoring married women be shunned from such processions? In Niessen‘s argument, 

women can be either harlots or virgins; in the real world, most women are neither. 

Niessen‘s reasoning on this point not only is based on mere speculation, but it also 

betrays a misunderstanding put forth by many early Church Fathers that incorrectly 

equates virginity with holiness. In short, Niessen‘s argument regarding Psalm 68 is 

unconvincing. 

Two other times the plural form of hm'l.[; is used in the Song of Solomon, 

presumably in reference to other unmarried young women (1:3; 6:8). In these two 

instances, Niessen‘s arguments are questionable as well, particularly his observation that 

in 6:8 three types of women are mentioned, queens, concubines, and tAmßl'[]. Niessen sees 

the tAmßl'[] here as serving as a contrast to queens, who are married, and concubines, who 

were essentially common-law wives, and therefore must be referring to virgins. Although 

it is true that ―Solomon‖ calls his bride his ―perfect one‖ (6:9), to assume that she is to be 
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considered one of the tAmßl'[] is to assume too much. The fact is that tAmßl'[] might not be 

serving as a contrast to queens and concubines, but rather as a generalized term to include 

all other women, and therefore ―Solomon‖ is saying that although the bride is but one of 

all the women in the world, nevertheless she is his ―undefiled one.‖ Simply put, there is 

nothing convincing in either 1:3 or 6:8 that would demand a reading of hm'l.[; as referring 

to a virgin.  

The other four instances of hm'l.[; are found in the singular. When one looks 

specifically at the three instances besides Isaiah 7:14 (Genesis 24:43, Exodus 2:8, 

Proverbs 30:19), it becomes apparent that there are no major difference in the meaning of 

the word. In Genesis 24:43, Abraham‘s servant is telling Rebekah‘s brother Laban that he 

prayed to YHWH that the hm'l.[;' who offered him a drink might be the future wife of 

Isaac. Yet in Genesis 24:14, when the servant actually prays this to YHWH, he uses the 

word hr'[]N: (girl), thereby showing that as far as the writer of Genesis was concerned, 

these two words were interchangeable. Therefore in this context, Rebekah‘s virginity is 

simply assumed; hm'l.[; must be seen simply as a general term to describe a young woman 

and not a direct comment on her virginity. In Exodus 2:8, hm'l.[; is used to describe 

Moses‘ sister as she is sent to find a Hebrew woman (her mother) to take care of Moses. 

Like Genesis 24:43, the word is not a comment on Miriam‘s virginity. In fact, Miriam‘s 

virginity has nothing to do with the story at all. It is simply describing the fact that she 

was a young girl. Proverbs 30:19 contains a four-part parallel of something the writer 

finds too wonderful to understand, ―the way of a man with an hm'l.[; being one of them. It 

seems very likely, as Niessen points out, that it is describing ―the courtship…of youthful 
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love between a young man and his young girlfriend.‖
120

 Therefore, even though her 

virginity is not the point of the proverb, it can be realistically presumed. What we can 

conclude about these instances of hm'l.[; in the singular is that the girl‘s virginity plays no 

significant role in the context of each passage; therefore it cannot be assumed that the 

linguistic sign hm'l.[; is emphasizing or commenting on her virginity. 

In addition to these nine instances, the Hebrew Bible also contains masculine and 

abstract forms of hm'l.[; that, when analyzed, further show that its general semantic field 

points more toward youth itself, and not necessarily to virginity. Walton points out that in 

I Samuel 17:56 and 20:22 we the find masculine form of ~l,['(h', describing both David 

and Jonathan‘s servant. He observes, ―In neither of these cases is the sexual chastity of 

the individual a viable issue.‖
121

 Walton also notes that the abstraction of hm'l.[; is found 

in Job 20:11 ¿AmWl[]À, Job 33:25 and Psalm 89:45 (wym'(Wl[]), and Isaiah 54:4 (%yIm;’Wl[]). He 

argues that if hm'l.[; clearly meant ―virgin‖ then the abstraction of that noun should mean 

―virginity.‖ What we find in Isaiah 54:4, though, is that it is used in reference to a 

rejected barren wife—clearly not a virgin.
122

 He concludes his discussion on hm'l.[; by 

saying that ―virgin‖ simply is not ―a viable lexical choice for describing the basic 

meaning of the word‖
123

 and answers those who claim hm'l.[; means ―virgin‖ by saying, 

―Someone could show me a thousand passages where ‗fiancé‘ was used to refer to a 

virgin, but that would not change the meaning.‖
124
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The ambiguity of hm'l.[; can be further demonstrated by quickly looking at two 

other Hebrew words used in connection with young women:  hr'[]N, and  hl'Wtb.. The 

word hr'[]N is defined in Brown-Driver-Briggs simply as a ―girl‖ or ―damsel.‖
125

 Many 

times it is used to describe a marriageable girl;
126

 sometimes it is used in conjunction 

with hl'Wtb. to denote the virginity of the girl;
127

 it can be used to denote a betrothed 

girl,
128

 a young widow,
129

 a concubine,
130

 a prostitute,
131

 or just a general ―girl.‖
132

  

The word hl'Wtb. on the other hand specifically stresses actual virginity. 

Sometimes hl'Wtb. is used to denote a virgin living in her father‘s house;
133

 sometimes it 

is used along with hr'[]N to stress the virginity of a young woman;
134

 sometimes it is used 

as a description of the purified Israel (in contrast to the times when Israel is called a 

harlot)
135

 or another purified nation like Egypt, Sidon, or Babel;
136

 and sometimes it 

simply is used as a general term to denote virgins.
137

 What we find, therefore, in the 

Hebrew is that the only word that seems to consistently denote actual virginity is hl'Wtb.. 

When the writers of the Hebrew Bible wanted to stress the virginity of a hr'[]N, they used 

it in connection with hl'Wtb.. Therefore, we can tentatively say that whenever virginity 
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was to be emphasized, the writers of the Hebrew Bible consistently used hl'Wtb., not 

hm'l.[;. This is not to say that hm'l.[; could never indicate virginity, but only that those 

who claim it always does are not basing their assertions on the biblical evidence. 

One additional consideration must be made though. Some have appealed to the 

LXX in hopes that perhaps the Greek translation of hm'l.[; might shed light on how it was 

originally understood. If parqe,noj, the Greek word used in the LXX in Isaiah 7:14, is 

unambiguous in its meaning, then that could be an indication as to how one should 

understand hm'l.[;. Yet when one examines how the LXX translates not only hm'l.[;, but 

also hl'Wtb.  and hr'[]N, one sees that no such clarity is forthcoming. There are essentially 

two words in Greek that are used interchangeably in the LXX with the three Hebrew 

words in question: parqe,noj and nea/nij. In the vast majority of cases, the LXX translates   

hl'Wtb. as parqe,noj. Yet parqe,noj is also used to translate hm'l.[;  twice (Isa. 7:14, Gen. 

24:43), as well as hr'[]N on a few occasions (Gen. 24:14, 16, 55). In fact, in Genesis 24 

alone, parqe,noj is used to translate all three Hebrew words, all of which refer to Rebekah. 

Furthermore, although nea/nij is not used to translate hl'Wtb., it is used to translate hm'l.[; 

(Ex. 2:8; Prov. 30:19) as well as hr'[]N (Deut. 22; Ruth 2:5; I Kings 1:4; II Kings 5:4). The 

interesting thing about nea/nij in the instances where it translates hr'[]N is that it is used to 

describe a number of different women: the young girl Miriam, an engaged woman, a 

newly married woman, Ruth (who was a widow at the time), Abishag the Shunammite, as 

well as a captive Israelite girl. In other words, it can mean anything. Therefore, when one 

considers the fact that Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion all translate hm'l.[; as 

 
 
 



75 
 

nea/nij,138
 one has to realize that one simply cannot force the idea of virginity onto the 

LXX‘s use of parqe,noj in Isaiah 7:14. One has to agree with the TDNT that, ―on purely 

lexical grounds it is impossible to say whether the translator is expressing true virginity 

when he uses parqe,noj in Isaiah 7:14.‖
139 The only way one could reasonably assume that 

the word hm'l.[; in Isaiah 7:14 implied the girl‘s virginity would be from the overall 

context of the passage, and that simply cannot be done. It can neither be determined on 

lexical grounds alone, nor within the immediate context. 

The ironic thing about this Christian-Jewish debate over this particular variant, 

though, is that the controversy simply does not come into view when dealing with the 

original Old Testament context of Isaiah. When reading Isaiah on its own terms, one 

thing is certain. No biblical scholar has ever suggested that either the hm'l.[; or pa,rqenoj 

in Isaiah was referring at that time to an actual virgin that miraculously conceived and 

gave birth in the mid-eighth century BCE. Even though scholars might disagree over the 

identity of the hm'l.[; in Isaiah 7:14, and even though the woman might have been a virgin 

at the time of the prophecy, it is universally agreed that she got pregnant through the 

normal means of sex, and, just like every other woman in history, gave birth to a child. 

Although it is the view of this thesis that the hm'l.[; of Isaiah 7:14 is Ahaz‘s wife, it is 

acknowledged that the case for this cannot be made on the definition of hm'l.[; alone; one 

must consider its surrounding context to determine the identity of the hm'l.[;. 

 As one can see, not only is hm'l.[; a Hebrew word that simply describes a young 

woman, without specific reference to her virginity, but  parqe,noj is equally ambiguous, 
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and is used to translate a variety of Hebrew words. Some scholars seek to strain the 

meaning of hm'l.[; by saying that the word ―without qualification means an unmarried 

woman—however marriageable she may be,‖
140

 and therefore, since unmarried young 

women were virgins in Hebrew society, that an hm'l.[;  was for all practical purposes, a 

virgin. Those who say this simply overlook the fact that in Isaiah 7:14, the hm'l.[; could 

very well been married and already pregnant at the time of Isaiah‘s prophecy. Language 

by nature is very flexible and cannot be confined to strict dictionary definition. In today‘s 

society, ―girl‖ could mean a little child, or a term a boyfriend calls his girlfriend, (i.e. 

―she‘s my girl‖), or just a general term used when talking about full grown women. 

Therefore, it is best to stay with what is obvious. An hm'l.[; referred to a young woman, 

nothing more. It is the semantic fields attached to these word forms that make different 

meanings possible, depending on the literary context in which it is used. Her virginity, or 

lack thereof, can only be implied or determined by the surrounding context.
141
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 The debate over the meaning of hm'l.[; stems from the influence of the early Church Fathers who 

argued that Isaiah 7:14 was a prediction of the miraculous virgin birth of Jesus. Underlying this view is a 

belief that if one were to admit that hm'l.[; did not mean ―virgin,‖ then that would ―prove‖ Matthew was 

wrong when he said Isaiah 7:14 was fulfilled in Christ. The problem with this view is it allows preconceived 

notions of inerrancy and inspiration as well as the interpretation of the early Church Fathers to predetermine 

the meaning of the word hm'l.[; and the overall meaning of Isaiah 7:14. This view says, ―We already know 

Isaiah 7:14 is a prediction about the virgin birth of Jesus. No amount of evidence will change our mind 

because we have already determined that the very inerrancy and inspiration of the Bible is contingent upon 

the belief that Isaiah 7:14 is a prediction of the virgin birth of Jesus.‖ Such a view cannot go unchallenged. It 

is absolutely clear that hm'l.[; is a sexually ambiguous term. To say otherwise is intellectually dishonest. 

Instead of forcing the meaning of ―virgin‖ on the word hm'l.[; so it fits in with the view that Isaiah 7:14 is a 

prediction about the virgin birth of Jesus, we should reevaluate our inherited preconceptions about Isaiah 

7:14 and rethink our understanding of inspiration and inerrancy. Admitting that hm'l.[; does not mean 

―virgin‖ may cause us to reevaluate our understanding of Isaiah 7:14 and Matthew 1:23, but it does not mean 

that we must throw belief in the Bible‘s inspiration and inerrancy out the window.  
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III. 2. The Proper Understanding of  hr'h' 

The second variant in Isaiah 7:14, closely related to the debate regarding hm'l.[;', 

involves the Hebrew word hr'h' in the phrase !Be td,l,yOw> hr'h' hm'l.[;h. The question 

essentially is whether it should be understood as an adjective describing the present state 

of the hm'l.[; or else as a verb describing what the hm'l.[; will do in the future. The former 

view is put forth in both BDB and Koehler-Baumgartner,
142

 yet as one can see, the form 

of the word and the vocalization used in BHS, makes it possible to understand it as either 

a verb (feminine) or an adjective. On its own, it is impossible to determine which way the 

word hr'h' should be understood. 

When one looks at the various English translations, one finds that opinion is 

divided. The English Standard Version, King James Version, New American Standard 

Version, New International Version all translate it as a future verb (i.e. ―will conceive‖), 

whereas the New Jerusalem Bible, New Revised Standard Version, and the Jewish 

translation all translate it as a present adjective (i.e. ―is pregnant‖). When one looks at the 

LXX, one finds that in the LXX phrase used to translate hr'h' (evn gastri. e[xei) the word 

e[xei can be either a future tense verb of  e;cw, or a dative singular feminine form of the 

noun e[xis. As with hr'h', e[xei is equally ambiguous on its own and requires one to look at 

the other instances in the MT when the word hr'h' is used, and then see how the LXX 

translates it in each case. The following chart will provide the relevant information: 
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Verse MT LXX 

Genesis 

16:11 
 tar'q'w> !Be T.d>l;yOw> hr'h' %N"hi  

la[em'v.yI Amv. 

ivdou. su. evn gastri. e;ceij kai. te,xh| 
ui`o.n kai. kale,seij to. o;noma auvtou/ 
Ismahl 

Genesis 

38:24 
~ynIWnz>li hr'h' hNEhi ~g:w> ivdou. evn gastri. e;cei evk pornei,aj 

Exodus 

21:22 
hr'h' hV'ai Wpg>n"w pata,xwsin gunai/ka evn gastri. 

e;cousan 

Judges  

13:5, 7 
!Be T.d>l;yOw> hr'h' %N"hi yli rm,aYOw kai. ei=pe,n moi ivdou. su. evn gastri. 

e;ceij kai. te,xh| ui`o,n 

I Samuel 

4:19 
tl;l' hr'h' sx'n>yPi-tv,ae AtL'k;w kai. nu,mfh auvtou/ gunh. Fineej 

suneilhfui/a tou/ tekei/n 

II Samuel 

11:5 
ykinOa' hr'h' rm,aTow:  kai. ei=pen evgw, eivmi evn gastri. e;cw 

Isaiah  

7:14 
!B td,l,yOw> hr'h' hm'l.[;h' hNE  ivdou. h` parqe,noj evn gastri. e[xei kai. 

te,xetai uìo,n 

Isaiah  

26:17 
byrIq.T; hr'h' AmK. 

h'yl,b'x]B; q[;z>Ti lyxiT' td,l,l'  

w`j h` wvdi,nousa evggi,zei tou/ tekei/n 
kai. evpi. th/| wvdi/ni auvth/j evke,kraxen 

 

 As one can see, there is a slight difference as to how the LXX translators 

translated these verses from the original Hebrew. In the two instances that are identical in 

the Hebrew to Isaiah 7:14 (Genesis 16:11, and Judges 13:5, 7), the LXX translators have 

evn gastri. e;ceij (second person present) instead of evn gastri. e[xei as found in Isaiah 7:14. 

The Genesis 38:24 passage uses the third person present verb, evn gastri. e;cei, whereas 

Exodus 21:22 uses a present participle (evn gastri. e;cousan), and II Samuel 11:5 uses the 

1
st
 person present (evn gastri. e;cw). I Samuel 4:19 and Isaiah 26:17 use an entirely 

different construction in the Greek altogether. In the relevant passages though, one can 

see in every case, except for Isaiah 7:14, that the LXX translators clearly used the present 

tense of the verb e;cw. Yet in Isaiah 7:14 it is either a third declension a future tense of e;cw 

or a noun form of  e[xis. The fact that nowhere else in the LXX is the actual phrase evn 

gastri. e[xei used is highly problematic as to the future interpretation of this verse by the 

Church Fathers, and for us as well. Did the LXX translators want the conception in Isaiah 
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7:14 to be read as a future event, or a present fact? When taken out of context, the phrase 

alone does not give any indication either way. One has to read it in context of the entire 

passage and in relation to the other instances in the LXX where a similar phrase is used. 

Yet as was mentioned before, when one looks at the context of Isaiah 7 it does not matter 

whether the young woman was pregnant at that time, or would become pregnant in the 

near future. A plain reading of the text would suggest that the conception was seen as the 

result of the normal human function of sex. In other words, even if  evn gastri. e[xei should 

be translated as ―will become pregnant,‖ it was not seen as a miraculous virgin birth. 

Furthermore, when one looks at the similar phrases found elsewhere in the LXX, and 

finds that they all are rendered as a present condition of being pregnant, one has to 

seriously consider that Isaiah 7:14 was meant to be read as a present reality of being 

pregnant as well.
143

  

 

III. 3. The Naming of the Child 

A third variant to consider is the fact that both the MT and 4QIs
a
 say that it is the 

young woman who would name the child, whereas the LXX says that an unidentified 

―you‖ would name the child. The question, therefore, becomes, ―Whom did the LXX 

translator have in mind when he said ‗you will call his name Immanuel‘?‖ The answer 

should be quite obvious. The only person Isaiah is addressing in the entire chapter is 

King Ahaz. Therefore, for whatever reason the LXX translator had to change the ―she‖ to 
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 Now those who read Isaiah 7:14 from the New Testament backwards, apart from its original 

Old Testament historical and literary contexts, will understand this in terms of virginity and the immaculate 

birth of Jesus. The issue for such a reading, though, must be, ―Does the Old Testament in any way present 

the basic ideas for those found in the New Testament, or at least as the New Testament is interpreted in 

some dogmatic sense?‖ This is question, though, goes beyond the bounds of this thesis. For now, though, 

we can say that although the general ambiguity of the words hm'l.[; and  hr'h' make the commonly 

understood New Testament interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 possible, it is not absolutely clear that such an 

interpretation must be understood in a solely biological sense.  
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a ―you,‖ it can be safely assumed that the clear referent is King Ahaz himself. So why 

would King Ahaz name the child? The obvious answer would be that the LXX translator 

saw him as the father of the child. There certainly are times in the Old Testament where 

the mother names the child, as well as times when the father names the child. In any case, 

it is a parent. So, according to the LXX, if Isaiah said ―you,‖ and the only ―you‖ Isaiah 

speaks to in chapter seven is Ahaz, and it is either the father or mother who names their 

children, it is quite obvious that the LXX translator saw Ahaz as the father of the child 

Immanuel. This fact immediately brings up the possibility that Hezekiah, or at least one 

of Ahaz‘s sons, was considered to be the Immanuel child. The chronological problems 

surrounding the possibility of Hezekiah being the prophesied Immanuel of Isaiah 7:14 

will be taken up and discussed in chapter three. For now, though, it must be 

acknowledged that within its immediate context, the LXX‘s version of Isaiah 7:14 seems 

to indicate that Ahaz is the father of the Immanuel child. 

III. 4. The Significance of the Name lae-WnM'[i 

The fourth and final variant found in these versions concerns the name 

―Immanuel‖ itself. In both the MT and 4QIs
a
, lae-WnM'[i would clearly be read as ―God is 

with us.‖ It is more than just a name, and the Hebrew reader would see the significance 

and meaning of the name. What we find in the LXX though, is simply a transcribed 

Greek word from the Hebrew—Emmanouhl. The reason why this is significant to note is 

that, regardless of the Hebrew text the LXX translator used, be it the MT, 4QIs
a
, or some 

other pre-masoretic text,  the intended meaning of the Hebrew name ―Immanuel‖ is lost 

in the Greek. ―Immanuel‖ becomes a name, and nothing more. This fact comes into play 

as well when it comes to the New Testament interpretation of this verse. Matthew clearly 
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saw the need to articulate the significance of the name Emmanouhl when he added ―which 

is translated, ‗God is with us.‘‖ Whatever Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible he and 

his readers were familiar with, its translation of Isaiah 7:14 was not able to convey the 

significance of the name ―Immanuel‖ when Matthew applied it to Jesus. That is why he 

needed to add his own translational note. The very fact that Matthew chose to elaborate 

on the significance of the name ―Immanuel‖ and not on the meaning of the word 

parqe,noj should alert the reader that Matthew‘s focus was on the former, not the latter.  

When one considers these textual variants together, one sees that they reveal a very 

significant change in perspective from the MT/4QIs
a to the LXX, which will have possible 

indications for understanding how Matthew‘s use of Isaiah 7:14. The four textual variants 

can be summed up as follows: 

Masoretic Text/4QIs
a
 Septuagint 

hm'l.[; parqe,noj 

The hm'l.[; is pregnant (present fact) The parqe,noj  will become pregnant (future) 

or 

The parqe,noj has use of the womb (noun) 

She (the hm'l.[;) will name the son You (the father Ahaz) will name the son 

Lae-WnM'[  

(The meaning, ―God is with us,‖ clear to 

the Hebrew reader) 

Emmanouhl  
(Greek readers would simply see this as a 

name, nothing more) 

 

When read in the Masoretic Text, the meaning of the verse, without reading into 

the passage Christian interpretation, is quite straightforward. In response to Ahaz‘s lack 

of faith, Isaiah prophesies that YHWH will give Ahaz a sign nonetheless: the ―sign‖ 

YHWH will give concerns the pregnancy of a young woman present at this encounter 

between Ahaz and Isaiah, possibly Ahaz‘s wife. Whether the sign was (a) she would 
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become pregnant, (b) she, being already pregnant, would give birth to a son, or (c) she 

would become pregnant and would give birth to a son, is impossible to say. The 

grammatical information is too ambiguous and the surrounding context does not give 

much help on this issue. Whatever the case may be, Isaiah prophesies that she will give 

birth to a son, and she will name him ―Immanuel‖—―God is with us.‖  

The immediate context of Isaiah 7:13-25 gives further indication that this ―sign‖ 

was linked in some way to the future destruction of both Aram and Ephraim by Assyria 

by the time Immanuel would have learned to ―refuse the evil and choose the good.‖ In 

any case, at this point, if there is any indication regarding the identity of the Immanuel 

child in 7:14 at all, the indication would point to Immanuel being the son of Ahaz, 

possibly Hezekiah, with the mother being either the wife or a concubine of Ahaz. This is 

precisely the position of this thesis, yet what we have looked at thus far is simply the first 

piece of the puzzle. There is more to understanding any given verse than just studying the 

individual words in that particular verse. Isaiah 7:14 lies within the immediate context of 

the larger prophetic oracle of 7:13-25, which in turn is part of the larger literary unit of 

Isaiah 7-12. We must now turn to the larger passages of Isaiah 7:14 (both of 7:13-25 and 

chapters 7-12) in order to determine whether or not our preliminary understanding of 

Isaiah 7:14 fits into the larger literary context. 

IV. Isaiah 7:14 within the Larger Context of 7:13-25 

 As stated at the very beginning of this thesis, scholars agree that the confrontation 

between Isaiah and Ahaz in Isaiah 7, during which Isaiah uttered the prophetic oracle in 

which Isaiah 7:14 is found, took place at some point during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, 

presumably around 735-732 BCE. The historical setting and chronological issues will be 
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dealt with in chapter three; but at present we will summarize the events in the narrative of 

Isaiah 7:1-12 that lead to the prophetic oracle of 7:13-25.
144

  

 We are told in 7:1 that at some point in Ahaz‘s reign King Rezin of Aram and 

King Pekah of Israel threatened to attack Jerusalem, but were unable to do so. 

Nevertheless, this threat was so great that we are told that Ahaz and his people were 

terrified (7:2). It was at this time that Isaiah, along with his son Shear-jashub, whose 

name means ―A remnant shall return,‖ confronted Ahaz and encouraged him not to be 

afraid of the threat, but rather to put his trust in YHWH. Isaiah prophesied that although 

Rezin and Pekah wanted to capture Jerusalem and set up the ―son of Tabeel‖ as king, that 

it would not happen, and that within sixty-five years the kingdom of Israel (Ephraim) 

would be no more (7:3-9). Isaiah then encouraged Ahaz to ask YHWH for any sign he 

wished, be it ―deep as Sheol or high as heaven,‖ but Ahaz declined to do so, thus 

demonstrating his lack of faith in YHWH (7:10-12). Therefore, it must be seen that 

Isaiah‘s prophetic oracle of 7:13-25 was a direct response to Ahaz‘s demonstration of his 

unfaithfulness to YHWH.  

 Isaiah begins his oracle of 7:13-25 with a verse of sheer frustration: ―Hear then, O 

house of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary my God also?‖
145

 

Then, after prophesying about the sign of the Immanuel child in 7:14, Isaiah goes on to 

say in 7:15-17 that:  

(a) Immanuel will ―eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to refuse the 

     evil and choose the good‖ (7:15);  

                                                           
144

 The reason for this demarcation of Isaiah 7:13-25 as a separate oracle is two-fold: first, it not 

only is it a reaction of Ahaz‘s lack of faith in 7:1-12, but it also focuses on the birth of Immanuel.  Second, 

Isaiah 8:1 begins a new unit, in that there is a brief narrative of Isaiah writing on a tablet and then 

conceiving a child with his wife (8:1-4), followed by an oracle focusing on that child, Maher-shalal-hash-

baz. 
145
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(b) the land of both the enemy kings of whom Ahaz is in dread (i.e. Rezin of 

     Aram and Pekah of Israel) will be deserted before Immanuel even ―knows how 

     to refuse the evil and choose the good‖ (7:16); and  

 

(c) YHWH will bring upon Ahaz, his people, and his ancestral house the king of 

     Assyria (7:17).  

Then in 7:18-20, Isaiah not only prophesies that ―on that day‖ ―the fly‖ of Egypt and ―the 

bee‖ of Assyria will come and settle in Judah, but also that ―on that day‖ YHWH himself 

will use the king of Assyria (metaphorically called ―a hired razor‖) to completely ―shave‖ 

Judah. In 7:21-22 Isaiah prophesies that ―on that day‖ everyone that is left will eat curds 

and honey. Then in 7:23-25 Isaiah prophesies that ―on that day‖ the land that once was so 

fruitful would be a place of ―briars and thorns‖ where cattle and sheep roam free.  

 There are a number of exegetical questions regarding this passage aside from 

those found in 7:14 that scholars have debated throughout the years. First of all, there is 

the question regarding ―the sign‖ that Isaiah prophesies YHWH will give to Ahaz: should 

it be understood to be miraculous? Second, there is the question regarding the meaning of 

eating curds and honey: is it a sign of abundance or of poverty? Related to this is the 

question, ―Is this prophecy one of judgment or of salvation?‖ 

 It must be stated that the first of these two questions is one that is born largely out 

of the failure to separate Old Testament concerns with New Testament concerns, and is a 

clear example of what happens when one reads Christological significance into an Old 

Testament verse without first attempting to understand that given verse on its own terms, 

within its original context. This question cannot be fully discussed here, for our primary 

concern is the Old Testament context of Isaiah 7:14. Yet we can nevertheless make a 

number of comments at this present time. The basic argument put forth by many of the 
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early Church Fathers
146

 and continued by Christians throughout the past 2,000 years is 

that a ―sign‖ simply had to be a miraculous event. This is simply wrong. A simple flip 

through a concordance will show that when one looks at all the other instances in the Old 

Testament that involves some sort of ―sign,‖ the vast majority of them are not miraculous 

at all. Some of the more well known signs in the Old Testament are the following: the 

rainbow in Genesis 9:12; circumcision in Genesis 17:11; Passover in Exodus 13:9; 

Sabbath in Exodus 31:13; Torah in Deuteronomy 11:18; the pile of stones in the Jordan 

River in Joshua 4:6; the death of Eli‘s sons in I Samuel 2:34; Ezekiel‘s prophetic action 

in Ezekiel 4:3; Isaiah‘s walking naked in the streets of Jerusalem for three years in Isaiah 

20:3; and the return from exile in Isaiah 66:19. Granted, there are a few rare instances 

where the sign given is miraculous, but for the Church Fathers to claim that whenever a 

―sign‖ is mentioned, it must be a miraculous event, is to gravely distort its meaning. In 

the case of Isaiah 7:14, although the sign Isaiah initially offered Ahaz to ask for left the 

door open for Ahaz to ask for a miraculous sign, there is nothing in the account of the 

sign Isaiah actually gives in 7:14 that would indicate it was miraculous.  

 The second exegetical question that needs to be touched upon is the question as to 

whether or not a diet of curds and honey is to be taken as a sign of abundance or poverty, 

and by extension, whether or not this prophecy as a whole is to be taken as a sign of 

judgment or salvation. Opinion among scholars is divided. Some claim that this prophecy 
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 Church Fathers who have argued that the sign had to be a miraculous event: Ireneaus: ―For 

what great thing or what sign should have been in this, that a young woman conceiving by a man should 

bring forth--a thing which happens to all women that produce offspring?‖ (―Against Heresies,‖ ANF: vol. 

1: 453); Tertullian: ――Now a sign from God would not have been a sign unless it had been some novel and 

prodigious thing. Nothing of the nature of a sign can possibly come out of what is a daily occurrence, the 

pregnancy and child-bearing of a young woman.‖ (―Against Marcion,‖ ANF: vol. 3:331-332); John 

Chrysostom: ―If she that was to give birth was not a virgin, but this happened in the way of marriage, what 

sort of sign would that be? For that which is a sign must be of course be beyond the course of common 

events, it must be strange and extraordinary; else how could it be a sign?‖ (―Homilies on St. Matthew,‖ 

NPFP: vol. 10:32). 
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was initially one of salvation, and that the verses that clearly indicate judgment are later 

glosses. Others claim that this diet of curds and honey is the diet of an impoverished 

people who will be overrun by Assyria. When one looks at 7:13-25 as a whole, though, 

one sees elements of both salvation and judgment. On one hand, immediately after 7:15, 

a verse in which we are told that Immanuel will ―eat curds and honey by the time he 

knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good,‖ we are told in 7:16 that ―before the 

child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good‖ that the lands of Rezin and 

Pekah, the two chief threats to Ahaz, will be deserted. The implication, therefore, is that 

by the time the Immanuel child ―knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good‖ that 

his eating curds and honey will coincide with the destruction of Rezin and Pekah. This 

certainly equates eating curds and honey with some very good news. On the other hand, 

though, the mention in 7:22 that ―everyone that is left in the land will eat curds and 

honey‖ is found in the middle of what is clearly a prophecy of the coming Assyrian 

destruction of Judah (7:18-25).  

 Given the fact that not only does ―eating curds and honey‖ seem to be given two 

different meanings, but that Isaiah 7:13-25 itself clearly contains elements of salvation 

and judgment, we must live in that very tension that the text in its final form provides and 

attempt to interpret its meaning accordingly. Therefore, a preliminary understanding of 

the prophecy of 7:13-25 that was uttered in response to the situation found in 7:1-12 

could be stated thus: this child, Immanuel is the ―living sign‖ that YHWH will do as He 

has promised. Despite Ahaz‘s lack of faith, YHWH will still destroy the kingdoms of 

Aram and Israel by the time the child Immanuel knows how to reject the evil and choose 

the good; but because of Ahaz‘s lack of faith, YHWH will also allow Assyria to come 
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and wreak havoc in Judah. Nevertheless, Isaiah prophesies that YHWH will re-gather the 

believing remnant after His judgment has passed. Therefore, in both judgment and 

salvation, the House of David will know that ―God is with us.‖  

 Given the fact that Isaiah is presented as having uttered this prophecy within the 

historical context of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, and the fact that this prophecy speaks to 

the events regarding the subsequent domination of Assyria of both Israel and Judah in the 

latter part of eighth century BCE, it is only logical to assume that the Immanuel child of 

Isaiah 7:14 was a reference to someone at that time. Once again, all indications within the 

immediate prophecy itself point toward Hezekiah as the prophesied Immanuel child. It 

would have been in his lifetime that all of these particulars of the prophecy would have 

come to pass. In addition to this initial prophecy of Isaiah 7:13-25, though, there still is 

the surrounding context of Isaiah 7-12 to consider. What we will now see is that this 

initial prophecy of Isaiah 7:13-25, of which 7:14 is a vital part, is extended and amplified 

in the larger context of Isaiah 7-12. Once the greater context of Isaiah 7-12 is clearly 

spelled out, it will become obvious that the most likely candidate for Immanuel is, in fact, 

Hezekiah. 

V. Isaiah 7:13-25 within the Larger Context of Isaiah 7-12 

When one looks at the place of Isaiah 7-12 within the entirety of Proto-Isaiah, one 

quickly sees that the major themes found within Isaiah 7-12 have their roots and are 

introduced in Isaiah 1-6, a section generally agreed upon to serve as the general 

introduction to Proto-Isaiah as a whole. Isaiah 1:1, by placing Isaiah within the reigns of 

Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, gives us an indication that we are to view Proto-

Isaiah (1-39) as a unit unto itself, for clearly the setting of chapters 1-39 is pre-exilic, 
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chapters 7-12 being set in the days of Ahaz, and chapters 36-39 being set in the days of 

Hezekiah. Chapters 1-5 serve as a general prologue to the entirety of Proto-Isaiah and set 

forth the dual themes of (a) impending judgment of Jerusalem and (b) the salvation of the 

surviving remnant.  

After this initial prologue, chapter 6 contains the account of Isaiah‘s vision in the 

Temple, and of his prophetic commissioning to preach to the people, knowing that they 

will not listen, until there is complete devastation. He is told that the devastated land will 

be like a stump. But then there is the curious verse at the end of chapter 6 that helps 

launch into the three main themes found in chapters 7-12: ―Even if a tenth part remain in 

it [Judah], it will be burned again, like a terebinth or an oak whose stump remains 

standing when it is felled. The holy seed is its stump‖ (6:13). What we find here in this 

one verse are essentially three themes: judgment, salvation, and the holy seed: after 

YHWH‘s judgment has fallen upon Judah and Jerusalem, Isaiah prophesies that there will 

still be the certain hope of salvation brought about by means of the holy seed. These are 

the three themes we see being developed throughout chapters 7-12, the very chapters that 

are situated within the historical context of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis. 

When one looks at Isaiah 7-12 as a whole, one sees that Isaiah seems to be 

pointing out that YHWH‘s upcoming actions within both Israel and Judah are symbolized 

in the three children of 7:1-8:4. Along with these children are basically three themes that 

run throughout these chapters: (1) the theme of the salvation of the returning remnant is 

seen in Isaiah‘s son, Shear-jashub (―a remnant shall return‖), who emphasizes God‘s 

faithfulness to the covenant; (2) the theme of impending judgment is seen in Maher-

shalal-hash-baz (―swift is the booty, speedy is the prey‖), who emphasizes God‘s 
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judgment upon His unfaithful people; and (3) the theme of a child-king—the holy seed of 

6:13, Immanuel of 7:14, the royal child of 9:6-7, and the shoot of Jesse of 11:1-2—who 

will be born in the midst of God‘s judgment, who will then set up God‘s kingdom for the 

returning remnant, and who will rule the remnant, and the nations, with justice and 

peace. As one will see, the first two themes are bound up in the figure of Immanuel. At 

this time, a brief overview of each section within Isaiah 7-12, beginning with chapter 

eight (given the fact that chapter seven has already been analyzed), is necessary in order 

to show how these three themes are woven throughout Isaiah 7-12 as a whole. 

Isaiah 8:1-22 

 After the initial narrative section of 7:1-12 and the following Immanuel prophecy 

of 7:13-25, which lays out the basic three themes mentioned above, 8:1-22 contains 

another narrative/prophecy section that clearly focuses on the judgment of YHWH by 

means of the king of Assyria. Isaiah 8:1-4 tells about the birth of Isaiah‘s son Maher-

shalal-hash-baz, whose name means ―hasten for spoil, hurry for plunder,‖ and further 

prophesies that before Maher-shalal-hash-baz is able to say ―My father‖ or ―My mother,‖ 

that the wealth of both Damascus (the capital of Aram, of which Rezin was king) and 

Samaria (the capital of Israel, of which Pekah was king) would be taken away by the king 

of Assyria. In other words, Isaiah prophesies the destruction of Aram and Israel, just like 

he previously did in 7:15-17. Isaiah 8:5-10 then elaborates on what will happen 

concerning the king of Assyria. Isaiah, as he previously said in 7:18-25, prophesies that 

the king of Assyria will overflow into Judah like a mighty flood, reaching up to the neck, 

and outstretch its wings over Immanuel‘s land. Nevertheless, in 8:9-10, Isaiah prophesies 

that, despite this threatening flood of Assyria, that ―it shall be brought to naught‖ and ―it 
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will not stand, for God is with us.‖ This phrase, ―God is with us‖ is the very thing the 

name Immanuel means; in fact, in the Hebrew there is no difference between 7:14, 8:8 

and here in 8:10. The overall thrust of 8:1-10 is clear: Assyria will destroy Aram and 

Israel, and Assyria will threaten to destroy Judah during the reign of Immanuel as well, 

but will not succeed because, according to the meaning of Immanuel‘s name, God is still 

with Judah. The child Immanuel, therefore, is both a sign of YHWH‘s judgment that 

would fall on both Israel and Judah,
147

 as well as a sign of hope,
148

 for the judgment will 

not bring a complete end to the people of YHWH. These themes of judgment, salvation, 

and Immanuel‘s reign can all be seen as relating to the historical situations of both Ahaz 

and Hezekiah, with the judgment of YHWH falling upon Judah because of Ahaz‘s 

unfaithfulness, and the salvation of YHWH coming to Jerusalem because of the 

faithfulness of Hezekiah, the prophesied Immanuel: (a) during Ahaz‘s reign, Aram and 

Israel were indeed destroyed by Assyria; (b) because of Ahaz‘s lack of faith in YHWH, 

YHWH‘s judgment came upon Judah and for the rest of Ahaz‘s reign and throughout 

Hezekiah‘s reign Assyria came to dominate Judah as well; (c) yet during the reign of 

Hezekiah, Jerusalem was saved from Sennacherib‘s armies in 701 BCE because of 

Hezekiah‘s demonstration of faith in YHWH.   

 Isaiah 8:11-22, directly flowing out of 8:1-10, continues with (a) YHWH 

exhorting Isaiah to fear Him alone, and not to be taken in by the conspiracy theories of 

―this people‖ (8:11-13), (b) the declaration that YHWH will be both a sanctuary and a 

stumbling stone for both houses of Israel (8:14-15), (c) Isaiah‘s declaration that he and 
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his children (who are signs for Israel), will wait for YHWH (8:16-18), and (d) the 

declaration that any people who encourages the consultation of any god other than 

YHWH will ―see only distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish, and will ultimately be 

thrust into darkness‖ (8:19-22).  

Isaiah 9:1-7 

 In the midst of the thick darkness described in 8:22, Isaiah 9:1-7 (8:23-9:6 in MT) 

prophesies hope and salvation, seemingly for the lands of the northern kingdom of Israel, 

for it mentions Zebulun and Naphtali, lands in Galilee. Isaiah 9:2 prophesies that a light 

will dawn for these people (presumably Zebulun and Naphtali—Galilee) who lived in 

darkness. Isaiah 9:3-5 then states that ―you‖ (presumably YHWH) will ―multiply the 

nation,‖ ―increase its joy,‖ ―break the rod of their oppressor,‖ and ―burn the boots and 

bloody garments of the warriors‖ (presumably the oppressors). To what could this be a 

reference? Given the historical setting in which we find this prophecy, one must consider 

the possibility that this is a prophecy that expresses the hope that YHWH will indeed 

bring salvation and possibly reconciliation to both Judah and Israel, who both have been 

oppressed by Assyria.  

 Yet who would YHWH use to bring this salvation and reconciliation about? The 

answer lies in Isaiah 9:6-7, which celebrates the birth of a royal son from the house of 

David who will eventually become king. By his description of the child, Isaiah leaves no 

doubt that this child is a royal heir in the House of David—he is the anointed one, the 

messiah-king. This royal son, Isaiah says, will be called ―wonderful counselor, mighty 

God, everlasting father, prince of peace.‖ Isaiah further prophesies that this child‘s 

authority as king will grow, and that there will be endless peace for the throne and 
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kingdom of David. He ends this section with the phrase, taZO-hf,[]T tAab'c. hw"hy> ta;n>qi, 

(―The zeal of YHWH of hosts will do this.‖)  

 The traditional Christian interpretation of these verses is that they are a prediction 

of Jesus, the Jewish Messiah. Yet what we find in the traditional Jewish interpretation of 

these verses is that they are about Hezekiah.
149

 In the Babylonian Talmud: Tractate 

Sanhedrin, Folio 94a, Hezekiah is referred to as ―the one who has eight names,‖ these 

names coming from Isaiah 9:6-7: al,P , (Wonderful), #[eAy (Counselor), rABGI (Mighty), 

lae (Judge), d[; (Everlasting), ybia] (Father), rf; (Prince), and ~Alv' (Peace).
150

 Now, one 

might question whether or not the child here in Isaiah 9 really refers to Hezekiah. After 

all, Hezekiah did not establish David‘s everlasting kingdom, and Hezekiah is not the 

―Everlasting Father,‖ or ―Almighty God.‖ Yet the Jewish interpretation of these names is 

that they do not describe the child himself (i.e. Hezekiah), but that they point to God 

Himself. I. W. Slotki interprets the Hebrew words in question as, ―Wonderful in counsel 

is God the Mighty, the Everlasting Father, the Ruler of Peace,‖ and explains that ―The 

child will bear these significant names in order to recall to the people the message which 

they [the names] embodied.‖
151

 The point is that the child of Isaiah 9:6-7 is the same 

Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14, as well as the child of Isaiah 11:1-11.  

 Nevertheless, many Christians will question this interpretation on the grounds that 

Hezekiah‘s reign did not bring peace without end. A possible answer to such an objection 

involves challenging the traditional Christian understanding of ―fulfilled prophecy.‖ It 
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goes without saying that it was extremely important that the New Testament writers 

emphasized Jesus‘ Davidic descent. The hope that one day YHWH would raise up a 

Messiah from the royal line of David who would set up His everlasting kingdom runs all 

throughout the Old Testament. The writers of the Old Testament saw YHWH at work 

within the actions of kings like David (making Jerusalem his capital), Solomon (building 

the Temple), Hezekiah (tearing down pagan altars, and being faithful to YHWH in the 

face of Assyria), and Josiah (his reforms). The actions of those kings brought about the 

salvation of God in part, and the Old Testament prophets prophesied about God‘s future 

Messiah who would ―fulfill‖ what God began with these messiahs. In other words, 

through these messiahs, the prophets saw the Messiah. So even though Hezekiah was not 

seen as ―Almighty God,‖ the events of chapters 36-37, when he trusted YHWH, and 

Judah was spared, gave a glimpse of a future salvation yet to be fulfilled. Nevertheless, 

one still has to see Hezekiah as the initial referent here.  

 What we see in this passage, therefore, is the prophetic hope that YHWH would 

one day bring salvation to both Judah and Israel by the hand of a Davidic king. Most 

scholars see an obvious connection between the royal child of 9:6-7 with the Immanuel 

child of 7:14. And although it can be argued that Hezekiah could not possibly be the 

prophesied Immanuel, nor the royal child of 9:6-7 because this ―eternal peace‖ of YHWH 

did not come during his reign, one only has to look forward to the accounts of Hezekiah‘s 

reign found not only in Isaiah 36-39, but also II Kings 18-20 and II Chronicles 29-32, 

where Hezekiah is presented as being a righteous king who brought about major religious 

reform, who reached out to the tribes of the shattered northern kingdom of Israel in an 
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attempt to bring about reconciliation, whose reputation was known among the nations, 

and who was king in Jerusalem when Sennacherib and his army was defeated by YHWH.  

Isaiah 9:8-10:4 

 The scene shifts in 9:8 from focusing on the future salvation brought about by 

YHWH by the hand of the royal child Immanuel to a stark and straightforward prophecy 

of judgment upon the northern kingdom of Israel. In addition to being ―devoured‖ by the 

Arameans and Philistines (9:12), this passage tells of internal strife within Israel, where 

―Manasseh devoured Ephraim, and Ephraim [devoured] Manasseh, and together they 

were against Judah‖ (9:21). This prophecy clearly is related to the destruction of Israel, 

not only ultimately by Assyria in 722 BCE, but also incrementally by its neighbors, as 

well as from within. 

Isaiah 10:5-19 

 Immediately after the prophecy of judgment on Israel, 10:5-19 presents another 

prophecy of judgment, but this time it falls upon Assyria. In 10:5-6 we are told that 

YHWH Himself was the one who sent Assyria against Israel and Judah. Interestingly we 

find that YHWH has commanded Assyria ―to take spoil and seize plunder,‖ a phrase 

hauntingly similar to the name of Isaiah‘s son Maher-shalal-hash-baz. Clearly this child‘s 

name is symbolic of Assyria‘s plundering of both Israel and Judah. Yet in 10:7-11 we get 

a glimpse of the haughtiness and arrogance of Assyria, who does not realize that it is 

being used by YHWH to bring about YHWH‘s purposes. Because of Assyria‘s 

arrogance, Isaiah prophesies in 10:12-19 that, after YHWH has used Assyria for his 

purposes, that YHWH will eventually destroy Assyria for its arrogance as well. YHWH 

mocks Assyria for its pride, and compares Assyria to an ax that tries to magnify itself 
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over the one who wields it. Because of Assyria‘s pride, Isaiah prophesies that YHWH 

will ―send wasting sickness among his [Assyria‘s] stout warriors,‖ and that ―The light of 

Israel will become a fire, and his holy one a flame; and it will burn and devour his thorns 

and briars in one day‖ (10:16-17). Isaiah further prophesies that Assyria‘s ―forest and 

fruitful land‖ will be destroyed by YHWH and that ―remnant of trees of his forest will be 

so few that a child can write them down‖ (10:18-19). This prophecy of judgment against 

Assyria can clearly be related to the destruction of Sennacherib‘s armies outside the walls 

of Jerusalem in 701 BCE, during the reign of Hezekiah. The description of Assyria‘s 

demise here in 10:5-19 is strangely similar to Isaiah 37:36, when we are told that the 

angel of YHWH struck down 185,000 Assyrians. If one understands from Josephus that it 

was believed that some sort of plague had hit the Assyrian camp that caused them to lift 

their siege of Jerusalem and return home, it becomes very probable that the ―wasting 

disease‖ prophesied in the middle of this passage of chapters 7-12, of which ―Immanuel‖ 

is a central part, is none other than a prophesy of the striking down of 185,000 Assyrians. 

This further strengthens the idea that the ―Immanuel‖ of 7:14 and of chapters 7-12 has, as 

its initial referent, King Hezekiah, and looks forward to the events of chapters 36-37. 

Isaiah 10:20-34 

 After the prophecy concerning the judgment of Assyria, Isaiah 10:20-34 

prophesies the future restoration of a remnant from the house of Jacob. In 10:20 we read 

that the remnant ―will never again rely on the one who struck them, but will truly rely on 

YHWH, the Holy One of Israel.‖ In 10:21-22 we read ―A remnant will return, the 

remnant of Jacob, to the mighty God. For though your people Israel were like the sand of 

the sea, only a remnant of them will return. Destruction is decreed, overflowing with 
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righteousness.‖ This repeated reference to a ―remnant‖ recalls Isaiah‘s first son, Shear-

jashub, and when taken within the context of everything we have seen thus far in Isaiah 

7-10, the message is clear: (a) because of Israel and Judah‘s unfaithfulness, exemplified 

by the unfaithfulness of Ahaz during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, YHWH‘s righteous 

judgment will fall upon them both; (b) the instrument of YHWH‘s righteous judgment 

will be, ironically, another sinful and arrogant nation, Assyria, whom YHWH will 

exercise judgment upon once He has used Assyria to punish Israel and Judah; and (c) 

after ―destruction is decreed‖—after Israel and Judah have both suffered YHWH‘s 

judgment, and after Assyria is also punished for its arrogance—what will be left will be a 

remnant who will return to YHWH in truth.  

 Isaiah 10:24-34 continues with this theme yet reassures those in Zion not to be 

afraid of their oppressors, the Assyrians, for their burden will soon be lifted from their 

shoulders. Verses 33-34 employ the imagery of a forest, and of YHWH cutting down the 

tallest trees, which clearly represent the haughty and prideful. This forest imagery 

harkens back to Isaiah 6:13, which gives the same picture of trees being felled. And, just 

like in 6:13, the next section, 11:1-10, focuses on new life coming forth from destruction. 

Isaiah 11:1-16 

 This famous section has continually been related to both the Immanuel child of 

Isaiah 7:14 and the royal child of Isaiah 9:1-7. In this section, though, we find a 

description of a shoot coming forth from the stump of Jesse—an obvious metaphor 

describing the coming glory of a new Davidic king in the midst of YHWH‘s judgment. 

Isaiah prophesies that YHWH‘s spirit will rest upon this ―shoot,‖ and it will be a spirit of 

wisdom and understanding, of counsel and might, of knowledge and the fear of YHWH 

 
 
 



97 
 

(11:1-2). He is described as being a ruler who will judge with righteousness, who will 

strike down the wicked, and who will be known for his faithfulness (11:3-5). Isaiah 11:6-

9 portrays an idyllic picture of the future of God‘s entire creation, when ―the earth will be 

full of the knowledge of YHWH as the waters cover the sea‖ (11:9). The mention of the 

―little child‖ leading (11:6), the ―nursing child‖ (11:8), and the ―weaned child‖ (11:8) all 

fit well into the greater context of Isaiah 7-12, in which children play such a prominent 

role within the prophetic oracles. Isaiah 11:10 continues by saying, ―On that day the root 

of Jesse will stand as a signal to the peoples; the nations shall inquire of him, and his 

dwelling will be made glorious.‖ The rest of 11:11-16 further prophesies about: (a) the 

restored remnant that has been scattered among the nations, particularly Assyria and 

Egypt, (b) Immanuel‘s assembling of the outcasts of Israel, (c) the end of hostilities 

between Israel and Judah, and (d) the subjugation of the Philistines, Edom, Moab, and the 

Ammonites. After the entirety of this collection of prophecies in chapters 7-11, Isaiah 

12:1-6 simply serves as a final praise to YHWH for his salvation, and is a proper 

conclusion to the entire section of Isaiah 7-12. 

 The pressing question concerning Isaiah 11 of course is, ―Who is the ‗shoot of 

Jesse‘?‖ Although clearly a seen as a Davidic messianic king, there is a certain amount of 

uncertainty as to who this person is. Most commentators rightly see this ultimately as a 

description of an idyllic future messianic age ruled by the Messiah. Yet we must also 

consider how this chapter might relate to Hezekiah and fit into the consistent historical 

picture we have seen developing throughout Isaiah 7-12. We are told that a shoot will rise 

up from the stump of Jesse: perhaps this could be seen as referring to Hezekiah‘s attempt 

to regain Judah‘s independence and glory after the humiliating reign of his father Ahaz. 
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We are told that this ―shoot‖ would be a faithful ruler who would judge in righteousness 

and who would strike down the wicked. All of these descriptions could be seen as 

relating to Hezekiah throughout his reign and during Sennacherib‘s invasion. We are told 

that the ―shoot‖ would bring about the restoration of the remnant, gather the outcasts of 

Israel, end hostilities between Israel and Judah, and subjugate the surrounding peoples. 

The overall biblical testimony found in Isaiah, II Kings, and II Chronicles all contain 

passages in which all of these things are attributed to Hezekiah in some way. The only 

thing that seemingly does not fit well into the historical situation during Hezekiah‘s reign 

is the idyllic picture of 11:6-9; yet when we consider Fee and Stuart‘s explanation of the 

prophetic perspective of chronological events,
152

 this should not surprise us. Isaiah 11 

simply is a prophecy about certain events during Hezekiah‘s reign, set against the 

background of the great eschatological future. Thus, Hezekiah‘s actions were viewed as 

glimpses of that future eschatological salvation of God. 

VI. Final Comments 

This analysis of Isaiah 7:14, its immediate context of Isaiah 7:13-25, and its larger 

context of Isaiah 7-12 has shown a number of things. First, the narrative and prophecies 

found in Isaiah 7-12 are firmly set within the historical setting of the Syro-Ephraimite 

Crisis and prophesy about the events that subsequently took place during the latter part of 

Judah in the eighth century BCE. Second, it has shown that Isaiah 7:14 is intimately 

connected to the other material found, first in 7:13-25, and also throughout Isaiah 7-12. 

Third, the three major themes found throughout Isaiah 7-12 are ones of (a) immediate 
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 ―It should be noted, of course, that some of the prophecies of the near future were set against 

the background of the great, eschatological future, and sometimes they seem to blend. The Bible regularly 

sees God‘s acts in temporal history in light of his overall plan for all of human history. Thus the temporal is 

to be seen in light of the eternal plan.‖ Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible for all Its Worth, 182. 
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judgment of both Israel and Judah, (b) future salvation for the faithful remnant, and (c) 

the royal child-king being the one through whom YHWH will work to accomplish this. 

Given all of this: the historical context, the literary unity of Isaiah 7-12, and the three 

major themes found within Isaiah 7-12, the most logical candidate for the identity of the 

Immanuel child of 7:14 is none other than Hezekiah, for he was clearly the son of Ahaz 

who came to the throne and reigned during a time in Judah‘s history in which all of the 

events prophesied about in Isaiah 7-12 took place. We know this because of what is 

recorded in both II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39. This thesis will eventually argue that 

the larger literary structure of Proto-Isaiah shows that Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 are set up a 

―literary bookends‖ that highlight Isaiah‘s prophecies in chapters 7-12 concerning 

Hezekiah and the fulfillment of those prophecies in chapters 36-39. Simply put, the 

literary structure of Proto-Isaiah confirms the identification of the Immanuel child of 

Isaiah 7:14 with the figure of Hezekiah. Nevertheless, there are admittedly some 

legitimate objections to identifying Hezekiah with the Immanuel child, most notably the 

chronological difficulties we encounter in II Kings. It is to these chronological difficulties 

that we will now turn in chapter three.  
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Chapter Three 

The Problem of Chronology in II Kings 16-20 

I. Introduction 

 As can now be seen from chapter two, regardless of what the proposed 

interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 is, there are a number of problems with each one. Yet while 

there are a host of exegetical objections to the views that either Immanuel was one of 

Isaiah‘s sons or that Immanuel referred to any child born in Judah at that time, the 

predominant objection to the view that Immanuel was a reference to Hezekiah is that the 

chronology put forth in II Kings seemingly does not allow for it. Scholars claim Hezekiah 

would have been between 6-11 years old at the time of Isaiah‘s Immanuel prophecy of 

7:13-25 and therefore could not be the Immanuel child in Isaiah 7:14. And so, even 

though virtually every scholar agrees that there are royal Davidic connotations within 

Isaiah 7:14 and that in its final form there are definite thematic connections between 

chapters 7, 9, and 11, the view that Isaiah 7:14 is a prophecy about Hezekiah is widely 

rejected on the grounds that the chronology of II Kings simply does not allow for it.  

 Yet what often goes seemingly unnoticed is the fact that the chronology found in 

II Kings is extremely problematic. Christopher Seitz notes this when he says, ―…there 

appears to be confusion in the Books of Kings over the precise length of reign for Uzziah, 

Jotham, and Ahaz. Interpretation of Isaiah 7:1-9:7 fall squarely in this period and so does 

the problem of identifying the Immanuel child.‖
153

 This is extremely important to note 

because it shows the reason scholars give as to why Immanuel could not be Hezekiah is, 
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in and of itself, riddled with problems. We must seriously question scholars who 

acknowledge that virtually everything about Immanuel found in Isaiah 7-12 points to 

Hezekiah, yet then rejects it based on a highly problematic chronology found in II Kings. 

 Trying to analyze and reconstruct the historical events found within the Old 

Testament can be a tricky, and some would argue fruitless, endeavor. After all, it is the 

job of the biblical exegete to attempt to understand the point of view and meaning of a 

text as it is presented to us, not to try and reconstruct a different historical scenario than 

that of the biblical witness. Nevertheless, it is imperative that this thesis attempt to 

answer the ―chronological problem‖ that is time and time again thrown up by scholars to 

dispute the legitimacy of identifying Immanuel with Hezekiah. Given the fact that the 

only real objection to identifying Immanuel with Hezekiah is that the chronology put 

forth in II Kings 16-20 seemingly does not allow such an identification, and given the 

obvious fact that there are severe chronological difficulties within II Kings itself, this 

chapter will analyze these diachronic concerns and argue that it is historically possible 

that Hezekiah was not yet born at the time of Isaiah‘s prophecy, was born shortly after 

the prophecy, and therefore was very likely the prophesied Immanuel of 7:14. If it can be 

shown that such an identification is historically possible—that Isaiah very well could 

have uttered his prophecy of 7:13-25 shortly before Hezekiah was born—then legs will 

be cut out from underneath the major argument against the identification of Immanuel 

with Hezekiah. The diachronic argument and historical possibility, together with the 

synchronic argument and literary reading of Isaiah 7:14 within Proto-Isaiah, will further 

strengthen the view that in its original historical and literary contexts, Isaiah 7:14 was 

first and foremost a prophecy about the birth of Hezekiah. 
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In this chapter we will look at the chronological problems in II Kings surrounding 

the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah and argue that if these problems can be resolved, one is 

then able to reconstruct a revised chronology that allows for the possibility that Isaiah 

uttered his prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 before the birth of Hezekiah. The first thing that needs 

to be done, though, is to make sure that we have a good grasp of the relevant biblical 

texts that tell us about Ahaz and Hezekiah. The biblical texts that give us significant 

information about Ahaz are Isaiah 7, II Kings 16, and II Chronicles 28, with the main 

focus in Ahaz‘s reign being the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis. The biblical texts that give us 

significant information about Hezekiah are Isaiah 36-39, II Kings 18-20, and II 

Chronicles 29-32. Although the main focus in Hezekiah‘s reign is clearly Sennacherib‘s 

invasion, there is also the mention of the fall of Samaria, Hezekiah‘s attempt to reach out 

to the northern tribes to come and join Judah for Passover, Hezekiah‘s sickness, and the 

visit from the envoys of Babylon. There are also a number of Assyrian texts that tells us a 

little about both kings. These texts will be alluded to in the process of our analysis, but a 

few remarks must be made concerning the issue of using these sources (as well as our 

biblical sources) as a basis for our knowledge of history. 

 As was mentioned in chapter one, we must remember that neither the Assyrian 

records, nor the relevant biblical texts themselves, are written as ―objective histories‖ in 

our modern sense of the term. For that matter, though, there really is no such thing as 

―objective history.‖ All history writing, be it Israelite, Assyrian, French or American, is 

written from a certain point of view and for a certain purpose. As Provan, Long, and 

Longman state, ―There is no account of the past anywhere that is not ideological in 
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nature, and therefore in principle to be trusted more than other accounts.‖
154

 Because of 

this fact, it is ultimately foolish to assume that attaining ―objective history‖ is possible, 

for there is no such thing. What we have are ancient texts that are attempting to interpret 

and make sense of certain events and facts in history. The Assyrian texts are primarily 

royal annals that are, ―more concerned about the image of the king and his activity as a 

warrior than about merely recording the facts of his reign…‖
155

 The biblical narratives, 

on the other hand, are stories about certain events in the history of Israel that attempt to 

prophetically explain who God is and how God‘s hand was at work throughout the 

history of Israel.  

Given the fact that Isaiah, II Kings, and II Chronicles, all came into their final 

form either during or after the exile, it is obvious that the exilic/post-exilic lens through 

which these stories were told inevitably shaped their theological perspective on these 

very stories. The overwhelming question, ―Why did we end up in exile?‖ undoubtedly 

shaped their theological perspective on their history to the point that we can see that the 

final forms of these works act as an answer to that question. But to claim that an 

exilic/post-exilic historical narrative regarding past events in the history of Israel is by de 

facto unreliable is to overstate the case. As Provan, Long, and Longman have pointed out, 

mere chronological distance from a historical event does not automatically mean a less 

historically reliable text. In fact, ―No good reason at all exists to believe that those 

claiming to be eyewitnesses are not (like the later reporters of events) interpreters of 

those events, nor is there any reason to assume on principle that their testimony is going 

to be more or less trustworthy. There is, indeed, no reason to believe that earlier accounts 
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are generally more reliable than later accounts.‖
156

 In fact, often times it takes time to 

fully understand and appreciate the importance, implications, and magnitude of certain 

historical events. The passage of time more often than not brings a clearer perspective on 

the general messiness of history.  

II. Overview of the Relevant Texts Regarding Ahaz and Hezekiah 

Although there is general consensus on the overall picture of Ahaz and the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis, getting a firm grasp on the historical ―facts‖ of the Syro-Ephraimite 

Crisis is quite a tricky business. Not only do we have Isaiah‘s version of this crisis, but 

we also have accounts of it in II Kings 16 and II Chronicles 28—and they all differ in 

some way or another. It is generally understood that the reason for this is that each 

―author‖ shaped his account in some way to reflect his understanding of God‘s purpose 

and to fit in with the overall message to in his book. It would be a futile endeavor to 

attempt to reconstruct the actual events of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, for all we have are 

interpretations of those events. We should rather attempt to understand and exegete 

Isaiah‘s account of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis. Nevertheless, in order to understand 

Isaiah‘s account of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, it is extremely helpful to consider both II 

Kings 16 and II Chronicles 28 in order to get a general sense of how the Syro-Ephraimite 

Crisis was understood within the collective memory of the Hebrew Scriptures. Our aim, 

therefore, is not so much to attempt a historical reconstruction of the events of the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis, as it is to come to a general biblical understanding of that event by 

recognizing the basic points upon which Isaiah, II Kings, and II Chronicles all agree.  
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 The general historical picture surrounding Isaiah 7:14 is fairly well-agreed upon: 

Isaiah uttered his prophecy about the Immanuel child at some point during the reign of 

King Ahaz of Judah, at the time of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, when Judah was being 

threatened by King Rezin of Aram and King Pekah of Israel, presumably around 740-734 

BCE, who were trying to oust Ahaz and set up ―the son of Tabeel‖ as king in Ahaz‘s 

place The biblical passages that tell us about the reign of King Ahaz are that of Isaiah 7-

12, which combines a brief narrative of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis with an extended 

prophecy that lasts through chapter 12, and the two narrative sections of II Kings 16 and 

II Chronicles 28. When one looks at these three passages, one is able to make some initial 

observations regarding not only the events surrounding the reign of King Ahaz, but also 

the events surrounding the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis. On the surface, the overall picture of 

Ahaz in these two other accounts is fairly consistent with Isaiah. Ahaz is presented as a 

king whose faithlessness to YHWH opened the door to Assyrian oppression. 

 Although Isaiah does not elaborate on many details regarding the reign of Ahaz, 

both II Kings 16 and II Chronicles 28 do.
157

 They state that he became king at twenty, 

reigned for sixteen years, and did not do what was right in the eyes of YHWH. The 

particular sins of Ahaz mentioned in both II Kings 16 and II Chronicles 28 are: (a) 

making his sons pass through the fire, (b) sacrificing and making offerings on the high 

places and hills and under every green tree, (c) appealing to Tiglath-pileser of Assyria for 

help when threatened by Rezin of Aram and Pekah of Israel, as well as the Edomites, (d) 

taking silver and gold from both the house of YHWH and the house of the king, and 

giving it as tribute to Assyria,
 
and (d) worshipping the gods of Damascus in some way. 
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 II Kings gives more detail concerning this last point by saying that when Ahaz 

went to meet Tiglath-pileser in Damascus after Tiglath-pileser had conquered Damascus 

and had killed Rezin, he was so impressed with the great altar in Damascus that he had 

ordered Uriah the high priest to construct a similar altar in the temple of YHWH, and to 

move the bronze altar of YHWH off to the side. II Chronicles contains some additional 

details as well. There is the mention of captives being taken by both Rezin and Pekah, 

and the surprisingly kind treatment that Israel showed to its Judean captives. We are told 

that Zichri, a great warrior of Ephraim (Israel) killed Ahaz‘s son Maaseiah, Azrikam the 

commander of the palace, and Elkanah, the one next in authority to Ahaz. We are also 

told that instead of strengthening Ahaz, Tiglath-pileser ended up oppressing him. Finally, 

we are told that Ahaz was not buried in the tombs of the kings of Israel. 

Instead of giving us details surrounding the reign of Ahaz, Isaiah focuses on what 

apparently was for him the single most defining moment of the reign of Ahaz: the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis. This is not to say that II Kings 16 and II Chronicles 28 do not 

condemn Ahaz for his actions during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, for they certainly do. 

The point is that in Isaiah, the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis is the focus, not Ahaz‘s other 

sins.
158

 For Isaiah, Ahaz‘s faithless actions at that time provoked YHWH‘s judgment at 

the hands of Assyria; at the same time, though, in the midst of that prophetic judgment, 

Isaiah points toward a sign of hope: the birth of Immanuel, the one through whom 

YHWH would act to judge Assyria, and who would help establish YHWH‘s salvation for 

the surviving remnant of YHWH‘s judgment that was brought on by Ahaz.  

                                                           
158

 This focus in Isaiah on Ahaz‘s actions during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis clearly reflects the 

theological perspective of the later scribal exegetes who put the book of Isaiah in its final form. The 
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In any case, we are told that Rezin of Aram and Pekah of Israel planned to attack 

Jerusalem, but were not successful.
159

 Their intention was to get rid of Ahaz and to set up 

―the son of Tabeel‖ as king in Jerusalem,
160

 presumably to be a puppet ruler who would 

do their bidding. The most obvious difference between Isaiah 7 and II Kings 16 and II 

Chronicles 28 is the confrontation between Ahaz and Isaiah. This confrontation is clearly 

the sole focus in Isaiah 7. The specific sins of Ahaz mentioned in II Kings 16 and II 

Chronicles 28 are set aside in Isaiah 7 so that one can focus on the root cause of all the 

sins of Ahaz: his failure to put his faith in YHWH. In the face of the threat from the Syro-

Ephraimite alliance, the prophet Isaiah went to Ahaz with a message from YHWH that 

both enemy kingdoms would be shortly destroyed, and that Ahaz should trust YHWH‘s 

message, or else the royal house of David would not stand either. Yet Ahaz, true to his 

form, refused to trust YHWH.
 161

 According to Isaiah, it was precisely Ahaz‘s decision 

not to put his faith in YHWH during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis that opened the door to a 

far more powerful and oppressive overlord, the king of Assyria.
162

  

Without reconstructing every fact surrounding the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, we can 

be confident about a few historical points that all three accounts agree upon: (1) Ahaz 

was threatened by Pekah and Rezin; (2) Pekah and Rezin were unsuccessful; (3) Ahaz 

received help from Assyria, who crushed both Aram and Israel. In addition to these three 

points, we can also say that Ahaz is consistently portrayed in the Hebrew Bible as: (4) a 

completely godless king who displayed no faith in YHWH, and (5) the one responsible 

for bringing upon Judah the horrible oppression of Assyria.  
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 The story of Hezekiah‘s reign is also recorded in three separate biblical accounts: 

Isaiah 36-39, II Kings 18-20, and II Chronicles 29-32. II Kings 18:1-2 tells us that 

Hezekiah (a) became king of Judah at the age of twenty-five, (b) became king during the 

third year of Hoshea, who was king of the northern kingdom of Israel, and (c) reigned in 

Jerusalem for twenty-nine years. Although II Chronicles 29:1 also tells us that Hezekiah 

became king of Judah at the age of twenty-five and that he reigned for twenty-nine years 

in Jerusalem, it does not relate the reign of Hezekiah to the corresponding reign of 

Hoshea in Israel. In contrast to both II Kings and II Chronicles, Isaiah does not give any 

specifics regarding the early years of Hezekiah‘s reign. Isaiah 36:1 does, though, along 

with II Kings 18:13, tell us that King Sennacherib of Assyria invaded Judah during the 

fourteenth year of Hezekiah. Although II Chronicles 32 also tells us about Sennacherib‘s 

invasion, it does not attempt to give the date of the invasion.By far, the most significant 

difference between these three accounts of Hezekiah‘s reign is II Chronicles 29-31, 

which tells about the temple reform of Hezekiah and his attempt to reach out to the 

northern tribes of Israel to come and celebrate Passover together in Jerusalem. Neither 

Isaiah nor II Kings include this story in their accounts. Nevertheless, beginning with 

Sennacherib‘s invasion, all three accounts follow the same general outline.  

 The Sennacherib account is found in Isaiah 36-37, II Kings 18-19, and II 

Chronicles 32:1-23. Isaiah‘s narrative, beginning in Hezekiah‘s ―fourteenth year‖ with 

the invasion of Sennacherib,  does not relate the reasons for Sennacherib‘s actions, but 

rather chooses to jump right to the siege of Jerusalem and the Rabshakeh‘s taunting 

speech, which occupies the bulk of chapter 36. Chapter 37 is comprised of essentially 

five scenes: (1) Hezekiah‘s reaction to the Rabshakeh, his appeal to Isaiah, and Isaiah‘s 
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initial prophecy (37:1-7), (2) the king of Assyria‘s message to Hezekiah (37:8-13), (3) 

Hezekiah‘s prayer to YHWH in the temple (37:14-20), (4) Isaiah‘s prophecy against 

Sennacherib (37:21-35), and (5) the destruction of Sennacherib (37:36-38).  

 But for two sections, II Kings 18-19 is almost identical to Isaiah 36-37. II Kings 

18:1-12, which is not found in Isaiah, tells that Hezekiah became king at the age of 

twenty-five, in the third year of Hoshea of Israel, and that he reigned for twenty-nine 

years. We are also told that Hezekiah ―did what was right in the eyes of YHWH‖: he 

removed the high places, broke down the pillars, cut down the Asherah poles, and even 

broke into pieces the bronze serpent of Moses because it was being worshipped by the 

people (18:1-4). According to II Kings, there was no one like Hezekiah among all the 

kings of Judah, either before or after him (18:5-6). In addition, we are told that Hezekiah 

attacked the Philistines and rebelled against the king of Assyria (18:7-8). After 18:9-12, 

in which the fall of Samaria is recorded, II Kings 18 begins to correlate with Isaiah 36.  

 The second section in II Kings 18-19 that is not found in Isaiah 36-39 is that of 

18:14-16, which relates Hezekiah‘s attempted appeasement of the king of Assyria by 

admitting that he had done wrong in rebelling against Assyria, and by stripping the gold 

off the doors and doorposts of the temple of YHWH and using them as payment for the 

king of Assyria. Aside from these three verses though, II Kings 18:13-19:37 is virtually 

identical to Isaiah 36-37. II Chronicles 32:1-23 can be best considered as a condensed 

version of Isaiah 36-37 and II Kings 18-19, with the only difference found in verses 1-8, 

which include Hezekiah‘s preparations to withstand a siege by Sennacherib and his 

encouragement of the people of Jerusalem that YHWH would fight for them.  
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 After the Sennacherib account, all three passages continue with the account of 

Hezekiah‘s illness, which can be found in Isaiah 38, II Kings 20:1-11, and II Chronicles 

32:24-26.
163

 In comparing Isaiah 38 and II Kings 20:1-11, one finds a curious textual 

issue: although Isaiah 38:1-6 corresponds to II Kings 20:1-6 and Isaiah 38:7-8 

corresponds to II Kings 20:9-11, the verses in Isaiah 38 that correspond to II Kings 20:7-

8 are not found until 38:21-22 and seem dreadfully out of place. It seems obvious, 

therefore, that Isaiah 38:21-22 should be placed between 38:6 and 38:7. When this is 

done, Isaiah 38:1-8, with verses 21-22 in their proper place, and II Kings 20:1-11 once 

again are virtually identical in their report: (1) Hezekiah becomes sick unto death, is told 

that he will not recover, and then weeps and prays to YHWH; (2) Isaiah is sent by 

YHWH to Hezekiah to tell him that YHWH had heard his prayer and would not only add 

fifteen years to Hezekiah‘s life, but also deliver him from the hand of Assyria; (3) Isaiah 

orders that a lump of figs be placed on Hezekiah‘s boil so he could recover; and (4) when 

Hezekiah asks for a sign for him to go up to the house of YHWH, Isaiah prophesies that 

the shadow cast by the dial of Ahaz would turn back ten steps. The story regarding the 

visit of envoys from Babylon can be found in Isaiah 39 and II Kings 20:12-19. In both 

accounts, envoys from Merodach-baladan of Babylon come to visit Hezekiah, because he 

had heard that Hezekiah was sick but had recovered. Hezekiah welcomes them and 

displays all of his riches. There was nothing that Hezekiah did not show them. When 

Isaiah finds out about what Hezekiah had done, Isaiah prophecies that Babylon would 

come one day and take away everything, even the royal sons of Judah, and bring them to 

Babylon. Hezekiah then expresses thanks that it would not happen during his reign.  
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 II Chronicles 32:24-32 really cannot be as easily separated, for the Chronicler has essentially 

blended together the story of Hezekiah‘s illness with the visit of the envoys from Babylon. 
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 II Chronicles 32:24-31 essentially overlaps the account of Hezekiah‘s illness with 

the account concerning envoys from Babylon. We are first told that Hezekiah was sick to 

the point of death, that he prayed to YHWH, that YHWH answered and gave him a sign, 

but that Hezekiah was proud and did not respond accordingly. Because of this, wrath 

came upon Hezekiah and Judah and Jerusalem. Yet Hezekiah then humbled himself and 

both he and Jerusalem was spared of YHWH‘s wrath during the days of Hezekiah. Then, 

after a brief mention of Hezekiah‘s great riches, we are told that envoys from Babylon 

came to inquire about ―the sign‖ that had been done in the land. The Chronicler tells us 

that God left Hezekiah to himself in order to test him. Presumably this ―test‖ relates back 

to 32:25-26, to the failure of Hezekiah to respond accordingly and his subsequent 

humbling of himself so that destruction would not come upon Judah during his days. 

III. Chronological Problems in II Kings 16-20 

 Scholars have discounted the identification of Immanuel with Hezekiah because 

the chronology of II Kings seems to make such an identification impossible. It is 

imperative, therefore, that we analyze the relevant biblical texts regarding the reigns of 

Ahaz and Hezekiah and point out that the chronology itself in II Kings 16-20 as it stands 

is historically impossible. The follow data from II Kings is relevant to our task: 
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Hezekiah Ahaz Pekah Hoshea 

1. Began reign when 25 

years old (18:2) 

 

 

2. Reigned 29 years 

(18:2) 

 

3. 4th year was 7
th

 year 

of Hoshea (18:9) 

 

 

4. His 6
th

 year was 9
th

 

year of Hoshea (18:10) 

 

 

5. Sennacherib invaded 

Judah in his 14
th

 year 

(18:13) 

 

6. ―In those days…‖ 

Hezekiah became ill  

(20:1-11) 

7. ―At that time…‖ 

Hezekiah and envoys of 

Merodach-baladan 

(20:12-19) 

1. Began reign 

when 20 years old 

(16:2) 

 

2. Reigned 16 years 

(16:2)  

 

3. 1
st
 year was 17

th
 

year of Pekah 

(16:1) 

 

4.His 12
th

 year was 

1
st
 year of Hoshea 

(17:1) 

1. Began reign in 

the 52
nd

 year of 

Uzziah (15:27) 

 

2. Reigned 20 

years (15:27) 

 

3. 2
nd

 year was 1
st
 

year of Jotham 

(15:32) 

 

4. His 17
th

 year 

was 1
st
 year of 

Ahaz (16:1) 

1. Killed Pekah; 

began reign in the 

20
th

 year of Jotham 

(15:30) 

2. Reigned 9 years 

(17:1) 

 

3. 3
rd

 year was 1
st
 

year of Hezekiah 

(18:1) 

 

4. During 7
th

 year, 

Shalmaneser sieged 

Samaria (18:9) 

 

5. Samaria fell in 

Hoshea‘s 9
th

 year 

(18:10) 

 

 The problem with the chronology of II Kings is the numbers do not add up. If we 

anchor our timeline to the historical dates of 721 BCE as the fall of Samaria and 701 

BCE as the invasion of Sennacherib, we see numerous problems, the most glaring of 

which lies in the fact that Hezekiah could not have been in his sixth year as king when 

Samaria fell in 721 BCE, yet in only his fourteenth year as king when Sennacherib 

invaded in 701 BCE. If we assume that at least one of these dates are correct, we must 

construct and analyze two different possible timelines, each one using either 721 BCE or 

701 BCE as its starting point.
164
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 These days can be verified and considered trustworthy, for these events are also mentioned in 

the Assyrian annals, and therefore can be dated with a great amount of certainty.  
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IV. Note on the Lunar and Solar Calendars 

 In light of the fact that there seems to be such chronological incompatibility in II 

Kings, many have suggested that the answer to this problem lies in the fact that we need 

to take into account that ancient Israel used the lunar calendar (354 day per year) whereas 

our modern solar calendars are comprised of 365 days per year. Given this difference, 

many have warned against attempting to reconstruct the history of ancient Israel in terms 

of modern dating. Although it is true that, as seen in the books of Enoch and Jubilees, the 

switch from the lunar calendar to the solar calendar was a serious theological issue, when 

it comes to plotting out the chronology set forth in I and II Kings, the differences between 

the lunar and solar calendars pose no real problem.  

 The Hebrew lunar calendar contains twelve months of 30 days; yet since the lunar 

cycle consists of 29 ½ days, the Hebrew lunar year ends up being 354 days per year. In 

order to keep the lunar calendar coordinated with the cycles of the seasons, a thirteenth 

month known as ―Second Adar‖ was added to the lunar calendar after the final month of 

the year known as ―Adar‖ seven out of every nineteen years. Because of the addition of 

this thirteenth month, the days lost by the lunar calendar to the solar calendar are made up 

every two to three years. The end result of this recalibration on the part of the lunar 

calendar is that nineteen lunar years would equal nineteen solar years. In fact, after every 

three years the lunar recalibration would make the difference between the solar year and 

lunar year miniscule. Furthermore, even without the addition of ―Second Adar,‖ the 

yearly difference between the lunar and solar calendars would be only eleven days. This 

would mean a difference of 33 days every three years, 66 days every six years, 132 days 

every twelve years, 265 days every 24 years, and 363 days every 33 years. Simply put, it 
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would take 33 solar years to account for one year‘s worth of difference between the lunar 

and solar calendars. Yet the fact is that there is a ―Second Adar‖ in the lunar calendar that 

serves to recalibrate the lunar calendar with the solar calendar every two to three years. 

Therefore, when we are told that Samaria fell during Hezekiah‘s sixth year, and when we 

know that the fall of Samaria happened roughly in 721 BCE of the solar calendar, we can 

say with a fair amount of certainty that Hezekiah became king of Judah around 727 BCE, 

regardless if it is according to the lunar or solar calendar. Six years in the solar calendar 

equals 2190 days; six years in the lunar calendar equals roughly 2180 days, depending on 

which years received the thirteenth month of ―Second Adar.‖  

 One final note must be mentioned regarding attempting to make sense of the 

chronology of II Kings. Because the smallest chronological unit mentioned in II Kings is 

that of years, and not that of months or days, we must realize that our reconstruction of 

the dates of certain events will inevitably be somewhat fuzzy. Using the above example, 

even though we are told that the fall of Samaria happened ―in Hezekiah‘s sixth year,‖ we 

do not know if it happened early in his sixth year or late in his sixth year. We are also 

told later that Hezekiah ruled for 29 years. Again, we simply do not know if he ruled for a 

full 29 years, partially into his 29
th

 year, or only just into his 29
th

 year. Hence, when we 

are then told that Manasseh ruled for 55 years, the total number of years he and Hezekiah 

together reigned could be anywhere between 84 years (if they both reigned a full 29 and 

55 years respectively) and a little over 82 years (if they both reigned just into their 29
th

 

and 55
th

 years respectively). The fact of the inevitable ambiguity of reckoning kingly 

reigns in terms of only years, and not months or days, coupled with the possibility of 

times of co-regency, means that absolute precision in reconstructing the specific events 
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within the chronology of II Kings is an impossibility. Our reconstructions must allow for 

various possibilities regarding the ―when‖ of specific events within the reigns of the 

various Judean and Israelite kings. Because of this, one can easily see that those scholars 

who object to the identification of Immanuel with Hezekiah on the basis of perceived 

chronological difficulties are overstating their case. The fact is, when one studies the 

chronology of II Kings closely, one must come to the conclusion that it is entirely 

possible that Isaiah‘s prophecy of Isaiah 7:13-25 was uttered to Ahaz before the birth of 

Hezekiah. One can obviously argue that the material was presented after the birth of 

Hezekiah, but the point here is that neither position can be substantiated by the material 

in II Kings alone; it is simply too problematic. It is only when one analyzes each 

possibility against the other information about Hezekiah in the Bible that one possibility 

becomes more convincing than the other. This thesis asserts that the chronological 

possibility that Isaiah 7:13-25 was uttered before the birth of Hezekiah, along with the 

previously discussed royal imagery and themes surrounding the Immanuel child in Isaiah 

7-12, along with the overall literary structure of Proto-Isaiah that will be discussed in 

chapter four, helps make a convincing argument that Isaiah 7:14 should be seen as a 

prophecy about the birth of Hezekiah. 

V. Possible Answers to the Chronological Problems in II Kings 

 Once one recognizes the inherent chronological problems within II Kings itself, 

and once one realizes that the differences between the lunar and solar calendars cannot 

possibly account for the vast chronological discrepancies in II Kings 16-20, one must 

come to this basic conclusion: no matter how one slices it, there must be some errors 

within the text. Hezekiah simply could not have been in his sixth year in 721 BCE and in 

 
 
 



116 
 

his fourteenth year in 701 BCE. We must assume then that one of those dates is wrong. 

The only question is, ―Which one?‖ The answer to this question is vital for this thesis 

because, given the sum of chronological information found within II Kings 16-20, it will 

help make a well-reasoned argument as to when Hezekiah was born, which in turn will 

help make the argument that II Kings does indeed allow for the possibility of an 

Immanuel-Hezekiah connection within Isaiah. The place to start, then, is to look at each 

of the certain dates: 721 BCE and 701 BCE.
165

  

V. 1. Scenario I: 721 BCE as Hezekiah‟s Sixth Year as King  

 The first option we will try out is that of the fall of Samaria in 721 BCE. In II 

Kings 18:10 we are told that the fall of Samaria happened during Hezekiah‘s sixth year. 

If we use this as a fixed date within the chronology of II Kings, we are able to see a host 

of problems, as shown in the timeline found at the end of this chapter. The problem with 

this scenario is if the fall of Samaria happened in Hezekiah‘s sixth year, the invasion of 

Sennacherib would have happened in Hezekiah‘s 26
th

 year, not his fourteenth, for 

Hezekiah‘s fourteenth year would have been 713 BCE.
166

 Secondly, if Hoshea‘s reign 

was 730-721 BCE, then according to II Kings 18:1-2, and 9-10, Hezekiah‘s reign would 

roughly be 727-698 BCE, and he would have been born in 752 BCE.
167

 If he was born in 

752 BCE and the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis happened throughout  the 730‘s, then Hezekiah 
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 In Appendix A, one can find the accompanying charts that illustrate Scenario 1, Scenario 2, 

Further Problems with the Chronology of II Kings 16-20, and The Proposed Revisions to II Kings 16-20.  
166

 Scholars who have noted this: J. Barton Payne in ―The Relationship of the Reign of Ahaz to the 

Accession of Hezekiah,‖ BSac 126 (1969): 40-52; H. H. Rowley, ―Hezekiah‘s Reform and Rebellion,‖ in 

Men of God (ed. H.H. Rowley. London: Thomas Nelson: 1963): 98-132; A.K. Jenkins in ―Hezekiah‘s 

Fourteenth Year,‖ VT 26:3 (1976): 284-298  
167

 Scholars who have noted this: John McHugh in ―The Date of Hezekiah‘s Birth,‖ VT 14:4 

(1964): 446-453;  
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would seem to have been close to 20 years old at the time of Isaiah‘s Immanuel prophecy 

of Isaiah 7:14, and therefore could not be the child about whom Isaiah was talking.  

V. 2. Scenario II: 701 BCE as Hezekiah‟s Fourteenth Year as King  

Our second option would be to assume that II Kings 18:13 and Isaiah 36:1 give 

the correct date when they say that  Sennacherib‘s invasion in 701 BCE happened in 

Hezekiah‘s fourteenth year. If Sennacherib invaded in 701 BCE during Hezekiah‘s 14
th

 

year, this would make Hezekiah‘s reign roughly 715-686 BCE, and he would have been 

born around 740 BCE. These dates, though, run into more problems than the first 

scenario. First of all, if one dated Hezekiah‘s reign from 715-686 BCE and then 

computed the reigns of the rest of the kings of Judah up to the time of the Babylonian 

exile, one would have the fall of Jerusalem take place in 574 BCE. Yet we know for 

certain that the fall of Jerusalem happened in 587 BCE. Therefore, Hezekiah‘s death had 

to have been in 698 BCE. Secondly, if Hezekiah‘s reign started in 715 BCE, then there is 

absolutely no way II Kings 18:9-10 could be true, for Hezekiah simply was not king of 

Judah at any point in the 720‘s BCE. Thirdly, this timeline would have Hezekiah‘s birth 

in 740 BCE, still seemingly too early to make the Isaiah 7:14 prophecy apply to 

Hezekiah. Finally, if Hezekiah began his reign in 715 BCE, and if we are to believe II 

Kings 17:1 when it tells us that Hoshea became king of Israel in Ahaz‘s twelfth year, this 

would make Hoshea‘s reign from 730-721 BCE and Ahaz‘s reign from 742-726 BCE, 

leaving almost a full ten year gap between the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. In other 

words, if II Kings 18:13 and Isaiah 36:1 are correct, then there was no king reigning in 

Judah from 726-715 BCE. Although there are problems with both scenarios, the 

chronological problems in scenario II are too substantial for it to be seriously considered. 
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Therefore for the time being, leaving aside the problem regarding 701 BCE in scenario I, 

we will tentatively conclude that scenario I is more reliable.  

 

V. 3. Further Problems with the Chronology of II Kings  

 In addition to this problem concerning Hezekiah‘s reign itself, there are further 

problems regarding the biblical data concerning the kings of Judah and Israel who 

reigned just before Ahaz and Hezekiah. First, according to the given timeline in II Kings, 

Ahaz would have fathered Hezekiah at the age of ten in 752 BCE. Secondly, if one 

considers the information given about Pekah in II Kings 15:27, 30, 32, and 16:1, one runs 

into the problem of Pekah‘s reign. If we are to believe II Kings 15:27, 32, and 16:1, that 

would mean Pekah reigned in Israel from 759-739 BCE; but II Kings 15:30 tells us that 

Hoshea killed Pekah and became king in Pekah‘s place. If Hoshea reigned from 730-721 

BCE, how could Pekah have been killed by Hoshea in both 739 BCE and 730 BCE? 

Once again, there is an almost ten year discrepancy in the chronology. Thirdly, II Kings 

15:30 also tells us that Hoshea‘s murder of Pekah happened in the 20
th

 year of Jotham‘s 

reign, but then three verses later, in 15:33, it states that Jotham reigned for only 16 years. 

Things are further complicated when one considers the fact that, according to the 

chronology of the kings of Judah, Jotham seems to have reigned from 758-742 BCE.
168

 

 Quite obviously, either something is dreadfully wrong with the chronological data 

in II Kings, or else the author of II Kings is doing something very different with the 

chronologies of the kings than just providing a straight chronology. Given this fact, it is 

extremely puzzling why so many scholars seem to so casually dismiss the possibility of 
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 It is almost impossible to come to any kind of conclusive answer regarding Jotham‘s reign, due 

to the fact that we are told he reigned in Uzziah‘s place because of Uzziah‘s leprosy. There are elements of 

co-regency that can only be speculated upon. 
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Hezekiah being the prophesied Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14 on the grounds that the 

chronology of II Kings does not allow for it. Using that kind of reasoning, one could use 

the same argument to say that the chronology of II Kings does not allow for any 

significant event in the life of Hezekiah, for no matter how one may work the dates, the 

numbers simply do not add up. Various scholars, though, have wrestled extensively with 

the different chronological problems found within II Kings. It is to these attempts to 

make sense of the chronological data we now turn.  

VI. Making Sense of the Chronology of II Kings 

 When examining the attempts by various scholars to figure out the chronology of 

II Kings, one quickly sees that scholars have vied for either 727 BCE or 715 BCE as the 

starting date for Hezekiah‘s reign. Scholars like H.H. Rowley and Oded Borowski date 

Hezekiah‘s reign from 727 BCE to 698 BCE, whereas scholars like Edwin Thiele, W.F. 

Albright, John Bright, Barton Payne, and John McHugh date Hezekiah‘s reign from 715 

BCE to 686 BCE, or in McHugh‘s case, 699 BCE. Leslie McFall, unlike these other 

scholars, attempts to date the beginning Hezekiah‘s reign at 728 BCE and the end of his 

reign at 686 BCE. As will be seen shortly, each scholar has his own reasons and rationale 

for coming to his particular conclusion, and each scholar attempts to resolve the 

chronological problems in II Kings that have been just discussed. As will now be shown, 

though, many of these proposed solutions end up creating more problems than they 

answer. Provan comments on such proposed solutions when he states, ―One wonders 

whether some of the attempts to resolve the enormous problems connected with the 

chronology of the MT Kings…would have been quite so tortuous if the scholars 

concerned had paused to ask how the various numbers concerned were meant to be 
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taken.‖
169

 Provan, pointing to the alternating reigns of the last four kings of Judah (3 

months/11 years/3 months/11 years) believes that numbers surrounding the chronologies 

of the kings of Israel and Judah have been stylistically structured for a literary purpose, 

and should not, therefore, be forced to fit into an exact historical chronology.
170

 Although 

his comments are warranted in some specific cases, no one has as of yet shown the 

literary significance of either Hezekiah‘s sixth year or fourteenth year.  

 

VI. 1. The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings: Edwin Thiele  

 Edwin Thiele, in his book entitled The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew 

Kings,
171

 put forth an extensive study of the chronologies of all the kings of both Israel 

and Judah, beginning with Rehoboam of Judah and Jeroboam of Israel. Thiele readily 

saw the many chronological difficulties in I and II Kings, and believed that he was able to 

come up with a way to make sense of these chronological conundrums. He claimed that 

these chronological errors could be explained if one understood three characteristics 

about the divided kingdom: (1) Israel and Judah used different systems for counting the 

length of the reigns of their kings (Judah counted the first year of a new king as the next 

year after the final year of the preceding king; Israel counted the first year of a new king 

as the same year as the final year of the preceding king); (2) Israel and Judah used 

different calendars; and (3) both Israel and Judah experienced numerous co-regencies.
172

 

 In his attempt to properly date the reigns of the kings of Israel and Judah, Thiele 

admits the troubling fact that no absolute dates are actually given in the Old Testament. 
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 Iain  Provan, 1 and 2 Kings (NIBC; Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995), 19. 
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 Iain  Provan, 1 and 2 Kings (NIBC; Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1995), 19. 
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 Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1983). 
172

 Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 21. 
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Therefore, the place to begin this task would be to see if one were able to establish any 

fixed date(s), based on the other chronologies of other nations around that time. 

Fortunately, both for Thiele and for us, there are such dates. For example, it is able to be 

deduced from Assyrian chronology that the battle of Qarqar took place in 853 BCE, and 

it was in this year that king Ahab of Israel died. Based on this fixed date, Thiele 

impressively dates the reigns of the kings of Israel and Judah from the time when the 

united monarchy was divided between Rehoboam and Jeroboam in 931 BCE to the 

accession of Jehu of Judah in 841 BCE.  

 When one looks at mid-eighth century B.C. Israel and Judah, the time period that 

concerns this study, one is able to note a number of other fixed dates relating to the 

history of ancient Israel: (a) 586 BCE is the date of the fall of Jerusalem and the 

destruction of the temple; (b) 701 BCE is the date of Sennacherib‘s invasion of Judah; 

and (c) 721 BCE is the date of the fall of Samaria and the destruction of the northern 

kingdom of Israel. Given these fixed dates, Thiele argues that one should be able to 

accurately calculate the reigns of the kings of Israel and Judah from Jehu‘s accession in 

841 BCE, the fall of Samaria in 721 BCE (although Thiele places the fall of Samaria at 

723/722 BCE), and to the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. Before we look at Thiele‘s 

rationale for his calculations, though, it would be best to first look at his proposed dates 

for the kings that are immediately relevant to this thesis:
173
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 For the sake of simplicity, the dates where Thiele records a reign beginning or ending in an 

over-lapping year (i.e. Josiah‘s accession: 641/640 BCE), I will simply record the later year (i.e. Josiah‘s 

accession: 640 BCE.) 

 
 
 



122 
 

Kings of Israel Kings of Judah 

 Uzziah           (791-767 BCE) co-regent 

                      (767-750 BCE) sole reign 

                      (750-739 BCE) co-regent 

Menahem     (752-741 BCE) rival reign 

Pekahiah      (741-739 BCE) rival reign 

Pekah           (752-739 BCE) rival reign 

                    (739-731 BCE) sole reign 

Jotham           (750-739 BCE) co-regent 

                      (739-735 BCE) sole reign 

                      (735-731 BCE) co-regent 

Hoshea         (731-722 BCE) Ahaz              (735-731 BCE) co-regent 

                      (731-715 BCE) sole reign 

 Hezekiah       (715-696 BCE) sole reign 

                      (696-686 BCE) co-regent 

 Manasseh      (696-686 BCE) co-regent 

                      (686-642 BCE) sole reign 

 Amon            (642-640 BCE) 

 Josiah            (640-609 BCE) 

 Jehoahaz        (609 BCE) 

 Jehoiakim      (609-598 BCE) 

 Jehoiachin      (598-597 BCE) 

 Zedekiah        (597-586 BCE) 

 

 

 It is beyond the scope of this thesis to analyze the entirety of Thiele‘s arguments 

regarding (a) Pekah and Menahem‘s supposed rival reigns of the northern kingdom of 

Judah, and (b) the co-regencies of Uzziah and Jotham. What concerns us is Thiele‘s 

proposed dates for the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. It is to this we will now turn. 

 In his attempt to put forth the chronology of the later kings of Israel and Judah, 

Thiele begins his reconstruction with the fixed date of 701 BCE, the date of 

Sennacherib‘s invasion of Judah: ―The date of 701 for the attack of Sennacherib in the 

fourteenth year of Hezekiah is a key point in my chronological pattern for the Hebrew 

rulers.‖
174

 Therefore, Thiele‘s specific theory places Hezekiah‘s accession to the throne 

of Judah in 715 BCE and his death in 686 BCE. Although Thiele does not mention the 

proposed date of Hezekiah‘s birth, his proposed dates for Hezekiah‘s reign would place 
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Hezekiah‘s birth at 740 BCE. Yet this dating, as previously stated, brings up a number of 

problems concerning the chronological data given to us in II Kings. Not only does this 

seemingly conflict with the reigns of Judah‘s subsequent kings and place the fall of 

Jerusalem at around 575 BCE, but it conflicts with II Kings 18:1, 9-10, which tells us that 

(a) Hezekiah accession took place during Hoshea‘s third year (18:1), (b) in Hezekiah‘s 

fourth year, which was Hoshea‘s seventh year as king of Israel, King Shalmaneser of 

Assyria besieged Samaria (18:9), and (c) in Hezekiah‘s sixth year, which was Hoshea‘s 

ninth year, Samaria was taken by the king of Assyria (18:10).  

 In reference to II Kings 18:1, 9-10, Thiele argues that later editors, because they 

did not understand the dual dating for Hoshea‘s predecessor Pekah and his rival reign of 

Israel with Menahem and Pekahiah, not only thrust the accession of Pekah twelve years 

ahead, but also thrust the beginning of Hoshea‘s reign twelve years ahead, thus making 

Hoshea‘s reign 720-711 BCE. But this, as we know, is an impossibility, for Samaria fell 

in 721 BCE, not 711 BCE.
175

 Simply put, Thiele argues, ―There was no overlap between 

Hoshea and Hezekiah. Hoshea was dead and the kingdom of Israel was no longer in 

existence when Hezekiah took the throne.‖
176

 To bolster his argument, Thiele makes a 

number of points. He first points to II Chronicles 29-30. II Chronicles 29 tells us about 

how, in his first year as king, Hezekiah cleansed of the temple that his father Ahaz defiled 

(II Chronicles 29:3-11); II Chronicles 30 tells us about how Hezekiah wrote letters to 

Ephraim and Manasseh and invited the Israelites to keep Passover in Jerusalem.
177

 Using 

these chapters as evidence, Thiele argues that this appeal to tribes in the northern 

kingdom would have been unthinkable if Israel would have still been in existence. 
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―While the northern kingdom was still in existence, it would not, of course, have been 

possible for the envoys of Judah to pass through the territory of Israel; so we have here a 

clear indication that it was no longer in existence.‖
178

 II Chronicles 30:6-9 particularly, 

Thiele argues, suggests that the northern kingdom had already been destroyed by 

Assyria.
179

  

 Secondly, Thiele points to II Kings 20 and Isaiah 38-39, the accounts which tell of 

Hezekiah‘s illness and miraculous recovery and the visit of Merodach-Baladan of 

Babylon. Thiele argues that these events are given in strict chronological order, and 

therefore Hezekiah‘s illness, recovery, and YHWH‘s adding fifteen years to his life must 

have happened shortly after 701 BCE. Merodach-Baladan‘s visit, Thiele argues, was in 

response to hearing of Hezekiah‘s successful stand against Sennacherib.
180

  

 In regards to the chronological problem of the subsequent kings of Judah, 

particularly that of having the fall of Jerusalem happen in 575 BCE, Thiele readily 

acknowledges this problem. What he puts forth as a solution to this problem, though, is 

speculative at best: that Manasseh was co-regent with Hezekiah from 696-686 BCE.
181

 

 Thiele‘s proposed chronology ultimately fails to convince us regarding the 

proposed dates of Hezekiah. First, Thiele simply asks too much for us to believe that the 

later editors of II Kings had such a poor understanding of their history that they 

wrongfully made Hezekiah and Hoshea‘s reigns coincide at three different points. Let‘s 

                                                           
178

 Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 169. 
179

 ―Hezekiah‘s admonitions were expressly addressed to a nation that was in deep distress and 

desolation and whose people had already gone into captivity, for the ones who would now receive his 

letters were spoken of as those who had escaped out of the hand of the kings of Assyria. Their forbearers 

had been made objects of horror. If they now turned to the Lord and came to the sanctuary at Jerusalem, 

their brothers might obtain mercy from the ones who had taken them captive.‖ Edwin R. Thiele, The 

Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 170. 
180

 Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 64, 176. 
181

 Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 174. 

 
 
 



125 
 

assume, for the sake of argument that this supposed ―error‖ was made during the exilic 

period, roughly 200 years after fall of Samaria. That would be the equivalent of saying 

that a historian writing a book on the history of the United States made the mistake of 

dating the presidency of Rutherford B. Hays (1877-1881) during the time of the Civil 

War (1861-1865). Everyone, even schoolchildren, knows Abraham Lincoln was president 

during the Civil War. It was such a major event in United States history that people 

simply know the major figures associated with it. Similarly, the fall of Samaria was such 

a major event in the history of both Israel and Judah that it is unbelievable to think that 

historians of Judah and Israel would have mistakenly placed Hezekiah on the throne of 

Judah during that time if he was not, in fact, on the throne of Judah.  

Some might object to such an analogy on the grounds that we cannot compare 

contemporary history writing to ancient ―history writing‖ because the latter kind of 

writing never intended to present ―history,‖ but was rather trying to teach theological 

truths using historical references and information. Such an objection lies at the heart of 

the fundamental issue discussed in chapter one concerning ―biblical history.‖ It is the 

view of this thesis that those who claim that the biblical writers were only concerned with 

teaching theological truths and never intended to present history are simply overstating 

their case. Teaching theological truths and presenting history are not mutually exclusive. 

To say that the biblical writers were not concerned with presenting ―history‖ is to flatly 

ignore the fact that they obviously take the time to place certain historical events within 

specific years of various kings. They might get specific dates wrong from time to time, 

but unless there is solid historical evidence to doubt that Hezekiah was king during both 

the fall of Samaria and Sennacherib‘s invasion, we must respect the biblical writers 
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enough assume that they could properly identify which kings were ruling during the 

major historical events of their nation. To further use the previous analogy, people, 

having heard various stories about the Civil War, might mistakenly think that it happened 

during the years 1860-1863 or 1863-1866, or that Abraham Lincoln was president for 

three, six, or eight years, but one would be hard pressed to find any American who 

mistakenly thought Rutherford B. Hays freed the slaves during the Civil War. It is simply 

too unbelievable to assume that biblical writers, writing a mere 150-200 years after the 

events in question, would either intentionally or unintentionally associate the wrong king 

with such major events as the fall of Samaria or Sennacherib‘s invasion.  

 Secondly, Thiele overstates his case when he argues that Hezekiah could not have 

invited the northern tribes to celebrate Passover in Jerusalem if the northern kingdom was 

still in existence. The fact is, although the northern kingdom was still in existence in 727 

BCE, it was a severely crippled kingdom. Provan points out that, in II Kings 15:29-31 

and II Chronicles 5:26, Assyria annexed much of Israel‘s northern and eastern territory 

and deported a large portion of the population to Assyria during the reign of Pekah.
182

 

We know from the annals of Tiglath-Pileser that he boasted of overthrowing Pekah as 

king of Israel and replacing him with Hoshea.
183

 Given these facts, it is not beyond the 

realm of possibility that II Chronicles 30:6-9 is referring to Tiglath-Pileser‘s 

overthrowing of Pekah. If we consider that Hezekiah came to the throne in Judah in 727 

BCE, he would have been all too aware of the devastation Tiglath-Pileser brought upon 

Aram and Israel. His actions during his first year as king of Judah would be the actions of 

a king who was not only concerned with restoring and purifying the temple in Jerusalem, 
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but also with restoring and uniting the kingdom in some form in the true worship of 

YHWH.  

 As far as Hoshea‘s power was concerned, the mere fact he was essentially a 

puppet king of Tiglath-Pileser should give us an indication that he might not have had as 

much power as we would expect most kings to have. We must remember that these were 

the last days of the northern kingdom; we would be wrong to assume that after Pekah was 

assassinated by Hoshea (at Tiglath-Pileser‘s bidding) that the northern kingdom enjoyed 

peace and stability during Hoshea‘s nine year reign. He might not have had the ability to 

completely prevent Hezekiah‘s envoys from coming into Israel and extending the 

invitation to celebrate Passover in Jerusalem. Nevertheless, despite Hoshea‘s inability to 

stop this from happening, the mere fact that we are told in II Chronicles 30:10-11 that 

most of those in Manasseh and Ephraim ―laughed them to scorn and mocked them‖ 

shows that for the most part Hezekiah‘s invitations were, in fact, rejected, and that those 

in the northern kingdom, despite the devastation wrought by Tiglath-Pileser, still refused 

to return to YHWH. Perhaps this is the very thing about which Isaiah 9:8-21 prophesied. 

Their rejection of Hezekiah‘s offers in II Chronicles 30:8-9, therefore, would have been 

seen by Isaiah, as well as the writers of II Kings and II Chronicles, as the reason that led 

to Samaria‘s fall in 721 BCE. 

 Thirdly, Thiele is wrong to assume the accounts of Hezekiah‘s illness/miraculous 

recovery and the visit of Merodach-Baladan‘s envoys are in chronological order. He 

takes no consideration of the possibility that the final redactor of Isaiah placed these two 

accounts at the end of Proto-Isaiah to serve as a literary bridge to Deutero-Isaiah, which 

begins with the calling out of the Jews from the Babylonian Exile. Simply put, Thiele is 
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wrong to assume that II Kings is presenting history as we understand it today. This, 

though, is not contradicting what was stated earlier. We must, as biblical scholars, strive 

to balance the three-fold nature of books like II Kings. It is history, literature, and 

prophecy all rolled into one. Now, if II Kings 20 and Isaiah 39 said, ―A year after 

Sennacherib withdrew from Jerusalem, envoys from Merodach-Baladan came to visit 

Hezekiah,‖ we would certainly have to agree with Thiele‘s assumption that these events 

did, in fact, happen after Sennacherib‘s invasion. But the fact is that no definitive 

historical context is given, other than ―In those days….‖ Therefore, when one considers 

both the overall chronological schema put forth in II Kings and the literary structure of 

Isaiah, one can clearly see that the placement of this story is based on the literary 

concerns of Isaiah. This idea, closely related to the issue of priority of either Proto-Isaiah 

or II Kings, will be developed more fully later on. At this point, though, all that needs to 

be emphasized is that the story about the envoys from Merodach-baladan, both in II 

Kings 20 and Isaiah 39, is not definitively associated with any specific historical date. 

The historical ambiguity of ―in those days‖ calls into question anyone who might attempt 

to place this story in the year immediately after Sennacherib‘s invasion.  

 The final point to make regarding Thiele‘s reconstructed chronology concerns his 

speculation that Manasseh was co-regent with Hezekiah from 698-686 BCE. There are a 

many reasons why this should be doubted. First, the biblical text itself never gives any 

indication or mention of co-regency between Hezekiah and Manasseh. Second, if 

Hezekiah was miraculously healed by Isaiah shortly after Sennacherib‘s failed invasion, 

it would seem rather strange to claim that Hezekiah would name Manasseh co-regent in 

case of his untimely death. Isaiah just healed Hezekiah and had prophesied that he would 
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live for another fifteen years. In light of that, not to mention YHWH‘s miraculous 

deliverance of Jerusalem from Sennacherib, it would have been an outrageous act of 

unfaithfulness, eerily similar to that of Ahaz during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, if 

Hezekiah chose to doubt that Isaiah really healed him and then turned around to name 

Manasseh his co-regent. Third, according to the biblical texts, both II Kings 20 and Isaiah 

39, the reason why Merodach-Baladan sent his envoys to Hezekiah was not because he 

was impressed at how Hezekiah stood up to Sennacherib, but rather because he had heard 

of his miraculous healing. Thiele‘s argument that Merodach-Baladan‘s envoys came in 

response to the fallout of Sennacherib‘s invasion simply is not faithful to the biblical text. 

All this goes to show that although Thiele‘s work has been considered the definitive work 

on the chronology of the kings of Israel and Judah, it is not without some serious 

problems. To date Hezekiah‘s reign from 715-686 BCE not only ignores the biblical texts 

that say he was king of Judah during Hoshea‘s reign and during the fall of Samaria, but it 

does severe damage to the dates of the subsequent kings of Judah as well. In short, it 

creates more problems that it claims to solve. 

VI. 2. Did Thiele Overlook Hezekiah‟s Co-Regency?: Leslie McFall  

 Another scholar who takes issue with Thiele‘s work is Leslie McFall. In response 

to Thiele‘s work, McFall claimed that Thiele overlooked Hezekiah‘s co-regency with 

Ahaz and misunderstood the two chronological pieces of information in 2 Kings 17:1. 

First, he claimed that the editor of 2 Kings 17-18 assumed that ―Hoshea‘s accession 

began in the 12
th

 year of Ahaz‘s reign and that Hoshea‘s nine-year reign is to be 

calculated from that point.‖
184

 Second, he assumed that the ―12
th

 year of Ahaz‘s reign‖ 
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meant the 12
th

 year of his sole reign (720 BCE.). This would mean that the fall of 

Samaria would have happened in 710 BCE, hence another chronological error. McFall 

suggests, rather, that 2 Kings 15:30, which states that Hoshea killed Pekah and ruled in 

his place in the 20
th

 year of Jotham of Judah, marks the accession of Hoshea, whereas 2 

Kings 17:1, which states that Hoshea became king in the 12
th

 year of Ahaz,
185

 marks his 

termination. With this alteration, McFall suggests the following dates for the kings of 

Israel and Judah. 

Israel Judah 

Pekah: 751-731 BCE  

           (Sole ruler of Israel) 

Jotham:750-739 BCE (Co-regent: Uzziah) 

             739-734 BCE (Sole-ruler of Judah) 

             734-731 BCE (Co-regent: Ahaz) 

 

Hoshea 731-722 BCE  

            (Sole ruler of Israel) 

Ahaz:    734-731 BCE (Co-regent: Jotham) 

             731-728 BCE (Sole ruler of Judah) 

             728-715 BCE (Co-regent: Hezekiah) 

 Hezekiah: 728-715 BCE (Co-regent: Ahaz) 

                 715-686 BCE (Sole ruler of Judah) 

 

 What this chart shows is the following: (a) Jotham reigned for twenty years, had 

two different periods of co-regency (750-739 BCE with Uzziah and 734-731 BCE with 

Ahaz), and was only sole ruler of Judah from 739-734 BCE; (b) Ahaz also reigned for 

twenty years, also had two different periods of co-regency (734-731 BCE with Jotham 

and 728-715 BCE with Hezekiah), and was only sole ruler of Judah from 731-728 BCE; 

(c) Hezekiah reigned for forty-three years, was co-regent with Ahaz from 728-715 BCE, 

and was sole ruler from 715-686 BCE.  

 Concerning Hezekiah‘s reign, McFall notes the three synchronisms mentioned 

earlier: (a) 2 Kings 18:1; (b) 2 Kings 18: 9-10; and (c) 2 Kings 18:10. Whereas Thiele 

believed these dates to be the work of a later reviser who had a very poor knowledge of 
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the history of Judah,
186

 McFall points out that Thiele never once entertained the 

possibility of Hezekiah being a co-regent with Ahaz for any length of time. Therefore, 

when II Kings 18 tells us that Hezekiah was the king of Judah during the last years of the 

northern kingdom, McFall argues that it was a reference to his first years a co-regent with 

Ahaz. Yet when II Kings 18:13 tells us that Sennacherib invaded Judah during 

Hezekiah‘s fourteenth year, he argues that date was based on Hezekiah‘s years as the sole 

ruler of Judah. Nevertheless, when one steps back and looks at the implications McFall‘s 

argument has on the portrait of Hezekiah as a whole, one sees a number of problems. 

McFall‘s chronology of Hezekiah includes the following: (a) Hezekiah would have been 

born in 739 BCE, when Ahaz was either fifteen or eleven; (b) Hezekiah would have 

become co-regent with Ahaz in 728 BCE at the age of eleven; (c) Hezekiah would have 

died in 686 BCE at the age of 54, having ruled for forty-three years, sole ruler of Judah 

for 29 years, co-regent with Ahaz for fourteen years. 

 In addition to many of the same problems we found with Thiele, McFall‘s 

chronology adds yet another problem: the biblical text says nothing about Hezekiah 

reigning for 43 years. If anything, the years given in the text include co-regent years with 

the sole years. We must assume, therefore, that Hezekiah‘s total years as king total 29 

years, not 43 years. As with Thiele‘s liberal use of co-regencies in his chronology, we 

must wonder why II Kings does not inform us of the extensive instances of co-regency 

that both Thiele and McFall claim. Simply put, it is just too hard to believe that Jotham‘s 

sole reign was only five years, Ahaz‘s sole reign was only three years, and that Ahaz and 

Hezekiah shared the throne as co-regents for an astounding 13 years. 

                                                           
186

 ―To Thiele, it was clear that the false synchronisms were not the product of an official court 

recorder living contemporaneously with the kings involved, but that they came from a much later period 

when the exact historical details of the period were forgotten.‖ McFall, ―Did Thiele Overlook?‖ 401. 

 
 
 



132 
 

VI. 3. The Date of Hezekiah‟s Birth: John McHugh  

 The next scholar, John McHugh, has tried to determine the date of Hezekiah‘s 

birth in order to prove that Isaiah 7:14 was indeed a prophecy about Hezekiah. He begins 

his article with a brief discussion of Isaiah 7:14, and states that one ―very attractive 

interpretation‖ of this prophecy is that it is referring to the wife of Ahaz, and that ―the 

boy Immanuel is certainly the son of Ahaz‖—i.e. Hezekiah. Hughes further speculates 

that Isaiah 9:1-6 then could be taken as ―an oracle on the birth of Hezekiah,‖ yet along 

with numerous other scholars, McHugh points to the difficulties with this interpretation 

based on the chronological data presented in II Kings 15-18. Nevertheless, he believes 

that it is possible to make the chronology work in order to have Immanuel be Hezekiah.  

 After suggesting that the dates regarding the reigns of Ahaz, Pekah, and Hoshea 

were the result of faulty scribal revision,
187

 McHugh suggests that Hezekiah ascended the 

throne in Jerusalem around 715 BCE, based on II Kings 18:13 that states Sennacherib‘s 

invasion (which was 701 BCE) took place in Hezekiah‘s 14
th

 year. Therefore, Hezekiah‘s 

reign was 715-686 BCE, and Ahaz‘s reign was 731-715 BCE. Yet McHugh argues that 

Hezekiah could not have been 25 years old at his ascension, but rather was 15 years old, 

and therefore must have been born around 730 BCE.  
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nd
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th

.‖ Stating it would be ―absurd‖ to 
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th
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 year of Pekah. Therefore, Ahaz‘s 2
nd

 year would be Pekah‘s 9
th

 year; if Pekah reigned for 20 

years, then Hoshea could not have ascended the throne in Ahaz‘s 2
nd

 year. Therefore, the copyist of ―The 

Book of the Annals of the Kings of Israel‖ changed ―2
nd

‖ to ―12
th

‖ to ―tidy up‖ the chronology for the kings 

of the northern kingdom. Essentially, McHugh‘s argument is that the final redactor of II Kings based his 
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 With these changes, McHugh states that ―This chronological pattern seems to 

account for the present text of II Kings, and to remove the chronological difficulties 

against the identification of Immanuel with Hezekiah.‖
188

 Yet his reconstruction leaves 

much to be desired. Not only must one recognize that McHugh‘s attempted revision fails 

to put together a believable historical picture, one must also question any proposal that 

alters so much of the biblical data. In order to accept McHugh‘s argument, one must: (a) 

ignore the chronological problem of having Hezekiah‘s reign extending to 686 BCE, (b) 

believe that the final redactor of II Kings just happened to be using faulty copies from 

both Israel and Judah, and (c) completely ignore the claim in II Kings 18:9-10 that 

Hezekiah was king during the fall of Samaria, which we know to be 721 BCE. 

Furthermore, one must be convinced of the rationale McHugh uses to change Hezekiah‘s 

age from 25 to 15 at his ascension. Although this thesis will provide such rationale later 

on, McHugh offers no such thing. In short, McHugh‘s attempt to make the chronology 

work so that it is possible to equate Hezekiah with ―Immanuel‖ in Isaiah 7:14 simply is 

not convincing.  

VI. 4. The Relationship of the Reign of Ahaz to the Accession of Hezekiah:  

J. Barton Payne 
 

 The final scholar we will look at who has wrestled with the chronology 

surrounding Hezekiah‘s reign is J. Barton Payne. In his article, Payne outlines the three 

most common proposed dates for Ahaz‘s reign: (a) 743-728 BCE, (b) 735-719 BCE, and 

(c) 731-715 BCE. While stating that the first option seems the most attractive, Payne still 
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lists six criticisms against it,
189

 and admits that on a purely historical-critical level he 

cannot account for all six criticisms. Given this realization of the limits of historical-

critical methods, Payne suggests, ―A more fruitful approach to the whole problem would 

appear to lie in the investigation of Isaiah‘s overall literary structure.‖
190

 For example, he 

notes, along with other scholars, that the accounts of Hezekiah‘s illness (Isaiah 38) and 

the visit from the emissaries of Merodach-baladan (Isaiah 39) could not have happened 

during the events of Sennacherib‘s invasion of 701 BCE.
191

 He cites two basic reasons. 

First, YHWH extended Hezekiah‘s life for fifteen more years (therefore this ―illness‖ 

must have been closer to 713 BCE); and second, Merodach-baladan was on the throne in 

Babylon from 720-709 BCE. Payne states that despite his later uprising at the beginning 

of Sennacherib‘s reign, it was more likely that this visit happened earlier.  

 As one can see, Payne was not so much interested in trying to prove the correct 

dates for the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah, as he was pointing out the need for proper 

consideration of literary concerns within the text. ―Prudence would… seem to dictate a 
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more careful re-examination into Isaiah‘s possible literary intent in this passage…before 

abandoning [the view that Ahaz reigned from 743-728 BCE] and proceeding to rewrite 

eighth-century chronology on the basis of this single statement.‖
192

 In light of past 

historical-critical attempts to reconcile the problematic chronology of II Kings, Payne‘s 

realization of the limits to the historical-critical method rings true. Resolving these 

chronological problems on purely historical-critical grounds has proved to be a failure. 

Instead of clarifying the troubling chronological issues surrounding the reign of 

Hezekiah, historical-critical scholars have managed to turn these confusing chronological 

problems into frustrating conundrums devoid of any hope of answers. As said in chapter 

one, proper biblical exegesis needs to come to the text in its final form with one eye 

toward historical concerns and the other eye toward literary concerns. Both are necessary 

to see the biblical text clearly.  

VII. Proposed Revisions to the Chronologies of Ahaz and Hezekiah 

 It is abundantly clear that there is something wrong with the chronology of II 

Kings, particularly regarding the dates of Hezekiah‘s reign. At the very least, one can say 

with certainty that the ―history‖ surrounding the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah is 

ambiguous and unclear. The question, therefore becomes, ―How can this problem be best 

resolved?‖ Most scholars have favored II Kings 18:13 as correct, and have thus chosen to 

explain away or dismiss II Kings 18:1, 9-10. Yet to do this not only creates even more 

problems, it indirectly calls into the question the ―historical reliability‖ of the Bible. 

Other scholars have based their revised chronologies on supposed co-regencies of various 
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kings. Yet this also runs into serious problems, and imposes on the biblical texts extended 

periods of co-regency that the texts themselves give no indication of whatsoever.  

 This thesis asserts that the answer to the chronological problems of II Kings lies 

not only with historical-critical methods and literary analysis, but also with the realization 

that there are scribal errors in the text. If any scholar is to revise what he sees as a textual 

error, that scholar must attempt to make sure that his revision not only helps clarify the 

historical context of the text in question, but that his revision also helps accentuate the 

perceived literary structure of that given text. Granted, one should, if at all possible, try to 

accept the text as it is presented to us; one must consider the possibility that the 

chronological numbers in II Kings are there for more than just chronological reasons, and 

that they have been stylized in a literary fashion for a certain literary reasons. The case of 

the last four kings of Judah may be an example of this. Yet in the case of the sixth year 

and fourteenth year of Hezekiah, no clear literary reason for these numbers has yet been 

put forth. Given that as the case, we must entertain the possibility that at least one of 

these numbers is a historical error; and when that historical error has direct implications 

for correctly understanding a text as controversial as Isaiah 7:14, one is obligated to try to 

correct the historical error. Let it be repeated: the fundamental argument against 

identifying Hezekiah as the promised Immanuel of Isaiah 7:14 is based on what is clearly 

a flawed chronology in II Kings. Since (a) it is clearly flawed, and since (b) the biblical 

writer of I and II Kings was not simply ―writing literature,‖ but was also giving a 

prophetic interpretation of historical events, one is obligated to at least look at this issue 

more closely to see whether or not there is a simple resolution to this problem. The 

biblical writers of II Kings and Isaiah probably did not have access to the Assyrian annals 
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to double-check their chronologies, and therefore the chronological errors in the account 

of Hezekiah‘s reign went unnoticed. And, as far as understanding the theological and 

prophetic teachings found in II Kings and Isaiah goes, it is not essential or even necessary 

to ―get the chronology exactly right.‖ It was enough to know that Hezekiah was king 

during the fall of Samaria and during Sennacherib‘s invasion and to learn from the 

theological and prophetic teachings the biblical writers put forth in their works. For the 

modern historian, though, the chronological error is a problem just begging to be figured 

out. And indeed, when scholars hold up this flawed chronology to dismiss what is by all 

other accounts a clear identification of Hezekiah with Immanuel in Isaiah 7, it is 

imperative that one tries to figure out this thorny chronological problem. 

The question of how the chronology of Hezekiah fits into the literary structure of 

Proto-Isaiah will be addressed in the next few chapters. At present, though, we will 

address the apparent historical-critical error in II Kings and put forth a well-reasoned 

revision to that error that clarifies the chronological confusion of Hezekiah‘s reign in II 

Kings, and opens the door for the chronological possibility that Isaiah 7:14 was in fact a 

prophecy concerning the birth of Hezekiah.  

 The solution that this thesis will put forth contains the least amount of 

maneuvering and alteration of all the other proposed solutions put forth by other scholars. 

This thesis asserts that the cause for all the confusion surrounding the chronology of 

Hezekiah can be traced back to two scribal errors. The first is found in Isaiah 36:1 and II 

Kings 18:13. H.H. Rowley suggests that the text that says, ―It was in the fourteenth year 

of King Hezekiah‖ (WhY"©qiz>xi %l,M,äl; hn"÷v' hre’f.[, û[B;r>a;B. yhi‡y>w :) should read, ―in the twenty-

fourth year,‖ (~yri’f.[, [B;r>a;B.), on the grounds that a scribal error was made that rendered 
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the final ~- as a h-.193 Some might object to this on the grounds that this correction would 

place Sennacherib‘s campaign in 703 B.C., and not in 701 B.C. Rowley, though, points 

out that Hezekiah‘s rebellion and Sennacherib‘s campaign did not necessarily have to 

happen in the same year. After all, ―some time must have been spent in forcing Ekron to 

join in the revolt, and at that time Sennacherib‘s hands were full in other directions,‖
194

 

namely in confronting Merodach-Baladan of Babylon. Simply put, it takes time to start a 

revolt, and it takes even more time to send armies to attempt to put down a revolt. 

Rowley speculates that Hezekiah could have very well seen that Sennacherib was 

occupied with putting down the Babylonian threat, and therefore seized the opportunity 

to revolt and prepare defenses before Sennacherib could deal with it. He concludes, 

―There is nothing in the least improbable, therefore, in dating the revolt in 703 B.C., 

which would be in the twenty-fourth year of Hezekiah‘s reign, if he ascended to the 

throne six years before the fall of Samaria. Hence, it seems to me to be much easier to 

alter a single feature in a duplicated passage than to reject the repeated synchronisms.‖
195

 

Rowley‘s suggestion is very believable. One could argue though, that it is unnecessary. It 

is good enough to know that ―around that time‖ (703-701 BCE) Hezekiah‘s confrontation 

with Sennacherib came to a head.
196

  

 The second scribal error is found in II Kings 18:2, which tells us that Hezekiah 

was twenty-five years old (hn"v' vmeÛx'w> ~yrI’f.[,-!B,) when he began to reign. In contrast to 

                                                           
193

 H.H. Rowley, ―Hezekiah‘s Reform and Rebellion,‖ in Men of God (ed. H.H. Rowley; London: 

Thomas Nelson and Sons: 1963), 113. 
194

 Rowley, ―Hezekiah‘s Reform and Rebellion,‖ 113. 
195

 Rowley, ―Hezekiah‘s Reform and Rebellion,‖ 114-115. 
196

 Although this thesis agrees with Rowley‘s suggestion of a scribal error in Isaiah 36:1/II Kings 

18:13, it will, in the next chapter, take issue with Rowley‘s suggestion that the writer of Isaiah borrowed 

the Sennacherib account from II Kings.  
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the first scribal error, this error involves rendering the final h- as a final ~-. Therefore, 

instead of being twenty-five years old at the start of his reign, Hezekiah would have been 

fifteen years old. This would place his year of birth around 742 BCE, the year that Ahaz 

probably ascended the throne. The result of considering these two scribal errors can be 

illustrated in ―Option B‖ found in the chart in the appendix entitled Proposed Revisions 

to the Chronology of Ahaz and Hezekiah. 

 This revision, based on two very believable scribal errors, would not only do 

justice to II Kings 18:1, 9-10, and 13, it would place the year of Hezekiah‘s birth at 742 

BCE, the year Ahaz ascended the throne at twenty years of age. One might still object to 

this possibility on the grounds that even if Hezekiah was born in 742 BCE, the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis did not happen until around 735 BCE, and therefore Hezekiah would 

have been seven years old at the time of Isaiah‘s prophecy of Isaiah 7:14. This objection, 

though, fails to consider the larger picture that both II Kings 15 and Isaiah 7 gives 

regarding this time in the history of Judah. Although scholars correctly point out that the 

Syro-Ephraimite Crisis essentially ended roughly in 732 BCE, when King Tiglath-pileser 

of Assyria destroyed Aram and severely crippled Israel (which later was destroyed when 

Samaria fell in 721 BCE), they make two faulty assumptions: (a) that the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis lasted only from 735-732 BCE and (b) that Isaiah‘s Immanuel 

prophecy had to have been made shortly before 732 BCE, perhaps 735-733 BCE. 

 First of all, what most scholars fail to consider, though, is II Kings 15:37, which 

tells us that Rezin and Pekah had been harassing Judah ever since the later years of Ahaz‘s 

father, king Jotham. This would date the beginning of their harassment some time shortly 

before 742 BCE, before Jotham died, and before Ahaz became king. Therefore, according 
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to the biblical texts, the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis must have been an ongoing crisis for at 

least ten years or so. The point here is that the alliance between Ephraim and Aram, and 

their subsequent attacks on Judah, did not all happen with one march to Jerusalem in 735 

BCE. II Kings 16:6 records other conquests by Rezin, and II Chronicles 28:5-15 records 

further raids by Rezin and Pekah, and also gives a detailed account of what Israel did with 

the captives it took from Judah. In other words, the threat and many warning signs 

preceded the final showdown of 735 BCE, and these threats could have easily been going 

on in the years leading up to 735 BCE. 

 Secondly, if the proposed chronology is accepted, this would more than 

adequately paint a believable picture of the historical setting of Isaiah 7. Given the fact 

that Isaiah 7:6 tells us that Rezin and Pekah were planning to take Jerusalem and set up 

the son of Tabeel as its ruler, it would be logical to assume that this threat happened very 

early in Ahaz‘s reign, probably at the beginning, before Ahaz was firmly established as 

the king of Judah. It is much easier to oust a young, inexperienced ruler at the beginning 

of his reign, than it is when he is more firmly entrenched in his position. Therefore, this 

thesis proposes that it was this threat at the beginning of Ahaz‘s reign in 742 BCE that 

Isaiah was addressing in Isaiah 7. Consequently, the prophetic oracles of Isaiah 7-12 

should be dated, not in 735 BCE, but right around 742 BCE and shortly afterwards. We 

must remember that Isaiah 7:2 states that the House of David (i.e. Ahaz and his royal 

court) were terrified, and ―trembled as trees of the forest sway before a wind,‖ when they 

heard that Ephraim had allied itself with Aram, not when Rezin and Pekah made their 

march on Jerusalem. Therefore, if this is the case, then Isaiah‘s Immanuel prophecy of 

7:14 would have been made right around the time Hezekiah would have been born, thus 
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making it a strong possibility that Hezekiah was the prophesied Immanuel child to whom 

Isaiah was referring in 7:14. After all, Isaiah prophesied that by the time the ―Immanuel‖ 

child was old enough to reject evil and chose the good (i.e. grow into a young boy), that 

this threat from Rezin and Pekah would be gone (Isaiah 7:15-16). If this prophecy was 

made shortly before Hezekiah‘s birth, and if Hezekiah was born around 742 BCE, then he 

would have been around 10 years old when Tiglath-Pileser crushed Rezin, crippled Israel, 

and when Hoshea killed Pekah and became king in his place. Indeed, the threat of both 

Rezin and Pekah would have been done away with by the time Hezekiah was old enough 

to ―reject evil‖ and ―chose the good.‖  

 In light of all the failed attempts made to make sense of the confusing 

chronological data in II Kings, the proposal made in this chapter that the problems can be 

traced back to two scribal errors in II Kings 18:2 and II Kings 18:13/Isaiah 36:1 is both 

logically coherent and historically believable. First, not only does it require the least 

amount of textual maneuvering, but the possibility of these scribal errors is very 

understandable, given the close resemblance of the two words. Without the vowel points 

that were later added to the text by the Masoretes, the two words look virtually identical: 

~rf[,  hrf[. Secondly, the proposed revision to the chronology remains faithful to the 

overall historical picture that II Kings puts forth regarding the reign of Hezekiah, namely 

that Hezekiah became the king of Judah during the last years of the northern kingdom of 

Israel and was still the king of Judah in 701 BCE, at the time of Sennacherib‘s invasion 

of Judah. Thirdly, the proposed revision gives a more than adequate explanation for the 

Syro-Ephraimite threat to the throne of Ahaz: Rezin and Pekah, who had already been 

harassing Judah during Jotham‘s reign, attempted to seize control of Judah as soon as 
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Jotham died and before Ahaz could firmly establish his kingship. Finally, the proposed 

chronological revision is also able to place the birth of Hezekiah around the year 742 

BCE, the exact time when Ahaz, the newly crowned king of Judah, not only would have 

been faced with the very real threat of Rezin and Pekah, but would also have been 

challenged by Isaiah to put his trust in YHWH. 

 By contrast, all other attempts to solve the chronological puzzle of II Kings 

involve highly suspicious manipulations of the texts and flat out rejections of the 

historical reliability of various parts of the biblical record. Furthermore, instead of being 

able to account for the various other factors that come into play when dealing with the 

reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah, these other attempts have simply created more 

chronological problems than they have solved. Now that both the immediate context of 

Isaiah 7 and the greater context of Isaiah 7-12 has been analyzed, and the chronological 

problems of II Kings have been addressed, we now turn our attention to Isaiah 36-39 to 

address further issues of the historical reliability of the Sennacherib accounts, the 

primacy of either Proto-Isaiah or II Kings, and the literary coherence and structure of 

Proto-Isaiah. 
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Chapter Four 

Isaiah 36-39 vs. II Kings 18-20: Priority and Historical Reliability  

I. Introduction 

 The driving argument in this thesis is that Isaiah 7:14 is first and foremost a 

prophecy about the birth of Hezekiah and certain historical events that were to unfold 

during his reign. In chapter two we analyzed the traditional exegetical arguments 

concerning the variants within Isaiah 7:14 and concluded that, when read within the 

immediate context of Isaiah 7:13-25 and the larger context of Isaiah 7-12, the most likely 

candidate for the Immanuel child was a royal child of Ahaz, probably Hezekiah. While 

there is no conclusive proof within the contexts of 7:13-25 and chapters 7-12 that clearly 

points to Hezekiah being the Immanuel child, there are certainly enough indications that 

point to such an identification as being probable. After all, the prophecy not only spoke 

of events that were to happen within the child‘s lifetime (i.e. the fall of Aram and 

Ephraim), but it also spoke of the child himself becoming a king. The only candidate that 

would fit these qualifications would be Hezekiah.  

The traditional objection to identifying Immanuel with Hezekiah, of course, was 

the chronological inconsistencies found in II Kings 18-20 surrounding Hezekiah‘s reign. 

This issue was dealt with in chapter three. It was demonstrated that, given the clear 

chronological error(s) within II Kings, a plausible reconstruction of the timeline within II 

Kings could be made to allow for the possibility that Isaiah could have uttered his 

Immanuel prophecy around 742 BCE, early on in the reign of King Ahaz, shortly before 
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the birth of Hezekiah. In fact, it was demonstrated that such a reconstruction was the 

most probable reconstruction of the all the options available.  

 Yet even though the arguments put forth in the previous two chapters advance the 

ultimate argument that the prophesied Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14 is Hezekiah, more 

work must be done to solidify such a claim. This thesis asserts that the ultimate proof of 

such a claim lies, not just within the immediate context of Isaiah 7-12 or a reconstructed 

timeline of the chronology in II Kings 18-20, but rather in the fact that the overall literary 

structure of Proto-Isaiah is dependent upon the proper identification of Immanuel as 

Hezekiah. In other words, the identification of Immanuel as Hezekiah is the key to 

unlocking the bookend structure of Proto-Isaiah. The ultimate argument of this thesis is 

that Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-39 function within Proto-Isaiah as literary bookends that 

provide a structure and context to Proto-Isaiah as a whole. Isaiah 7-12 gives us the 

prophecy of Immanuel and Isaiah 36-39 gives us the fulfillment of that Immanuel 

prophecy. As we will see in chapter five, the literary connections and parallels between 

these two literary bookends abound. Yet before we address these synchronic issues, we 

must first address certain diachronic concerns.  

 Isaiah 36-39 has proven to be extremely problematic in recent scholarship and has 

long been the subject of scholarly dispute. There are questions regarding its relationship 

to II Kings 18-20, its date, occasion, and purpose, its place and function within the book 

of Isaiah, as well as its historical reliability. It becomes necessary, therefore, to touch 

upon these issues. This chapter will focus on Isaiah 36-39 to lay the groundwork for the 

ultimate argument in chapter five that Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-39 act as ―bookends‖ 

within the larger literary structure of Proto-Isaiah that highlight the prophecy (chapters 7-
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12) and fulfillment of that prophecy (chapters 36-39). As with the previous chapter, there 

is a considerable amount of debate regarding not only the relationship between Isaiah 36-

39 and its parallel text found in II Kings 18-20, but also the historical reliability of these 

texts as a whole. Therefore we must wrestle with these questions and achieve a certain 

amount of clarity before we move on. 

 Although the argument of this thesis is essentially a literary one, one must also 

consider the various historical-critical issues surrounding the accounts of Hezekiah‘s 

reign simply because literary issues and historical issues are inextricably connected to 

each other. This is what was stressed in chapter one: there is no single method that can 

answer all relevant exegetical questions; one must use a variety of methods if one is to 

come to a full exegetical understanding of any given text. When it comes to Isaiah 36-39, 

this thesis asserts that the writer of Isaiah 36-39 sought to relate the actual historical 

events related to Sennacherib‘s invasion in 701 BCE with the purpose of arguing that 

these events were a fulfillment of Isaiah‘s Immanuel prophecy of chapters 7-12. This 

view resulted in the current ―bookend structure‖ within Proto-Isaiah of chapters 7-12 and 

chapters 36-39. Simply put, the historical events in Isaiah 36-39 inspired the literary 

structure of Proto-Isaiah. For this reason, it is necessary to address the diachronic issues 

surrounding Isaiah 36-39, II Kings 18-20, and to a certain extent II Chronicles 29-32. 

These accounts tell about Hezekiah‘s religious reforms,
197

 the invasion of Sennacherib,
198

 

Hezekiah‘s illness and recovery,
199

 and the visit of envoys from Merodach-Baladan of 

Babylon to Hezekiah.
200

 It is to these biblical accounts we now turn. 
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 II Chronicles 29-31 
198

 Isaiah 36-37; II Kings 18-19; II Chronicles 32:1-23 
199

 Isaiah 38; II Kings 20:1-11; II Chronicles 32:24-26 
200

 Isaiah 39; II Kings 20:12-19; II Chronicles 32:27-33 
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II. Isaiah 36-39 and its Parallels in II Kings 18-20 and II Chronicles 29-32 

 

 In chapter three a brief overview of these chapters was given to help address the 

chronological problems found within II Kings 18-20. In this chapter we must once again 

turn to these chapters to address the issues of priority, possible sources, literary structure, 

and historical reliability. To see how these texts relate to each other we must consider the 

following chart of the three parallel accounts in the Bible of Hezekiah‘s reign. 

Isaiah 36-39 II Kings 18-20 II Chronicles 29-32 
 18:1-8: Hezekiah restores the 

worship of YHWH 

29:1-36: Hezekiah cleanses 

the Temple; restores worship 

18:9-12: Account of the siege 

and destruction of Samaria in 

Hezekiah‘s 4
th
 and 6

th
 years 

respectively 

30:1-27: Hezekiah‘s attempt 

to invite Israel  to Passover 

31:1-21: Hezekiah organizes 

the priests 

 18: (13)14-16: Sennacherib‘s 

invasion and Hezekiah‘s 

capitulation 

32:1-8: Hezekiah prepares for 

Sennacherib‘s invasion 

36:1-22: Sennacherib‘s 1
st
 

taunt by the hand of the 

Rabshakeh 

18:17-37: Sennacherib‘s 1
st
 

taunt by the hand of the 

Rabshakeh 

32:9-15: Sennacherib‘s 1
st
 

taunt by the hand of his 

servants 

37:1-7: Isaiah reassures 

Hezekiah: Sennacherib will not 

defeat you 

19:1-7: Isaiah reassures 

Hezekiah: Sennacherib will 

not defeat you 

 

37:8-13: Sennacherib‘s 2
nd

 

taunt by the hand of 

messengers 

19:8-13: Sennacherib‘s 2
nd

 

taunt by the hand of 

messengers 

32:16-19: Sennacherib‘s 2
nd

 

taunt by letter 

37:14-20: Hezekiah‘s prayer in 

the Temple 

19:14-19: Hezekiah‘s prayer 

in the Temple 

 

37:21-35: Isaiah‘s 2
nd

 

reassurance to Hezekiah: 

Sennacherib will not defeat you 

19:20-34: Isaiah‘s 2
nd

 

reassurance to Hezekiah: 

Sennacherib will not defeat 

you 

37:36-38: Sennacherib‘s army 

destroyed by an angel of 

YHWH 

19:35-37: Sennacherib‘s army 

destroyed by an angel of 

YHWH 

32:20-23: Sennacherib‘s army 

destroyed by an angel of 

YHWH 

38:1-8, 21-22: Hezekiah‘s 

illness and healing 

20:1-11: Hezekiah‘s illness 

and healing 

32:24-26: Hezekiah‘s illness 

38:9-20: Hezekiah‘s prayer   

39:1-8: Envoys from the king 

of Babylon 

20:12-19: Envoys from the 

king of Babylon 

32:27-31: Envoys from the 

princes of Babylon 

 20:20-21: Hezekiah‘s death 32:32-33: Hezekiah‘s death 
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 As one can see from the chart, the bulk of Isaiah 36-39 (with the exception of 

Hezekiah‘s prayer in 38:9-20) is identical to II Kings 18:13, 17-20:19. In addition, II 

Kings also contains an account of Hezekiah‘s death that is missing in Isaiah. These twin 

accounts cover the particulars of Sennacherib‘s invasion, Hezekiah‘s illness and healing, 

and the visit from the envoys of Merodach-baladan of Babylon. Just as Isaiah has 

included Hezekiah‘s prayer of 38:9-20, II Kings has included three minor accounts 

unique to his Hezekiah narrative: (a) a brief account of Hezekiah‘s reforms (18:1-8), (b) 

information on the destruction of Samaria (18:9-12), and (c) additional information about 

Hezekiah‘s attempt to pay off Sennacherib (18:13-16). As one can see, the II Chronicles 

account of Hezekiah‘s reign covers the same major events in Hezekiah‘s reign 

(Sennacherib‘s invasion, Hezekiah‘s illness,  and the visit by envoys from Babylon), but 

clearly is an entirely different written account. In fact, it is generally acknowledged that 

the account in II Chronicles is the latest of the three accounts, probably written by priests 

during or after the exile.
201

 Regardless, II Chronicles 29-32 includes detailed accounts of 

(a) Hezekiah‘s religious reforms, (b) Hezekiah‘s attempt to invite those from Israel to 

celebrate Passover in Jerusalem, (c) Hezekiah‘s organization of the priests, and (d) 

Hezekiah‘s preparations for Sennacherib‘s invasion.  

 Given the later date of II Chronicles, our primary interest is the parallel accounts 

of Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18-20. When comparing these accounts, a number of issues 

must be dealt with. First, there is the question of priority: does one account hold priority 

over the other, or do both accounts borrow from an earlier source? Second, there is the 

question of the literary unity of both accounts. Third, there is the question of the date of 

                                                           
201

 ―Though scholars share no precise agreement as to his date, it seems quite certain that the 

Chronicler could not have compiled his work much before 400 B.C.‖ William Sanford La Sor, David Allen 

Hubbard, and Frederic William Bush, Old Testament Survey (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 633. 
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composition of Isaiah 36-39 and the purpose of Proto-Isaiah as a whole. Finally, there is 

the question of the historical reliability of the Sennacherib account in Isaiah 36-39. 

Scholars have been attempting to answer these difficult questions for some time. We will 

now examine the past scholarship regarding these four exegetical issues.  

III. Overview of the Current Scholarship Regarding 

Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18-20 

 

 Truth be told, it is virtually impossible to analyze and discuss the four major 

exegetical issues regarding Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18-20 in isolation from each other. 

Each individual issue is closely tied to the other three issues.
202

 For the sake of clarity, we 

will first outline the prevailing scholarly views regarding these four issues and then 

analyze each view accordingly. When it comes to the issue of priority, there are three 

views: (a) II Kings 18-20 holds priority over Isaiah 36-39, (b) Isaiah 36-39 holds priority 

over II Kings 18-20, and (c) both accounts borrowed from an earlier source and therefore 

neither one borrowed from the other.
203

 When it comes to the literary unity of Isaiah 36-

39, the prevailing scholarly opinion, stemming from the view that Isaiah 36-39 got its 

material from II Kings 18-20, holds that the text in II Kings 18-20 (and subsequently 

Isaiah 36-39) is a heavily (and somewhat sloppy) redacted conglomeration of two earlier 

sources. The result of this view is that the text in II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39 does 

not contain a clear literary unity. There are other scholars, though, who hold to the view 

that Isaiah 36-39 is a highly artistic literary account that holds together as a literary unity. 

                                                           
202

 For example, one who holds that Isaiah 36-39 was composed after II Kings 18-20 will also 

probably claim that the date of composition of Isaiah 36-39 was during the exile. This would, in turn, lead 

to the view that Isaiah 36-39 should not be seen as part of Proto-Isaiah, or at best an appendix of sorts, and 

therefore not only would any connections between Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 would be considered the work of 

exilic redactors, but the historical reliability of Isaiah 36-39 would be called into question. 
203

 Various scholars who hold these three views are discussed in the following discussion. 
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There have also been a number of proposals regarding the date of composition of Isaiah 

36-39. Such views range from dating Isaiah 36-39 during the time of the exile, to dating it 

during the time of Josiah, to dating it shortly after the time of Hezekiah and Isaiah, 

sometime during the reign of Manasseh. Finally, when it comes to the question of 

historical reliability, scholars tend to go in one of two directions. Some see Isaiah 36-39 

and II Kings 18-20 as fictional accounts of Hezekiah‘s reign written by exilic redactors 

who intentionally re-wrote history to suit their theological agenda in which they wanted 

to show Hezekiah as a righteous king who, because he was faithful to YHWH, was 

rewarded for his faithfulness. Others hold, while there is no doubt that both accounts (a) 

are highly stylized from a literary point of view and (b) clearly have a theological point of 

view, that Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18-20 provide a relatively trustworthy account of the 

events during Hezekiah‘s reign. Not only is each exegetical issue fascinating in and of 

itself, but taken together, these four issues greatly affect how one views (a) the general 

historical picture put forth in Proto-Isaiah, (b) the overall literary structure of Proto-

Isaiah, and, as is the focus of this thesis, (c) the identity and function of the Immanuel 

child in 7:14 within Proto-Isaiah. For this reason alone, we are impelled to clearly 

analyze and critique the exegetical issues surrounding Isaiah 36-39 so that we can further 

understand Isaiah 7:14. 

III. 1. The Priority of II Kings 18-20 over Isaiah 36-39 

The one who first suggested that II Kings 18-20 held priority over Isaiah 36-39 

was Wilhelm Gesenius. He argued that Isaiah 36-39 was drawn from II Kings and that 

while II Kings 18:13-20:19 fit in with the overall structure of II Kings, its parallel 

account in Isaiah 36-39 did not fit in with the overall structure of Isaiah. Therefore II 
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Kings 18-20 was assumed to have priority over Isaiah 36-39. Christopher Seitz 

summarizes Gesenius‘ reasons for this as follows: 

―Essentially, Isaiah is a text that has smoothed out difficulties in Kings, by means 

of shortening, consistency of rendering, and generally tidying up. In a classic 

argument, the ‗difficult text‘ has priority, except where clumsy transpositions 

signal that an original sense has been disturbed. To this, Gesenius added his own 

logical  observations: (1) the  narratives conform to the style and larger plan of 

Kings, not Isaiah; (2) the Book of Isaiah continued to develop after Kings was 

completed, thus making the direction of dependence from Kings to Isaiah, not the 

reverse; (3) Isaiah 36-39 is analogous to Jeremiah 52.‖
204

 

 

This has become the dominant view among biblical scholars. Raymond F. Person, Jr., for 

example, speaking of Isaiah 36-39, states, ―Since these chapters were copied from II 

Kings 18-20, Isaiah 36-39 are assumed to have a literary unity with the exception of the 

addition of Isaiah 38:9-20, which has no parallel in Kings and is generally assumed to 

have been added when the Kings passage was inserted into its Isaianic context.‖
205

 Peter 

R. Ackroyd‘s belief that II Kings holds priority over Isaiah can be seen when he states, 

―Narrative and archival material concerning Hezekiah appears in II Kings 18-20, the 

main part of which is found also, in a partially deviant text, in Isaiah 36-39.‖
206

 H.H. 

Rowley also acknowledges this common assumption when he states, ―Much of this 

narrative [II Kings 18-19] stands also in Isaiah 36-37, and it is generally believed that it 

was taken by the compiler of the book of Isaiah from the account in Kings.‖
207

 In 

addition to these three scholars there are many more who share this assumption.
208
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 Christopher R. Seitz, Zion‟s Final Destiny, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 49. 
205

 Raymond F. Person, Jr. ―II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39: A Text Critical Case Study in the 

Redaction History of the Book of Isaiah,‖ in Zeitschrift fur die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, (1999), 374. 
206

 Ackroyd, The Biblical Interpretation of the Reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah, 247. 
207

 Rowley, Hezekiah‟s Reform and Rebellion, 100.  
208

 Nadav Na‘aman, in his article ―Updating the Messages,‖ identifies even more scholars who 

have articulated this view of the priority of II Kings: (a) August H. Konkel, ―The Sources of the Story of 

Hezekiah in the Book of Isaiah,‖ VT 43 (1993), 462-482; (b) Hugh G.M. Williamson, ―Hezekiah and the 

Temple,‖ in Text, Temples, and Traditions: A Tribute to Menahem Haran (ed. M.V. Fox et al; Winona 

Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1996),  47-52; (c) Marvin A. Sweeney, Isaiah 1-39 with an Introduction to 
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III. 2. II Kings 18-20: Sources, Literary Structure, and Historical Reliability  

 The assumption that II Kings 18-20 holds priority over Isaiah 36-39 has led 

scholars to view these parallel texts in different ways.  In terms of II Kings 18-20, 

scholars have tended to take up two issues. The first issue is that of the apparent redaction 

of sources within II Kings 18-20; the second issue is that of the historical reliability of II 

Kings 18-20. Scholars believe that the material in II Kings 18-20, particularly 18:13-

20:21, is really a redacted account comprised from three different sources: 18:13-16 

(Account A), 18:17-19:9a, 36-37 (Account B1), and II Kings 19:9b-35 (Account B2).
209

 

Account A is generally regarded as the historically reliable account, whereas accounts B1 

and B2 are considered to be theologically-charged, highly legendary accounts that are not 

historically reliable. How scholars eventually came to these conclusions is rather 

interesting. Once scholars determined that II Kings 18-20 held priority over Isaiah 36-39, 

they were faced with a problem: II Kings 18:14-16. Although II Kings 18:13 and Isaiah 

36:1 corresponded with each other, and although II Kings 18:17ff and Isaiah 36:2ff 

corresponded with each other, II Kings 18:14-16 stood entirely on its own. For some 

reason, scholars surmise, the writer of Isaiah chose not to copy those verses.
210

 According 
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to Gesenius, the reason was that II Kings 18:14-16 provided a problematic and difficult 

reading, and therefore the writer of Isaiah attempted to smooth out the difficulty. In any 

case, II Kings 18:13-16 was deemed to be the most historical of the material in II Kings 

18-19 because it seemed to coincide with what we are told about Sennacherib‘s invasion 

as recorded in the Assyrian annals. ―Both sources are agreed upon the capture of the 

Judaean countryside, the capitulation of Hezekiah without an assault on the city, and, in 

general, on the terms of the tribute.‖
211

 Because II Kings 18:13-16 is ―verified‖ by the 

Assyrian annals, scholars have taken it to be the historically reliable account, as opposed 

to the narrative that follows it.  

 When it comes to ―Account B‖ though, further problems arise, for II Kings 18:17-

19:37 apparently ―makes no reference to the events in A, and, in fact, takes no 

cognizance whatever of the reported capitulation.‖
212

 Given this apparent problem, 

scholars felt that they had to make sense of it. This brought about ―a decided interest in 

strictly historical matters, in isolation from literary developments within Isaiah, to be 

sure, but also in isolation from literary developments in Kings outside the narrower unit 

18:13-19:37.‖
213

 Simply put, upon seeing this ―problem‖ within II Kings, scholars have 

tried to figure out ―what really happened‖ during Sennacherib‘s invasion of 701 BCE. 

 Beginning with Stade, scholars eventually accepted the theory that II Kings 

18:13-19:37 was a combination of three different sources: II Kings 18:13-16 (Account 

A), II Kings 18:17-19:9a, 36-37 (Account B1), and II Kings 19:9b-35 (Account B2). 

Stade was the first scholar who suggested that II Kings 18:13-19:37 be divided up into 

two separate accounts. Despite the fact that II Kings 18:17-19:37 is presented in the text 
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as a unity, Stade believed that there was evidence of a redactor‘s seam in 19:9: the 

expression bv'Y"’w: (―he returned‖). This expression, it was argued, seemed to function as a 

logical beginning for B2. Based on this perceived seam, the main Sennacherib narrative 

was thought to be a compilation of two sources, 18:17-19:9a and 19:9b-37. It was argued 

that these two accounts shared a close parallelism in both structure and content. It seemed 

highly unlikely to scholars that a single account would repeat itself to the extent found in 

the Sennacherib account.
214

 The only significant revision has been that of Brevard Childs, 

who has claimed the two accounts should be divided as follows: 18:17-19:9a, 36-37 and 

19:9b-35.
215

 Childs argues that 19:36-37 provides the proper ending of B1. Therefore, the 

last few verses in ―Account B1‖ (II Kings 19:8-9a, 36-37) look like this: 

8
The Rabshakeh returned, and found the king of Assyria fighting against Libnah; 

for he had heard that the king had left Lachish.  
9
When the king heard concerning 

King Tirhakah of Ethiopia, "See, he has set out to fight against you," 
36

Then King 

Sennacherib of Assyria left, went home, and lived at Nineveh. 
37

As he was 

worshiping in the house of his god Nisroch, his sons Adrammelech and Sharezer 

killed him with the sword, and they escaped into the land of Ararat. His son Esar-

haddon succeeded him. 

 

There are two nagging problems with this division, though. First, Childs points out that at 

the very point of this alleged seam at II Kings 19:9 there is a textual variant. II Kings 

reads bv'Y"’w: (―he returned‖), Isaiah 37:9 reads [m;v.YIw: (―he heard‖). What further 

complicates matters is that in 4QIs
a both variants are retained to where it reads ―he heard 

and he returned.‖
216

 Secondly, II Kings 19:36 is needed by both accounts B1 and B2. ―B1 

needs both a destination for Sennacherib‘s return in 9b as well as a setting for his death in 

v. 37. B2 requires not only Yahweh‘s successful defense of the city (predicted in v. 32), 
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but also the return of the Assyrian king to his own land (predicted in v. 33).‖
217

 To 

resolve this latter problem, Childs makes reference to Duhm
218

 who argued that II Kings 

19:33 was a secondary addition to the original text. His reasoning was that not only is the 

phrase hw")hy>-~aun> (―an oracle of YHWH‖) ―unexpected for an oracle in Kings which 

continues,‖ but that verse 33 is a composite of 19:28b and 32a, and stands in tension with 

the complete destruction of the Assyrians described in 19:35.
219

  

 Childs‘ ultimate conclusions regarding Accounts B1 and B2 differ slightly with 

many scholars who claim that both accounts are legendary. When it comes to B1, Childs 

seems to lean toward the view that at its core, the material in B1 ―reflects ancient 

tradition with a genuinely historical setting.‖
220

 Nevertheless he also acknowledges that 

―newer elements have entered into the account and have been formed into a unified story 

which bears the stamp of the Dtr. author.‖
221

 When it comes to B2, though, Childs claims 

that the account ―has revealed the characteristics of this legendary source…‖ that 

contains a clear effort to portray Hezekiah as a type of faithful king.
222

 He further 

concludes that given this understanding of B2 that we should be warned ―against a 

simple-minded historical reading of the text.‖
223

 

 This scholarly division of II Kings 18:17-19:37 has had an astounding effect on 

the quest to find out ―what really happened‖ during Sennacherib‘s invasion. The general 

understanding of these three sources among scholars has been that II Kings 18:13-16 

contains the historically reliable account of Sennacherib‘s invasion of 701 BCE, namely 
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because it seems to agree with Sennacherib‘s own annals; II Kings 18:17-19:9a, 36-37 

and 19:9b-35, though, are considered to be legendary redactions from the exilic period. 

Therefore, ―what really happened‖ in 701 BCE is that after Sennacherib invaded Judah in 

response to Hezekiah‘s rebellion and devastated most of Hezekiah‘s kingdom, Hezekiah 

paid tribute to Sennacherib in order to avert the destruction of Jerusalem. Sennacherib 

accepted Hezekiah‘s tribute and left Hezekiah on the throne in Jerusalem. Consequently, 

there was no glorious and miraculous sparing of Jerusalem by YHWH in 701 BCE. 

Hezekiah actually survived by the skin of his teeth, and Isaiah, far from supporting 

Hezekiah, actually had condemned Hezekiah‘s rebellion. This, quite obviously, has led to 

further skepticism of the biblical portrait of Hezekiah as a whole. Today, not only is the 

biblical account of the invasion of Sennacherib doubted by scholars, but the very picture 

the Bible gives us of Hezekiah himself has come under fire. This thesis, as will shortly be 

discussed in further detail, asserts that such overzealous skepticism has proven to be 

extremely detrimental to biblical scholarship. 

III. 3. Isaiah 36-39: Literary Structure, Date, and Purpose  

With the issues of priority and historical reliability already addressed within 

scholars‘ treatment of II Kings 18-20, the dominant questions regarding Isaiah 36-39 

have tended to be in relation to its date of redaction and its function within Isaiah as a 

whole. In his work, Zion‟s Final Destiny, Christopher Seitz gives a detailed analysis of 

the various theories regarding the role of Isaiah 36-39 within the development of the book 

of Isaiah.
224

 Although there are many variations on this issue, essentially, since scholars 

generally believe that Isaiah 36-39 borrowed from II Kings 18-20, they have tended to 
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push the redaction of Isaiah 36-39 to sometime long after the time of Isaiah and the first 

35 chapters of Proto-Isaiah. Some, like R.E. Clements, claim that, whereas II Kings 18-

20 was written during the reign of Josiah, the redaction of that material into Isaiah 36-39 

happened after the composition of Isaiah 40-55 and inserted into its present position to 

act as a transitional bridge between First and Second Isaiah.
225

 Other scholars, like John 

Hayes and Stuart Irvine, hold that virtually all of Isaiah 1-39 goes back to the prophet 

Isaiah himself.
226

 

Nevertheless, it is clear, as John Walton and P.R. Ackroyd both have pointed out, 

that Isaiah 38-39 is out of chronological order. These chapters have been put in their 

present position in order to look forward to the events of the Babylonian exile and the 

following chapters of Isaiah 40-66.
227

 It is perhaps this clear evidence of redaction that 

has caused many scholars to argue that the material in chapters 36-39 is the product of a 

much later time than the events they record. Any connections between chapters 36-39 and 

chapters 1-35, therefore, are viewed by many scholars as rather artificial attempts by later 

redactors driven by their own theological agendas.  

IV. The Shortcomings of the Prevailing Current Scholarship 

 The views and opinions discussed above can be seen in virtually every scholarly 

work on both Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18-20. Nevertheless, it must be pointed out that 

these views are not unanimously held among scholars. There are dissenting voices, and 
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with good reason. As we will now see, these assumptions that are so prevalent in modern 

scholarship are in reality highly questionable and deeply flawed. Simply put, there are 

major chinks in the armor of the prevailing scholarship regarding Isaiah 36-39 and II 

Kings 18-20. Not only is it not so obvious that II Kings 18-20 holds priority over Isaiah 

36-39, but it is also abundantly clear that the reasoning used to uphold the conventional 

belief that (a) the material in question is a compilation of three sources and that (b) the 

vast majority of this material is unhistorical and legendary, is highly speculative at best, 

with very little real evidence to support its arguments. 

What one quickly realizes when analyzing these issues is that there is an element 

of cause and effect at work. The ultimate cause of the debates surrounding the biblical 

account of Sennacherib‘s invasion is the assumption that II Kings 18-20 has priority over 

Isaiah 36-39. The effect of this assumption was twofold: (a) the literary position of Isaiah 

36-39 was called into question; and (b) the textual question of II Kings 18:13-16 brought 

up the question of the literary unity of II Kings 18-19, as well as the historical question 

concerning what really happened in 701 BCE. This led to the division of II Kings 18:13-

19:37 into two separate accounts, which in turn led scholars to postulate that II Kings 

18:13-16 was the true historical account, and accounts B1 and B2 were simply later 

redacted legends of Hezekiah. This dismissal of the historical reliability of 18:17-19:37, 

in turn, has led to scholars questioning the historical reliability of everything in the 

biblical accounts of Hezekiah‘s reign. Over time these assumptions are actually put forth 

as evidence to support the prevailing views of (a) the priority of II Kings 18-20, and (b) 

the historical unreliability of ―accounts B1 and B2.‖ In reality, though, what we have is a 

house built on sand. Brevard Childs is undoubtedly correct when he observes that ―every 
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hypothetical reconstruction rests upon unproven assumptions to prevent the degree of 

historical probability needed to form a consensus.‖
228

 

 We therefore must question these assumptions made by modern biblical 

scholarship regarding these biblical accounts of Hezekiah‘s reign, particularly that of the 

invasion of Sennacherib. Although the main goal of this thesis is not to prove the 

historical reliability of the biblical accounts regarding the invasion of Sennacherib, it 

nevertheless asserts that at its core these biblical accounts should be regarded as 

historically reliable and that the accepted views of modern biblical scholarship regarding 

the biblical accounts of Sennacherib‘s invasion are deeply flawed. Simply put, what one 

believes about the historical reliability regarding biblical accounts of Hezekiah‘s reign 

will affect how one will understand the relationship between Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-

39, as well as the overall structure of Proto-Isaiah itself. While there has undoubtedly 

been creative literary shaping of the text by later scribal exegetes, to dismiss the majority 

of biblical accounts as mere fanciful projections by later theologically-biased redactors is 

very simplistic, naïve, and in actuality, uncritical.  

Although this thesis readily admits that its argument for the literary bookend 

structure of Proto-Isaiah can be made on purely literary grounds, without any 

consideration of the text‘s historical reliability, it does not believe such an unhistorical 

argument would do justice to the integrity of the biblical text. Redaction and scribal 

exegesis does not mean that the redactors were either ignorant of the historical facts or 

deliberately trying to obscure them. Rather, it means they were attempting to highlight 

and explain how YHWH‘s purpose and covenant with Israel had played out within their 

history. In other words, what we have in Isaiah 36-39 is the product of later ―inner-
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biblical‖ exegesis by scribes of the exilic period who took the core historical events and 

records from the time of Hezekiah, reflected on the theological significance of those 

events, and re-shaped and edited them in order to bring about a theological reflection and 

understanding of those critical events of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and the invasion of 

Sennacherib. Although they obviously re-fashioned, perhaps considerably, these chapters 

during or after the exile, this thesis asserts that the core story and perspective had its roots 

in the actual historical events.  

An example of the kind of modern biblical scholarship that this thesis is 

criticizing can be found in the work of R.E. Clements. In his work he clearly shows that 

he shares these assumptions of most modern scholars: (a) the priority of II Kings, (b) the 

legendary unhistorical status of II Kings 18:17-19:37, and (c) the late date of Isaiah 36-39 

and the impact that has on understanding the book of Isaiah. Before we explore 

alternative views regarding the Sennacherib account in II Kings and Isaiah, we will first 

critique the work of Clements in order to show just how much this modern scholarly 

position is based on shifting sand. 

V. R.E. Clements: Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem 

 In his book, Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem, Clements developed the 

prevailing scholarly assumptions regarding II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39 into a further 

argument regarding what he considers to be the origin of the theological belief of Zion‘s 

inviolability. Although Clements does not specifically comment on the question of 

priority of either II Kings 18-20 or Isaiah 36-39, his position regarding the dating of this 

material is that it was composed during the reign of Josiah and therefore could not be 

considered to be related to the original work of Isaiah. Yet from the very beginning of his 
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work, Clements makes his position regarding II Kings 18:17-19:37/Isaiah 36-37 clear: it 

is ―a late legendary version of what happened in 701, of which a more accurate historical 

picture is afforded by the Assyrian annals and the report of Hezekiah‘s surrender in II 

Kings 18:13-16.‖
229

 The question Clements attempts to answer, therefore, is, given the 

assumption that II Kings 18:17-19:37/Isaiah 36-37 is an unhistorical legend, how did this 

story of Jerusalem‘s miraculous deliverance come about? Simply put, Clements‘ answer 

to this question is as follows: the material in II Kings 18:17-20:21/Isaiah 36-39 was 

composed during the reign of Josiah with the purpose of inspiring and encouraging the 

Judeans at that time to throw off the yoke of Assyria. At that time Assyria‘s stranglehold 

on the area seemed to be at an end, and this gave rise to the hopeful prospect that the 

kingdom of Judah would once again rise again in power and independence.  

 In order to prove his overall argument, Clements attempts to establish a number of 

fundamental points concerning: (a) what he believes Isaiah‘s attitude toward Hezekiah‘s 

rebellion against Assyria was during the years 705-701 BCE, (b) what he believes Isaiah 

had to say to the inhabitants of Jerusalem in 701 BCE, and (c) what he believes Isaiah‘s 

message was concerning Assyria as a conquering power.
230

 He attempts to make his 

arguments by taking his readers through various passages found within Proto-Isaiah that 

prophesy about Assyria then arguing that significant portions of these prophecies are, in 

fact, not original to the prophet Isaiah himself, but rather are redactions inserted into the 

text by later redactors during the reign of Josiah.  

 Clements first comments on Isaiah 30:1-5 and 31:1-3, passages in which Isaiah 

clearly condemns the attempt of the ―rebellious children‖ of YHWH (i.e. those in Judah) 
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to make and alliance with Egypt. He dates these passages to 705 BCE and claims them as 

evidence that Isaiah thoroughly condemned and disapproved of Hezekiah‘s rebellion 

against Assyria. Although Clements calls these prophecies a ―clear condemnation of 

Hezekiah‘s plan to rebel against Assyria,‖
231

 the question must be asked, ―Is it really that 

clear that Isaiah here is condemning Hezekiah‘s rebellion against Assyria, or is he 

condemning those in Judah, perhaps even Hezekiah‘s decision, to appeal to Egypt for 

help in the rebellion?‖ Clements rejects this as a possibility when he says, ―it cannot be 

said that it is to be understood simply as a rejection by the prophet of a treaty alliance 

with a foreign power on the grounds that all such alliances are signs of a want of faith in 

God.‖
232

 Why not? Clements‘ reason is that although this condemnation of alliances with 

foreign powers is ―undoubtedly a major theme with the prophet,‖ these prophecies clearly 

state that the result of such an alliance would spell disaster for Judah and Egypt.
 233

  

 Clements‘ logic here, though, is not convincing. When one reads these passages it 

is abundantly clear that Isaiah is condemning the decision to appeal to Egypt for help; it 

is not so clear that he is condemning the decision to rebel against Assyria. Those are two 

very different decisions, and Clements is wrongly asserting that they are one and the 

same. The passages clearly prophesy that such an alliance will bring about ―shame and 

disgrace‖ (30:5) and that both the helper and those who are helped ―will fall‖ (31:3). And 

indeed, Sennacherib‘s invasion did, in fact, devastate a major portion of Judah, and the 

help from Egypt proved to be ineffective. But there is simply nothing in the passages that 

clearly condemns the rebellion itself. Clements is forcing an interpretation of these 

passages that simply is not clearly stated. In fact, Clements further forces his argument 
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when he cites Isaiah 31:4 as evidence that Isaiah condemned Hezekiah‘s decision to rebel 

against Assyria. It states:  

―For thus the LORD said to me,  

As a lion or a young lion growls over its prey, and— 

when a band of shepherds is called out against it— 

is not terrified by their shouting or daunted at their noise,  

so the LORD of hosts will come down to fight  

upon Mount Zion and upon its hill.‖ 

 

Clements claims that the phrase ―to fight upon Mount Zion‖ indicates that YHWH‘s 

action is directed against Jerusalem. Yet he completely ignores 31:5-9 which say: 

 ―Like birds hovering overhead, so the LORD of hosts will protect Jerusalem;  

he will protect and deliver it, he will spare and rescue it.  
 

Turn back to him whom you have deeply betrayed, O people of Israel.  
 

For on that day all of you shall throw away your idols of silver and idols of gold, 

which your hands have sinfully made for you.  
 

Then the Assyrian shall fall by a sword, not of mortals;  

and a sword, not of humans, shall devour him;  

he shall flee from the sword, and his young men shall be put to forced labor.  
 

His rock shall pass away in terror, and his officers desert the standard in panic,‖  

says the LORD, whose fire is in Zion, and whose furnace is in Jerusalem. 

 

These verses clearly prophesy that YHWH will protect Jerusalem and will turn back 

Assyria. Yet Clements conveniently ignores the immediate context in which 31:4 is 

found; and he completely ignores 32:1-8, which quite clearly contrasts the plans of the 

king who will ―reign in righteousness‖ (32:1) with the ―fools‖ who speak folly and 

―villains‖ who devise wicked devices. When these verses are considered within their 

context, Clements‘ argument that 30:1-5 and 31:1-4 contain blanket condemnations of 

Hezekiah‘s rebellion against Assyria simply fails to convince. Rather, the impression one 

gets is that chapters 30-32 contain condemnations of some in Judah whose specific plans 

for the rebellion contrasted with those of Hezekiah. 
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 Clements then puts forth Isaiah 22:1-4 as a prophecy in which Isaiah ―severely 

castigates the citizens of Jerusalem for their behavior after the deliverance of the city in 

701.‖
234

 He further asserts that this prophecy was added after 587 BCE. What Clements 

concludes regarding this prophecy is that ―it is very clear from this passage that nothing 

at all is implied about a remarkable and unexpected defeat of the Assyrian army which 

had been facing Jerusalem.‖
235

 He also alludes to Isaiah 1:4-8 and claims that this 

prophecy, like 22:1-4, is a prophecy from 701 BCE, ―confidently ascribed to Isaiah [that] 

offers no support at all to the belief that Jerusalem had been the scene of a quite 

unexpected defeat of the Assyrians.‖
236

  

 Once again, though, Clements‘ arguments not only fail to convince, but also are 

self-contradictory. First of all, he fails to notice that he claims 22:1-4 ―was added after 

587‖ then turns around and claims that 22:1-4, along with 1:4-8, are both prophecies from 

701 BCE that are ―confidently ascribed to Isaiah.‖ Second of all, one must question his 

assertion that 22:1-4 is a prophecy addressed to the inhabitants of Jerusalem after 

Sennacherib‘s withdrawal in 701 BCE. While no one expects that the chapters in the 

book of Isaiah are in exact chronological order, one has to wonder why the author (or 

even final redactors) of Isaiah would put a prophecy that condemns Jerusalem‘s joyous 

reaction after Sennacherib‘s withdrawal in chapter 22, a full 14-15 chapters before the 

Sennacherib account is found. Given the fact that a mere one chapter lies between 22:1-4 

and chapter 20, a chapter that tells about Sargon‘s attack on Ashdod, it seems to be much 

more logical to assume that the focus of 22:1-4 is on the Ashdod campaign of 714 BCE. 

Thirdly, Clements once again overstates his case when he so confidently ascribes 1:4-8 
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specifically to 701 BCE. As will be argued later, part of this thesis‘ argument regarding 

the ―bookend‖ structure of Proto-Isaiah is that chapters 1-6 form a type of prologue to 

Isaiah, and therefore is meant to act as almost a ―thesis statement‖ that gives an over-

arching picture of Judah‘s dilemma during the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. To isolate 

specific passages as originated from specific years (i.e. 701 BCE) is to completely ignore 

the literary structure of this portion of Isaiah; Clements assumes too much and makes the 

passages say more than they were intended. Fourthly, when faced with the hopeful verse 

of 1:9 that says, “If the LORD of hosts had not left us a few survivors, we would have 

been like Sodom, and become like Gomorrah,‖ Clements once again dismisses it as a 

later addition that was inserted sometime after 587 BCE. His reasoning is that since it is 

hopeful in tone it just could not possibly have anything to do with a prophecy that 

contains threatening language. In Clements‘ view, Isaiah simply could not possibly give 

threatening prophecies as well as give hope for the future.  

 One final example we will look at from Clements‘ argument is that of Isaiah 10:5-

19. While Clements acknowledges that this passage, along with others throughout Isaiah, 

does in fact give a ―very clear and decided declaration‖ that there would be a time when 

Assyria would be punished by YHWH, his treatment of 10:5-19 is rather curious. He first 

discounts verses 10-12 as separate glosses that were added at a later time in Isaiah‘s 

ministry. The ―original‖ prophecy of Isaiah was actually 10:5-9, 13-15. This prophecy, 

Clements claims, is ―a foundation for the belief that Isaiah had foretold that a time would 

come when the king of Assyria would be defeated and punished, but not that Isaiah 

connected this in any way with the time or circumstances of Hezekiah‘s revolt against 
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Sennacherib, which we know Isaiah condemned.‖
237

 In other words, yes, Isaiah 

prophesied that YHWH would punish Assyria someday, but no, Isaiah condemned 

Hezekiah‘s revolt against Assyria. Yet what about 10:16-19, which prophesies that 

YHWH will ―send a wasting sickness‖ among the Assyrian warriors? Doesn‘t that seem 

to possibly point forward to the events of 701 BCE and therefore seem to approve of 

Hezekiah‘s rebellion? Clements says no; rather these verses as well come from later 

editors from the time of Josiah‘s reign.  

 Clements‘ conclusions, therefore, can be summed up in this way: (a) Isaiah 

completely condemned Hezekiah‘s rebellion against Assyria; (b) Isaiah condemned the 

people of Jerusalem for celebrating Sennacherib‘s withdrawal, and instead claimed it was 

a disaster; and (c) although Isaiah prophesied that YHWH would one day punish Assyria, 

he was definitely not referring to 701 BCE. Clements‘ conclusions are quite troubling 

when one considers the fact that the picture put forth in both Isaiah and II Kings is the 

exact opposite of everything Clements argues. Yet this does not seem to faze Clements at 

all. By simply cutting and pasting various prophecies throughout Proto-Isaiah and by 

dismissing every verse that seems to point to YHWH punishing Assyria and protecting 

Jerusalem in 701 BCE, Clements has succeeded in reconstructing an account of 

Hezekiah‘s reign that runs completely contradictory to the biblical testimony. What is 

perhaps even more astounding than this is that when claiming that those passages in 

Isaiah that seem to support the idea of YHWH‘s miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem in 

701 BCE are really the work of redactors working in Josiah‘s reign, Clements makes the 

additional claim that ―these passages were never intended to be addressed, even 

retrospectively, to the events that had taken place in 701 BCE. They merely affirm, from 
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the vantage point of the weakening of Assyrian control of Judah in Josiah‘s reign, that the 

final overthrow of that power which Isaiah had announced was now imminent.‖
238

 Lest it 

be misunderstood, what Clements is claiming is that certain redactors in Josiah‘s reign 

looked forward to Assyria‘s downfall, but intentionally made it look like their redactions 

were actually from the mouth of Isaiah before the year 701 BCE. What is more, 

according to Clements, even though these Josianic redactors did this, they didn‘t really 

intend for people to think that their redactions that they put in the mouth of Isaiah were 

actually pre-701 BCE.  

 The ultimate problem with Clements‘ argument is not so much that his 

conclusions run in direct contradiction to the biblical testimony of Isaiah, II Kings and II 

Chronicles (although they most certainly do), but that his argument begins and ends with 

assumptions. What he puts forth as evidence is not really evidence at all, but rather 

fragments of scripture ripped out of the context in which they are presented to us. 

Clements claims Isaiah completely condemned Hezekiah‘s actions and points to verses 

that (a) are not clear in any condemnation of Hezekiah and (b) are not convincingly 

argued to have originated in the years 705-501 BCE. So how can he claim these verses 

support his argument? Because he is interpreting them in the light of his assumption that 

Isaiah condemned Hezekiah.  

Furthermore, Clements claims that the events of 701 BCE were not seen as 

glorious in any way, and that in reality it was a humiliating and devastating defeat for 

Hezekiah who escaped by the skin of his teeth. To support this claim, Clements points to 

verses that prophesy destruction and doom. Yet when confronted with verses that clearly 

prophesy that YHWH would turn back and humiliate the Assyrian forces and that clearly 
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point forward to the events in Isaiah 36-37, Clements casually dismisses them as later 

additions by redactors during Josiah‘s reign. How does he know this? Because he has 

already pre-determined that the events of 701 BCE were not glorious, and that therefore 

the verses in question had to have been the work of later redactors who were trying to 

―re-write history‖ as a means of inspiring Josiah to throw off the Assyrian yoke. 

Therefore, instead of letting the passages within their context determine his reading of the 

text and his understanding of the historical events in question, Clements is letting his 

assumptions and presuppositions of what he feels must have happened in history 

determine his reading of the text.  

Now granted, all reading of all historical texts, be they biblical or not, are 

determined in some way or another by certain assumptions one has about the reliability 

and validity of those texts. This takes us back to the foundational argument by Provan 

and Long that was discussed in our first chapter. Clements clearly feels that the biblical 

accounts concerning Sennacherib‘s invasion, as well as many other passages within 

Proto-Isaiah, are, historically-speaking, untrustworthy. But does he have valid reasons for 

doubting the historical validity of these texts to the extent that he does? This thesis asserts 

that, if he has valid reasons, he certainly has not articulated them well. The fundamental 

problem with the Clements‘ arguments and Childs‘ explanations surrounding the biblical 

accounts of Sennacherib‘s invasion is that they have rejected any confidence in the 

biblical text that we have and have chosen instead to reconstruct what they believe must 

have happened without any real substantial evidence to support their reconstruction. 

We use Clements‘ work as a mere example of a serious problem within modern 

biblical studies, for he is not alone in his assumptions and reconstructions of biblical 
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history. Now it is obvious that within biblical studies scholars must speculate on certain 

issues. Yet if the goal of biblical exegesis is to try to understand the intended meaning of 

the biblical text, the honest biblical scholar must question the methods and assumptions 

of anyone whose reconstruction of a biblical event or a biblical text diverge so sharply 

from the testimony presented to us in the biblical text itself. Instead of attempting to 

rationalize our own revisions of the text according to our own assumptions of what must 

have happened in history, we should attempt to understand and exegete the biblical text 

on its own terms, the way in which it is presented to us, taking into full consideration 

historical factors, and possibly using a certain amount of reconstruction to help us more 

fully understand the message that is presented within the literary structure of the text.  

 Now this thesis is not advocating what Childs calls ―a simple-minded historical 

reading of the text.‖
239

 There are very difficult exegetical problems surrounding the 

Sennacherib accounts and they cannot be easily dismissed. Yet when it is obvious that the 

scholarly attempts to make sense of a difficult text are, in fact, ten times more difficult 

and confusing than the text itself, we must take a step back and reevaluate the scholarly 

assumptions upon which such arguments are based. We must ask four questions: (a) Is it 

so obvious that II Kings 18-20 holds priority over Isaiah 36-39? (b) Is it so obvious that 

the Sennacherib account found in both II Kings 18-19 and Isaiah 36-37 is really a 

compilation of two to three separate sources? (c) Is it so obvious that ―Accounts B1 and 

B2‖ in II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39 are really later legendary additions? and (d) Is it 

so obvious that the material in Isaiah 36-39 was written either during the time of Josiah or 

later during the exile? It is to these questions we will now turn.  
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VI. A Question of Priority: Isaiah 36-39 or II Kings 18-20 

 As has already been mentioned, the general scholarly consensus is that the 

redactor of Isaiah borrowed the material in II Kings 18-20 and put it into his own work, 

thus comprising Isaiah 36-39. We must now ask whether or not such a view is worthy of 

the virtually universal scholarly consensus it has received. It was Gesenius who first 

argued for this on the basis that II Kings 18:13-19:37 seemed to be ―an integral part of 

the books, whereas Isaiah 36-37 appear to be an appendage.‖
240

 According to Gesenius, 

the narrative just seemed to fit better into II Kings, a work that was almost entirely 

narrative. Such a long narrative found within a book like Isaiah that consists of mostly 

prophetic oracles seemed rather odd to Gesenius, and thus he concluded that Isaiah 

borrowed from II Kings. However, in response to Gesenius‘ argument, K.A.D. Smelik 

has made a compelling case for the primacy of the Isaiah text. While admitting that at 

first glance such a long narrative within Isaiah does seem rather odd, he makes the 

argument that II Kings 18:17-20:19 does not really fit into the context of II Kings either. 

He points out that Isaiah is the only prophet from among books of the Latter Prophets 

who appears in a narrative in Kings.
241

 In other words, it is extremely odd that we find in 

II Kings such a long narrative in which Isaiah plays such an important role for the simple 

reason that there is nothing else like this anywhere else in the book of Kings. On the other 

hand, though, Smelik points out that in the book of Isaiah there are a number of narrative 

sections that focus on the prophet Isaiah, and even points out that there is a close parallel 

to Isaiah 7.
242

  

                                                           
240

 K.A.D. Smelik, ―Distortion of Old Testament Prophecy: The Purpose of Isaiah 36 and 37‖ in 

Crises and Perspectives (ed.  J. de Moor, et al. ; Leiden: E J Brill, 1986), 71. 
241

 Smelik, ―Distortion of Old Testament Prophecy,‖ 72. 
242

 Smelik, ―Distortion of Old Testament Prophecy,‖ 72. 

 
 
 



170 
 

It must be pointed out, though, that not only is there a narrative section in Isaiah 

7, but there is also one in Isaiah 20, set during the time of the Ashdod campaign, where 

Isaiah goes naked through the streets of Jerusalem for three years. Given this fact, we 

must consider the significance of having the major narrative sections in Isaiah being set 

(a) during the very beginning of Assyria‘s dominance over Judah, (b) during Assyria‘s 

major military actions of the Ashdod campaign that had tremendous implications for 

Judah, and (c) during the most significant threat to Jerusalem in 701 BCE. Given the 

placement of these earlier narratives in Isaiah—the beginning of Assyrian dominance and 

a major military campaign in the middle of Assyria‘s dominance in the region—it should 

not be surprising at all to find a third narrative that tells of a major defeat of Assyria by 

the hand of YHWH.  

Furthermore, note the connection of the first and third narratives to the prophetic 

role of Isaiah. Immediately after the prophetic call of Isaiah in Isaiah 6, we have a 

narrative of Isaiah‘s first recorded prophetic action—his appeal to Ahaz to put his faith in 

YHWH during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, and Ahaz‘s subsequent lack of faith in 

YHWH. Proto-Isaiah thus ends with yet another narrative, one of Isaiah‘s last recorded 

prophetic action—his advising Hezekiah to put his faith in YHWH during the time of 

Sennacherib‘s invasion. By contrast, when one looks at the narrative of Sennacherib‘s 

invasion within II Kings, it seems to be unusually long compared to other narratives of 

other kings found in the book of Kings. It seems much more likely that II Kings 18:1-12 

contain material more in line with the other material found throughout the book of Kings, 

whereas 18:14-16, copied from another unknown source, or possibly written by the 

redactor himself, was interwoven with Isaiah‘s narrative into the larger narrative unit of 
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18:13-20:19, only to be concluded with the standard conclusion found in the book of 

Kings in 20:20-21. Under the weight of this evidence, Gesenius‘ suggestion that the 

narrative seems to fit better within II Kings seems to crumble.  

 The argument that the writer of the book of Kings borrowed this material from 

Proto-Isaiah is further strengthened by following the general rules of textual criticism, 

which state that it is more likely that a later text adds to an original text rather than 

subtracts from it. Yes, it is also possible to argue the most difficult reading is usually the 

earlier reading, and that II Kings 18-20 is more difficult than Isaiah 36-39, but we must 

ask, ―What is it that makes it more difficult? Is it a corruption in the text, or rather 

scholarly ignorance and misunderstanding of the literary artistry of the writers/scribal 

exegetes? A simple glance at the parallel Sennacherib accounts in Isaiah 36-37 and II 

Kings 18-19 will show that the latter is true. Although the literary structure and artistry 

will be discussed later, one must compare these two accounts on purely textual grounds.  

Upon looking at the parallel texts of Isaiah 36-37 and II Kings 18-19, one can see 

that these ―parallel‖ accounts are not completely identical.
243

 First, II Kings 18:1-12, a 

section clearly in the mold of how other kings throughout II Kings are summarized, is 

unique to II Kings. In it, we are told about the fall of Samaria during the early part of 

Hezekiah‘s reign. As scholars have pointed out, there is a clear shaping of this material 

along the Deutronomist‘s view of the history of Israel: bad kings break covenant with 

YHWH and good kings keep covenant with YHWH. Secondly, II Kings 18:14-16, a brief 

section that one can argue was inserted between what was originally Isaiah 36:1 and 36:2, 

is also unique to II Kings. It tells about Hezekiah‘s payment of tribute to the king of 
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Assyria in an attempt to spare Jerusalem from destruction at the hands of Sennacherib. 

Finally, although the bulk of the narratives are virtually identical, there still are a number 

of variants found in the II Kings narrative that can best be described as minor 

elaborations on the Isaiah narrative. Virtually every instance where there is a small 

variation, we see that the text in II Kings expands and elaborates on the Isaiah text.
244

  

 One can reasonably deduce from these facts that the writer of II Kings got his 

material of 18:1-12 and 18:14-16 from an original source, probably that of the Annals of 

the Kings of Judah, and then incorporated the material he borrowed from Isaiah 36-39 

into his narrative about Hezekiah. The reason for this could very well be that the story of 

Hezekiah was already so important within Jewish history that the writer felt it was 

important to give extra attention to Hezekiah within the book of Kings. Yet if Isaiah had 

copied from the book of Kings, one has to wonder why he (a) chose not to include II 

Kings 18:1-12, and (b) why he chose to use 18:13, exclude II Kings 18:14-16, and then 

pick up the story again at 18:17. Simply put, given Hezekiah‘s status in Jewish history, it 

would make sense for the writer of the book of Kings to add the Hezekiah material from 

Proto-Isaiah; yet it would not make sense for the writer of Proto-Isaiah to omit part of the 

Hezekiah narrative in II Kings. 

 Given this brief argument that points toward the priority of Isaiah 36-39 over II 

Kings 18-20, it also must be readily admitted that there is a third alternative. It is quite 

possible that both the writer of Isaiah and the writer of II Kings borrowed the 

Sennacherib account from an earlier unnamed source that is completely lost to us. 

                                                           
244

 For example, one could see why, in II Kings 18:36, the writer would elaborate on Isaiah 36:21, 

and clarify that the ―they‖ in Isaiah 36:21 is a reference to ―the people‖ as a whole, and not just Eliakim, 

Shebna, and Joah; but it would not make sense why the writer of Isaiah would take a clear reference to ―the 

people‖ in II Kings 18:36 and make it more ambiguous in Isaiah 36:21. 

 
 
 



173 
 

Perhaps this ―original account‖ was comprised of what is found in II Kings 18:13-20:21, 

and the writer of Isaiah chose to exclude the material that is now II Kings 14-16; perhaps 

this ―original account‖ was comprised of what is found in Isaiah 36-39, and the writer of 

II Kings chose to add the material that is now II Kings 18:14-16 and to clarify a number 

of things throughout the account. The fact is that we simply cannot know for certain. 

Based on the information we do have, though, we can say for certain that the argument 

that II Kings 18-20 holds priority over Isaiah 36-39 is by no means a strong argument. To 

base so much scholarly work on such a weak argument is highly questionable.  

 Although it is possible that the writers of both II Kings and Isaiah gleaned their 

material from the same earlier source, this thesis is still inclined to take the position that 

Isaiah 36-39 holds priority over II Kings 18-20 for essentially two reasons. First, we 

simply do not have the earlier source. The earlier source hypothesis is an argument from 

silence. There simply is no way to either verify or falsify the claim that there was an 

earlier source. It is a possibly that only gains credibility if both of the other two possible 

explanations fail to convince. This brings us to the second reason. Not only on purely 

textual grounds does it seem that II Kings 18-20 expanded the material found in Isaiah 

36-39, but from a literary point of view, the material in question fits much better into the 

literary structure of Isaiah, not II Kings. It is this literary argument we will now make as 

we ask the second of our three questions: ―Is it so obvious that the Sennacherib account 

found in both II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39 is really a compilation of two to three 

separate sources?‖ 
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VII. The Literary Unity of Isaiah 36-39 

The argument that has been put forth by scholars like Stade and Childs 

concerning how the Sennacherib account in Isaiah and II Kings are a compilation of two 

accounts (B1 and B2) has already been outlined. Although Childs speculated that these 

two accounts both got their material from a common source
245

 Smelik suggests that when 

read from a literary point of view, Isaiah 36-37 does not so much point toward two 

separate accounts that have been redacted together, but rather to a highly stylized account 

that uses repetition as a literary device. ―Repetition,‖ Smelik argues, ―is a common 

phenomenon in biblical narrative,‖ and that such repetition ―need not indicate a 

combination of earlier sources.‖
246

 Smelik makes his argument by pointing to a number 

of examples of three-fold repetition in the Sennacherib account.  

 The first example can be found in the three Assyrian messages found within the 

account: (a) the Rabshakeh‘s first speech, (b) the Rabshakeh‘s second speech, and (c) 

Sennacherib‘s letter. According to Stade, Sennacherib‘s letter is simply a duplicate of the 

Rabshakeh‘s two speeches, and therefore is assigned to account B2. Smelik, though, 

points out the three-fold nature of the Assyrian taunts. In the Rabshakeh‘s first speech, he 

tries to convince Hezekiah that he has no one to rely on; in the Rabshakeh‘s second 

speech, he tries to separate the people of Judah from their king; and in Sennacherib‘s 

letter, he tries to separate Hezekiah from YHWH, and ends up blaspheming by calling 

YHWH a deceiver.
247

 Smelik‘s point is simple: ―these three messages are not duplicates: 
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each has its own function in the narrative and together they enhance the suspense in the 

narrative: will the Assyrian king taunt the Living God with impunity?‖
248

 

 The second example can be seen in Isaiah‘s three oracles found in 37:6-7, 37:22-

29, and 37:33-35. Each oracle is vital to understanding the overall structure of the 

Sennacherib narrative. Smelik first discusses the first oracle in 37:6-7, in which YHWH 

says that he will ―put a spirit‖ in Sennacherib, and that Sennacherib will ―hear something 

to hear,‖ return to his land, and then fall by sword. This oracle is quite ambiguous and 

presents a number of questions the reader must wait to get answers for. It does not take 

long, though, for the reader to understand what kind of ―spirit‖ YHWH will put in 

Sennacherib. This ―spirit‖ is not so much a spirit of panic as it is a spirit of pride.
249

 We 

know this, Smelik argues, because of what comes next in 37:8-9: a three-fold repetition 

of the phrase ―he heard,‖ the last of which Stade ironically characterized as a ―seam‖ 

between accounts B1 and B2. In 37:8 we find that the Rabshakeh ―heard‖ that 

Sennacherib had left Lachish to fight against Libnah. Why did Sennacherib do this? We 

learn in 37:9 that Sennacherib had ―heard‖ that King Tirhakah had come out to fight 

against him. We are further told that when Sennacherib ―heard‖ about this move by King 

Tirhakah, he sent messengers to Hezekiah with a letter in which he further threatens 

Hezekiah with the third message (as discussed above). Now Stade and Childs, by 

assuming that there is a ―seam‖ in 37:9b, would have us think that in the B1 account, 

when Sennacherib ―heard‖ about the Egyptian threat, he was filled with a spirit of panic 

and ―returned‖ to his own land, only to be killed later on (37:37-38). This would seem 

quite an odd move on the part of Sennacherib, given the fact that the Rabshakeh had 
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mocked Egypt‘s ability to help Hezekiah earlier in 36:6, 9. Simply put, the proposed 

reading of B1 does not make sense. On the other hand, if taken as a literary unity, the 

picture becomes quite clear. Smelik argues, ―Instead of withdrawing, Sennacherib 

continues to taunt the Living God. It is not the Egyptian ally who will silence the 

Assyrian king, but the Lord Himself, as appears only at the very end of the narrative. By 

supposing that in the first account the new of Tirhakah‘s arrival ended Sennacherib‘s 

attack, Stade actually walked into the trap the author has set for the reader.‖
250

 By the end 

of the narrative, we see precisely how this first oracle has been fulfilled. YHWH was able 

to use the very Egyptian alliance which Isaiah had earlier condemned by using it to ignite 

a spirit of pride and arrogance on Sennacherib‘s part, which caused him to further taunt 

YHWH, which ultimately led to his humiliation and death.
251

  

 In the second oracle found in 37:22-29, we find YHWH‘s condemnation of 

Sennacherib‘s arrogance (so clearly displayed by the Rabshakeh‘s two speeches and 

Sennacherib‘s mocking letter to Hezekiah), and the prophecy that YHWH will turn 

Sennacherib back on the way by which he came. Not only does this second oracle build 

off of the first oracle and Sennacherib‘s blasphemous taunting letter to Hezekiah, but it 

looks forward to Sennacherib‘s humiliating failure. The third oracle found in 37:33-35, 

elaborates on the second oracle by specifically saying that Sennacherib‘s army would not 

even shoot an arrow into Jerusalem, let alone enter it, and that he would return on the 

way by which he came. The reason for this would not be because of some spectacular 

military defense by Hezekiah or Tirhakah or any other human king. We are told in this 

third oracle that YHWH Himself would defend Jerusalem.  
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 All three of these oracles find their fulfillment in Isaiah 37:36-38. These final 

verses of the Sennacherib narrative ―allude to the three oracles together. Therefore it is 

impossible to divide these verses into two strands without serious exegetical loss.‖
252

 

Smelik‘s literary reading of the Sennacherib account in Isaiah is a convincing argument 

that it should be regarded as a single literary unity, and not as two separate accounts that 

have been redacted together. His exegesis of the narrative makes sense at every point in 

the narrative. By contrast, the arguments of scholars like Gesenius, Stade, Childs, and 

Clements appear to be convoluted, confusing, and ultimately incomprehensible.  

VIII. The Occasion and Purpose of Isaiah 36-39 

The next issue to deal with is the place of chapters 36-39 within the overall 

structure of Proto-Isaiah. This goes hand in hand with the question of the date and 

purpose of Isaiah 36-39. We must remember the Sennacherib account of Isaiah 36-37 is 

not the only narrative that is shared by Isaiah and II Kings. There is also the account of 

Hezekiah‘s illness (Isaiah 38/II Kings 20:1-11) and the account of the visit from the 

envoys of Merodach-baladan of Babylon (Isaiah 39/II Kings 20:12-19). Not only does 

YHWH‘s deliverance of Jerusalem (chapters 36-37) seem to wrap up so many themes 

found in Isaiah, but the twin episodes of Hezekiah‘s illness and the visit from the envoys 

of Babylon, which are clearly out of chronological order,
253

 act, as so many scholars have 

already noted, as an ―editorial bridge‖ between Proto and Deutero-Isaiah.
254

 Therefore, 
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the sheer placement of chapters 36-39 within Isaiah, Smelik argues, points to the fact that 

these chapters are a key element in the literary structure of Isaiah.
255

 In other words, one 

can see why Proto-Isaiah would be concluded with the narrative about the envoys from 

Babylon; they foreshadow the Babylonian exile that chapter 40 is addressing. Yet there is 

no logical reason as to why the book of Kings, a narrative that chronologically takes us 

through the reigns of the kings of both Israel and Judah, would place an episode like the 

visit from the envoys of Babylon so clearly out of chronological order.  

In addition to Smelik‘s arguments for the primacy of Isaiah, there are also a 

number of other elements to be considered, such as the dating of each book. While it is 

true that no one is able to put forth a specific date for the composition of either books of 

Kings or Isaiah, the general dating for the book of Kings is believed to be anywhere 

between 561 BCE, the last date mentioned in II Kings (when Jehoaichin was released 

from captivity), and 538 BCE, the date when Cyrus the Great made the declaration that 

the Jews were free to return to their homeland.
256

 Furthermore, Jewish tradition holds that 

Jeremiah was the writer of the book of Kings.
257

 Many scholars, seeing the similarities 

between the books of Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, and Samuel, and speculating these 

works were compiled into a single text, the Deuteronomic history, have speculated on the 

possibility that the Deuteronomist was, in fact, Jeremiah. That being said, it is also 

acknowledged that the book of Kings underwent revision during the exilic period.  
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 The book of Isaiah, though, tends to be a bit more complex. On one hand, there is 

virtually universal agreement concerning the division of Isaiah into at least two parts: 

Proto-Isaiah (chapters 1-39) and Deutero-Isaiah (chapters 40-66).
258

 The reason for this is 

because whereas chapter 39 ends with the reign of Hezekiah and looks ahead to a future 

Babylonian captivity, chapter 40 begins with a prophetic call to come out of the 

Babylonian captivity. Given the fact that the last certain event in Hezekiah‘s reign was 

Sennacherib‘s invasion in 701 BCE, and the end of the exile came about with Cyrus‘ 

decree in 538 BCE, it is rightfully seen as impossible that one person could have written 

the entirety of the book of Isaiah. Most scholars attribute the bulk of Proto-Isaiah to the 

original prophet Isaiah who lived during the eighth century BCE, and Deutero-Isaiah to 

later exilic and post-exilic writers. As with the book of Kings, the book of Isaiah is seen 

to have also passed through a number of redactions.  

 Beyond these general dates, though, not much more can be definitely said 

concerning the dates of composition of the book of Kings and the book of Isaiah. Given 

this fact, it is extremely odd that so many scholars have quickly assumed that the book of 

Kings was composed before the book of Isaiah. If anything, the evidence points in the 

opposite direction. First, it is generally acknowledged that the bulk of Isaiah 1-39 has its 

roots in the original prophet Isaiah himself, writing before the exile. Isaiah 1:1 itself 

begins with the opening, ―The vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, which he saw concerning 

Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of 

Judah.‖ Furthermore, we know from Isaiah 6 that YHWH called Isaiah to be a prophet in 

the year King Uzziah died. This would have been somewhere around 750 BCE. We also 

know that Isaiah 36-39 recounts the events of Hezekiah‘s reign: Sennacherib‘s invasion, 
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Hezekiah‘s illness and recovery, and the visit of the envoys from Merodach-baladan. Yet 

starting in Isaiah 40 we see YHWH calling for the exiles to come out of exile. Hence, 

there is a gap from roughly 701 BCE to 537 BCE between Isaiah 39 and 40—there is no 

mention of Manasseh, or Josiah, or the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BCE. Since the return 

from exile happened in the late sixth century BCE, most scholars rightly agree that Isaiah 

40-66 were not written by the historical Isaiah of the eighth century BCE, but rather by 

later exilic redactors, possibly his disciples who prophesied and wrote in his name. In any 

case, the opening verse of Isaiah that mentions Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah is a 

clear indication that the material in chapters 1-39 should be seen as a unit. Therefore, 

although it is true that the book of Isaiah as a whole was not fully compiled and redacted 

until exilic or post-exilic times, the content found in chapters 1-39 should be considered 

as having originated in the eighth century BCE. Even scholars who might dispute this 

must admit that this is the clear intended impression given to us by the scribal exegetes 

who finalized the book of Isaiah, based on the twin facts that Isaiah 1:1 mentions Uzziah, 

Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, and that Isaiah 6 begins with a mention of Uzziah and Isaiah 

39 ends with Hezekiah.  

 The book of Kings, on the other hand, records the reigns of the kings of Israel and 

Judah right up to the time of the Babylonian exile of 587 BCE. Furthermore, throughout 

the book of Kings there is a familiar refrain that tells the reader that if he cares to know 

more about any particular king that they are written in either the Annals of the Kings of 

Israel or the Annals of the Kings of Judah. Quite obviously, the book of Kings was 

written after the fact—the writer of Kings used these annals in the composition of his 

own narratives. This places the composition of the book of Kings either during or after 
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the exile—long after the composition of Proto-Isaiah. While there is no doubt that the 

books of Kings and Isaiah underwent redaction during the exile, one thing is clear: the 

scribal exegetes of the book of Isaiah took an already existing Proto-Isaiah (traditium) 

and shaped it into the present final form of Isaiah 1-39 (traditio) to fit in with what was 

written in the exilic work of Deutero-Isaiah. The redactor of the book of Kings, on the 

other hand, composed his work by taking sections from the Annals of the Kings of Israel 

and Judah and redacting them within his own exilic composition. Therefore, if we know 

that he used earlier pre-exilic works, and that Proto-Isaiah was also pre-exilic, it is 

reasonable to assume that the writer of Kings could very well have borrowed chapters 36-

39 from Proto-Isaiah as well. 

  We also must take into consideration the fact that the writer of Chronicles makes 

reference to the book of Isaiah. When summing up his narrative about Hezekiah, the 

writer of II Chronicles states in 32:32 that the other events in Hezekiah‘s reign ―are 

recorded in the visions of the prophet Isaiah son of Amoz and in the book of the kings of 

Judah and Israel.‖ Two points can be made here. First, this ―book of the kings of Judah 

and Israel‖ is not a reference to the book of Kings, but rather to the source that both the 

writer of the book of Kings and the writer of the book of Chronicles referred to when 

writing their respective works. What this shows is that since Isaiah in some form (i.e. 

Proto-Isaiah) was circulated in the exilic community along with the royal annals of Judah, 

it was most likely composed before the exile. In fact, most scholars agree to this.  Second, 

we must acknowledge that the fact that the Sennacherib account in II Chronicles shares 

the same basic storyline as Isaiah 36-37 is further indication that the pre-exilic Proto-

Isaiah already contained the account of Sennacherib‘s invasion found in Isaiah 36-37. 
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Hence, the material in Isaiah 36-39, though probably shaped by the exilic community to 

act as a literary bridge to Isaiah 40-66, was nevertheless already present in Proto-Isaiah 

text; it was not added to the Proto-Isaiah text by the exilic community.  

Furthermore, since this shows that the writer of II Chronicles borrowed from the 

book of [Proto]-Isaiah, it is not that much of a stretch to assume that that it could have 

been used in a similar fashion by the exilic or post-exilic writer of the book of Kings. If 

one accepts the proposal that Isaiah 1-39 was primarily written in the eighth century BCE 

by the prophet Isaiah himself and that the book of Kings was written in either the exilic 

or post-exilic period, one can logically allow the possibility that the writer of Kings had 

Isaiah 1-39 in some form at his disposal as he compiled his own work.  

This leaves one final question: when was Isaiah 36-39 most likely written? Most 

scholars hold that Isaiah 36-39 was added to Proto-Isaiah during the exile, being actually 

written, if we are to believe Clements, during the time of Josiah. Yet this view is suspect 

for at least two reasons. First, although it is true that some literary shaping of Proto-Isaiah 

had taken place during the exile, it is not clear that chapters 36-39 were not already a part 

of Proto-Isaiah by the time of the exile. Secondly, not only is there no credible historical 

evidence for Clements‘ claim that the material now in Isaiah 36-39 was written during 

Josiah‘s reign, but the literary evidence Clements offers is nothing more than passages 

ripped from their context within Isaiah. Nevertheless, both of these reasons are based on 

the assumption that the Sennacherib account in Isaiah 36-37/II Kings 18-19 is historically 

untrustworthy and therefore must have been written at a later time when later scribal 

exegetes could essentially ―re-write history‖ to suit their own agendas. After all, they 

claim, the Sennacherib campaign was a disaster for Hezekiah.  
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A different view of this issue can be seen in the work of Christopher Seitz. In his 

book, Zion‟s Final Destiny, Seitz thoroughly reviews and analyzes the work of many 

scholars who have wrestled with the issue of the occasion, purpose, place and function of 

Isaiah 36-39. In the course of his analysis, Seitz puts forth his views regarding the 

questions surrounding Isaiah 36-39 and their form and function within the book of Isaiah. 

His views can be summarized as follows:  

(a) The events described in Isaiah 36-39 have their historical roots within the 

reign of Hezekiah
259

  

 

(b) The initial recording and formation of these chapters might have very well 

happened during the reign of Manasseh, shortly after the reign of Hezekiah, 

during the later years of the prophet Isaiah himself
260

  

 

(c) The purpose of these chapters was to bring to a close the recording of the 

prophetic career of Isaiah by highlighting the fulfillment of Isaiah‘s Immanuel 

prophecies and thus vindicating Isaiah as a true prophet of YHWH
261

  

 

(d) Both Proto-Isaiah and II Kings used an earlier common source
262

 

 

(e) Later scribal exegetes of the exilic/post-exilic period re-shaped and edited 

Proto-Isaiah‘s concluding chapters of 36-39 to look forward to Isaiah 40-66.
263
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There are three fundamental reasons why Seitz‘s overall argument concerning the 

unity of Isaiah 1-39 is more convincing than the prevailing scholarly opinion. First, the 

way in which history is presented in Isaiah indicates that Isaiah 36-39 is to be viewed as a 

part of Proto-Isaiah. The setting of Isaiah 36-39 is clearly during the lifetimes of Isaiah 

and Hezekiah, whereas the setting of Isaiah 40-66 is clearly that of post-exilic Judah. 

Second, the literary structure of Proto-Isaiah demands the inclusion of chapters 36-39. 

This chapter will clearly show that the Immanuel prophecies of Isaiah 7-12 simply cannot 

be understood correctly without reading them within the context of Isaiah 1-39, for 

chapters 36-39 essentially ―answer the questions‖ presented in Isaiah 7-12.  

Third, Seitz‘s historical reconstruction of the events that brought about the 

writing of Isaiah 36-39 is simply more believable than the reconstructions of scholars like 

Clements for one simple reason. If this thesis successfully shows that chapters 7-12 and 

36-39 must be read in relationship to each other as ―literary bookends‖ in Proto-Isaiah, 

the fundamental question that should serve as a guide in determining the historical setting 

in which Isaiah 36-39 was written and Proto-Isaiah was initially put together is this: 

―What historical circumstance would most likely bring about the writing of Isaiah 36-

39?‖ Clements has argued that Isaiah 36-39 (or more properly II Kings 18-20) was 

written essentially as ―pep talk‖ to inspire Josiah to rebel against Assyria, nearly one 

hundred years after the actual events had happened. Yet not only is such a historical 

reconstruction completely speculative, it fails to articulate the function of the chapters 

within II Kings. 

On the other hand, this thesis proposes a much more likely historical scenario for 

the composition of Isaiah 36-39: the time shortly after Sennacherib‘s invasion and 
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Hezekiah‘s death, and somewhat early on during the reign of Manasseh. There is no 

doubt that Sennacherib‘s invasion of Judah in 701 BCE was a monumental event in the 

history of the Judean people. Both the biblical accounts as well as Sennacherib‘s own 

annals testify that Sennacherib wreaked havoc throughout the Judean countryside: he had 

devastated 46 towns in Judah and had holed Hezekiah up in Jerusalem. Nevertheless, 

Hezekiah somehow survived and Jerusalem did not fall. If one was able to travel back in 

time and witness the fallout from Sennacherib‘s invasion, one would probably find that 

opinion divided over what had happened in Judah. Yes, there was the survival of 

Jerusalem, but there was also major devastation throughout Judah. By no means would 

this have been considered a clear cut cause of rejoicing. Such an event would have 

undoubtedly gotten mixed reviews by those who lived through it. There were obviously 

some in Judah, as can be seen reflected in the actions of Manasseh, who not only viewed 

Isaiah as a trouble-maker,
264

 but who also saw Hezekiah as a foolish king who had 

brought disaster on Judah by getting rid of the high places and by provoking Sennacherib. 

They would have looked at the destruction throughout Judah and concluded that it was 

because of Hezekiah‘s adherence to only YHWH (and his subsequent demolition of the 

other gods that his father Ahaz had worshipped) that this ―disaster‖ happened. Given this 

view, it should come as no surprise to find that after Hezekiah‘s death, Manasseh and his 
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followers sought to re-establish the worship of the very gods Hezekiah had gotten rid of. 

Yet there were obviously others in Judah, as can be seen reflected in Proto-Isaiah, who 

saw Isaiah as a true prophet of YHWH and Hezekiah as a righteous king who had been 

vindicated by YHWH for his whole-hearted devotion to the one true God of Israel. 

Furthermore, they clearly interpreted Sennacherib‘s failure and YHWH‘s faithfulness to 

Jerusalem as a fulfillment of what Isaiah had prophesied during the Syro-Ephraimite 

Crisis, in chapters 7-12. It is the latter‘s interpretation of 701 BCE that we see reflected in 

Proto-Isaiah and shaped within the ―literary bookends‖ of Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39. 

The question stemming from these events would undoubtedly become, ―Which 

interpretation of these historical events would win out in the collective memory of 

Israel?‖ This thesis asserts that honest consideration of this question opens the door to 

dating the composition of Isaiah 36-39 shortly after the death of Hezekiah and shortly 

into the reign of Manasseh. Since these events happened in 701 BCE and since Hezekiah 

probably died shortly after (circa 698 BCE), it should not be completely surprising to find 

out that his son Manasseh turned to other gods—he obviously was one of those who 

viewed Sennacherib‘s invasion as a disaster for Judah. His idolatry, therefore, could be 

seen as an attempt to win the favor of the gods again. Yet we must not think that 

everyone in Judah, let alone everyone in the royal house, shared Manasseh‘s view. Many 

would have seen his actions as sinful and idolatrous. 

In light of Manasseh‘s idolatrous policies, therefore, we can surmise that either 

the disciples of Isaiah or scribal exegetes faithful to YHWH composed Isaiah 36-39 

sometime during Manasseh‘s reign to counter the view put forth by Manasseh‘s 

government that Sennacherib‘s invasion happened because Hezekiah foolishly destroyed 
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the idols of the other gods in Judah and foolishly trusted in YHWH, the god of Isaiah, 

alone. By contrast, the ―Isaianic‖ scribes faithful to YHWH wanted to: (a) to vindicate 

Isaiah‘s prophetic career, (a) to vindicate Hezekiah as a faithful and righteous king, and 

(c) to vindicate YHWH as the true Redeemer God who was faithful to Judah and who 

would continue to be faithful to Judah.  

This proposed scenario regarding the composition of both Isaiah 36-37 and Proto-

Isaiah as a whole seems much more plausible than either a Josianic or exilic scenario, 

both of which are too simplistic in their reasoning.  Neither view allows any room for 

debate on the interpretation of the historical events surrounding Sennacherib‘s invasion. 

Both assume everyone viewed Sennacherib‘s invasion as a complete disaster for Judah 

and that Isaiah 36-37/II Kings 18-19 are nothing more than later re-writings of history by 

theologically-motivated and highly biased redactors. Neither acknowledges that such a 

major event would invoke drastically different interpretations as soon the dust had settled 

and people started asking, ―What happened?‖ Simply put, neither view is realistic. By 

contrast, dating the composition of Isaiah 36-37 and the formulation of Proto-Isaiah 

shortly after Hezekiah‘s death, early on in Manasseh‘s reign, seems infinitely more 

plausible. The battle over the interpretation of such a major event as Sennacherib‘s 

invasion would have begun shortly after the event had taken place, not almost two 

hundred years later. In contrast to Clements, this historical reconstruction, while still 

somewhat speculative, is able to explain the literary function of Isaiah 36-39 within the 

context of Proto-Isaiah: it is both historically plausible and literarily coherent. Such an 

argument not only provides a very credible historical setting in which the formation of 

Proto-Isaiah possibly came about, it also provides a literary structure that makes sense of 
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many of the difficult exegetical problems previously surrounding Isaiah 7:14 itself, Isaiah 

7-12 as a unit, and Proto-Isaiah as a unified whole. 

IX. The Historical Reliability of the Biblical Accounts 

of Sennacherib’s Invasion 

 One final question lingers: ―Even if the material in Isaiah 36-37 was written 

during Manasseh‘s reign to combat his policies and vindicate Isaiah and Hezekiah, can 

these chapters really be considered to be historically reliable?‖ There are many factors 

related to this question, and admittedly, the question of historical reliability of Isaiah 36-

37 is not necessarily vital to the argument of this thesis. It is possible to argue for the 

bookend structure of Proto-Isaiah without ever addressing the question of historical 

reliability. Nevertheless, since this thesis has so strenuously argued that true exegesis 

includes a consideration of both literary and historical concerns, it would be duplicitous if 

this issue of historical reliability was side-stepped simply because it was rather messy.  

When it comes to the question of the historical reliability of Isaiah 36-37, there 

are essentially three reasons why scholars consider these chapters to be unhistorical and 

legendary. First, as already discussed earlier, scholars point to the correlation between II 

Kings 18:13-16 and the Assyrian annals as proof of its historical reliability. Since II 

Kings 18:13-16 corresponds much more closely to the Assyrian annals and II Kings 

18:17ff. (and consequently Isaiah 36-39) does not, 18:13-16 is considered the historically 

reliable account of Sennacherib‘s invasion of 701 BCE, whereas II Kings 18:17-

20:19/Isaiah 36-39 should be considered later legendary projections into history by 
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exilic/post-exilic redactors. Seitz has pointed out that virtually every scholar, with the 

exception of Provan and Hardmeier, holds this position.
265

  

 A second reason as to why so many scholars discount the historical reliability of 

these chapters is because II Kings 19:36-37/Isaiah 37:37-38 credits the salvation of 

Jerusalem to YHWH sending his angel to destroy 185,000 Assyrian soldiers outside the 

walls of Jerusalem. Because this would be considered a ―miracle,‖ most scholars 

immediately dismiss it as a later legendary account which simply could not be historical. 

In fact, if truth be told, it is these very verses that have sparked the doubt in scholars‘ 

minds regarding the historical reliability of these chapters.  

 A third reason as to why so many scholars have doubted the historical reliability 

of these chapters lies in the fact that they simply do not believe that the Bible‘s portrayal 

of Hezekiah is true. They believe that since the book of Kings and the book of Isaiah 

underwent their final redactions during the exilic/post-exilic period, they (a) cannot 

possibly reflect history accurately, and (b) they betray the theological bias of exilic 

redactors. Simply put, the reason why modern scholars doubt the historical credibility of 

these biblical accounts (as well as others) is that they are considered to be the later work 

of biased redactors who were pushing their own theological agenda.  

 Since these seem to be the basic reasons why scholars doubt the historical 

reliability of Isaiah 36-39, we must examine these reasons and try to determine whether 

or not they are legitimate. We must also clarify exactly what is meant by the term 

―historical reliability.‖ In terms of the first reason—that II Kings 18:13-16 is more 

historically reliable than the rest of the Sennacherib narrative because it corresponds to 

the Assyrian annals—there is an underlying prejudice in favor of the Assyrian annals and 
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against the biblical text. The scholarly assumption that the biblical texts are theologically 

biased whereas the Assyrian records are straightforward and objective, and thus the only 

part of the biblical text that can be trusted is that which correlates to the Assyrian 

account, is utterly wrong-minded. As Provan points out, both accounts are ideological 

accounts of the past; both accounts are trying to interpret certain events from their 

particular point of view; both accounts have an ―agenda,‖ if you will. To blindly accept 

the Assyrian account as the ―objective‖ account is highly questionable.  

 If we realize that the purpose of the biblical texts is to try to show YHWH‘s hand 

at work within the history of Israel, to show how Israel and Judah are accountable to 

YHWH, and to exalt YHWH as the one true God, then we must also realize that the 

purpose of the Assyrian annals is ―to exalt the reputation of the king concerned, to glorify 

the gods of Assyria, especially Ashur, and to encourage loyalty and submission among 

his subjects.‖
266

 Allan Millard further adds, ―these compositions had to display the king‘s 

accomplishments in the most glorious terms: he had to appear as a successful viceroy of 

the gods of Assyria, upholding their honor and power, obeying their commands, and so 

achieving victory over their common enemies.‖
267

 This is precisely what we see when we 

look at Sennacherib‘s version of the events of 701 BCE: 

―As for Hezekiah the Judahite who had not submitted to my yoke, I surrounded 

46 of his strong walled towns, and innumerable small places around them, and 

conquered them by means of earth ramps and siege engines, attack by 

infantrymen, mining, breaching, and scaling. 200,150 people of all ranks, men 

and women, horses, mules, donkeys, camels, cattle and sheep without number I 

brought out and counted as spoil. He himself I shut up in Jerusalem, his royal city, 

like a bird in a cage. I put watch-posts around him, and made it impossible for 

anyone to go out of his city. The cities which I had despoiled I cut off from his 

territory and gave to Mitinti king of Ashdod, Padi king of Ekron, and Sil-Bel king 

of Gaza, so reducing his realm. I added to their previous annual tax a tribute 
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befitting my lordship, and imposed it on them. Now the fear of my lordly splendor 

overwhelmed that Hezekiah. The warriors and select troops he had brought in to 

strengthen his royal city, Jerusalem, did not fight. He had brought after me to 

Nineveh, my royal city, 30 talents of gold, 800 talents of silver, best antimony, 

great blocks of red stone, ivory-decorated beds, ivory-decorated chairs, elephant 

hide, tusks, ebony, box-wood, valuable treasures of every sort, and his daughters, 

women of his palace, men and women singers. He sent his messenger to pay 

tribute and do obeisance.‖
268

 

As scholars have long noticed, while there are indeed many points of similarity between 

this and II Kings 18:13-16, this account does not seem to correspond to the rest of the 

biblical account. They assume therefore that ―Account B‖ must be legendary because it, 

not only does not correspond to Sennacherib‘s account, but puts Hezekiah in a positive 

light and praises YHWH for delivering Jerusalem. Yet one must wonder why scholars do 

not question Sennacherib‘s version on the same grounds: it puts Sennacherib in a positive 

light and praises the gods of Assyria.  

 The scholar must look at both accounts and, while fully realizing that both 

accounts are told from different ideological perspectives and agendas, attempt to come to 

some sort of conclusion about the historical event in question. So what common ground 

does the full biblical account and Sennacherib‘s version share? Both agree that: (a) 

Sennacherib invaded and took many fortified cities in Judah; (b) Sennacherib did at one 

point besiege Jerusalem and Hezekiah seemed completely helpless; (c) the Egyptian army 

at some point appeared and was dealt with; and (d) Hezekiah eventually paid tribute to 

Sennacherib. And although the literary structure of Isaiah 36-39 has already been 

discussed, thereby showing the literary quality and unity of Isaiah 36-37, we must 

acknowledge the fact that nothing in the larger biblical account contradicts any of these 

four points. The only glaring difference between the biblical account and Sennacherib‘s 
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version is, not surprisingly, the conclusion to the matter: the biblical account claims an 

―angel of YHWH‖ destroyed 185,000 Assyrian soldiers, Sennacherib withdrew, and 

Jerusalem was spared; Sennacherib‘s version makes no mention of this. Yet for that 

matter, it is very interesting to note that Sennacherib conveniently never tells of the 

outcome of his siege of Jerusalem. All he mentions is that Hezekiah sent him tribute once 

he had returned to Nineveh. In Nineveh, in the Lachish Room, he celebrated the siege 

and capture of Lachish; in fact Millard points out that the Lachish Room ―stands as the 

focus of the whole section of the palace.‖
269

 Yet, despite the fact that Jerusalem was the 

capital, there is surprisingly no celebration over its capture or any mention of the siege of 

Jerusalem. He does not even mention that he had chosen to spare Jerusalem.  

 When one considers these factors, one must admit that we have very good reason 

to be suspicious of Sennacherib‘s version of events. Why did Hezekiah send him tribute, 

not outside Jerusalem, not at Lachish, but only later, after Sennacherib had returned to 

Nineveh?
270

 Why did Sennacherib highlight the siege at Lachish and conveniently push 

Jerusalem to the background? Why, if Hezekiah was the rebel ruler and instigator of the 

revolt, did Sennacherib choose to leave him on the throne, only requiring tribute? Finally, 

when one compares Sennacherib‘s account of his siege of Jerusalem, one must agree with 

Millard when he says, ―…the note of triumph with which the reports of Assyrian 

campaigns normally end is absent from this one. True, the list of Hezekiah‘s tribute has a 

note of success, yet it is muted in comparison with the ending of every other one of 

Sennacherib‘s campaigns in which he proclaims what he has done.‖
271

 Laato adds that the 

list of tribute sent by Hezekiah was meant ―give the impression that [Sennacherib‘s] 
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campaign in Judah had been successfully concluded, even though Hezekiah, the main 

rebel, was not dethroned.‖
272

 Therefore, it seems that Sennacherib‘s account is ―less 

straightforward than it may appear when read in isolation.‖
273

 There are too many 

inconsistencies in his account to allow us to naively believe he is being ―objective.‖ 

The second reason why scholars discount Isaiah 36-37 as legendary centers on the 

claim that an angel of YHWH killed 185,000 Assyrian soldiers. Yet not only is it 

questionable to dismiss the entire account because of one verse, such an action displays a 

shocking amount of literary ignorance. It does not allow any room for metaphor, 

symbolism, or creative license in the story. Now, it is very reasonable to ask the question 

―Was there a literal angel who struck down 185,000 Assyrians?‖ For that matter, it is 

very reasonable to ask other questions like, ―Did the Rabshakeh really say those exact 

words in the speech accredited to him?‖ ―Did Hezekiah really say that exact prayer?‖ 

―Did Isaiah really utter that prophecy, word for word?‖ The obvious answer to all of 

these questions is, ―Of course not.‖ But that does not mean that something quite unusual 

did not happened that caused the Assyrian army to abandon the siege of Jerusalem, and 

that was interpreted by the people of Judah as an act of YHWH; that does not mean that 

the Rabshakeh didn‘t taunt Hezekiah in some way outside the walls of Jerusalem; that 

does not mean that Hezekiah didn‘t offer up a prayer to YHWH for deliverance; and that 

does not mean Isaiah did not prophesy that YHWH would save Jerusalem. In terms of 

Sennacherib‘s abandonment of the siege of Jerusalem, one thing is clear—something 

happened that caused him to do so. The writer of Isaiah interpreted this ―something‖ as 

an act of God, and couched it in the terms we have in the account. Both Herodotus and 
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Josephus suggest that it was some sort of plague, and indeed that may very well be the 

case, we simply do not know. In any case, whatever happened, we know that Jerusalem 

was spared and Hezekiah stayed on the throne. We also know that the biblical testimony 

presents this event as the glorious deliverance of Jerusalem by YHWH, while 

Sennacherib‘s account glosses over and sidesteps the siege of Jerusalem every chance he 

gets. Must we believe that there was a literal angel who killed 185,000 Assyrian soldiers? 

No. Does this mean we must dismiss the entire account as legendary and unhistorical? 

No. All it means is that we need to have common sense and be able to recognize literary 

artistry and metaphor when it appears in a text that relates historical events.  

Finally, there is the objection that we cannot believe the biblical portrait of 

Hezekiah because these stories were written at a much later time, during the exilic period. 

Yet this objection has already been addressed both back in chapter one as well as earlier 

in this chapter. Provan, Long, and Longman have already put forth a persuasive argument 

that mere distance from an event does not automatically mean that the text in question is 

historically unreliable. We know, for example, that the book of Isaiah probably came into 

its final form during exilic and post-exilic times. We also can safely assume that the 

material in Proto-Isaiah had undergone redaction and literary styling during exilic and 

post-exilic times as the later scribal exegetes shaped the entire book of Isaiah into the 

form and structure that we have today. Yet we must be very cautious when we attempt to 

make the argument that large sections in Proto-Isaiah were essentially made up out of 

whole cloth by later redactors and therefore have no historical basis to them.  
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X. A Proposed Understanding of Sennacherib’s Invasion 

 In contrast to the general view of Sennacherib‘s invasion among modern biblical 

scholars, Iain Provan has put forth a view of the event that fully respects the biblical 

accounts. According to Provan, once one reads and analyzes all the relevant material, the 

following outline of events seems very probable. First, Hezekiah was probably one of the 

―moving forces‖
274

 who, in an attempt to prepare for an expected invasion, made a pre-

emptive strike against king Sillibel of the Philistines, and also captured and imprisoned 

king Padi of Ekron. Second, in light of Sennacherib‘s taking of forty-six cities, Hezekiah 

then offered renewed tribute to Sennacherib in hopes that he would withdraw his forces 

(II Kings 18:13-16). Yet Sennacherib, viewing Hezekiah as the main instigator of the 

revolt, sent an army from Lachish to Jerusalem and attempted to persuade Hezekiah to 

fully surrender (II Kings 18:17ff.). Thirdly, all accounts agree that an Assyrian army 

ended up besieging Jerusalem, that at some point an Egyptian army appeared on the 

scene, and that Sennacherib defeated this army at Eltekah.
275

 It is at this point, Provan 

speculates, that Hezekiah released Padi of Ekron in order to buy more time. In any case, 

for some reason Sennacherib never took Jerusalem, ―nor even to have received tribute 

from Hezekiah in the immediate aftermath of the siege. He tells us only that after his 

return to Nineveh…Hezekiah sent tribute.‖
276

 Not only does Provan‘s view clearly take 

the biblical testimony seriously, it is entirely historically plausible.
277
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 The only other thing we might suggest to reconsider is the payment of tribute Hezekiah made 

to Sennacherib recorded in II Kings 18:13-16. Most scholars suggest these verses are the authentic account, 

whereas Provan attempts to fit these verses into the rest of the narrative. Yet is it not possible that II Kings 

18:13-16 is a summary of the entire invasion of Sennacherib that the writer of II Kings got from an earlier 

work, possibly the royal annals of Judah? He then borrowed from the account found in Proto-Isaiah and 

attached it to the end of his account as an elaboration of his original brief summary. Therefore, the tribute 
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 Contrary to many modern scholars who try to caricature the biblical accounts of 

Sennacherib‘s invasions as a legendary ―pie in the sky‖ account that inaccurately portrays 

Hezekiah as an ideal king who could do no wrong, a clear reading of the biblical accounts 

gives no such impression. In fact, the biblical accounts give a very honest and 

straightforward account of Sennacherib‘s invasion. First, there are a number of passages 

in Isaiah that clearly condemn rebellion and reliance on Egypt, both of which Hezekiah 

seemed to have done at some point in his reign.
278

 Second, the biblical accounts 

themselves tell how Sennacherib captured all of Judah‘s fortified cities and how many 

deserted Hezekiah as well. They clearly do not shy away from the negatives during 

Hezekiah‘s reign. Third, the episode concerning the envoys from Babylon highlights a 

major blunder on Hezekiah‘s part as well. Nevertheless, the biblical accounts tell us that 

in 701 BCE, when Sennacherib was on the verge of destroying Jerusalem, Hezekiah, 

despite his past flaws, nevertheless displayed great faith in YHWH, and that Jerusalem 

was indeed spared, although at the same time much of Judah was devastated.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
mentioned in II Kings 18:14-16 is not some sort of initial payment Hezekiah attempted to make before 

Sennacherib laid siege to Jerusalem, but rather the same tribute Sennacherib mentions was paid to him back 

in Nineveh. Such a scenario is not that improbable. In light of Hezekiah‘s rebellion, Sennacherib invaded 

Judah, overtook 46 of Hezekiah‘s cities, and devastated much of Hezekiah‘s kingdom. He also laid siege to 

Jerusalem and it looked as if Hezekiah would face certain destruction. For some reason—unexplained in 

Sennacherib‘s annals and described as the actions of an angel of YHWH in the biblical accounts—

Sennacherib failed to take Jerusalem and went back to Nineveh. At this point, although the deliverance of 

Jerusalem was seen by Hezekiah and the people of Judah as a protective act of YHWH, Hezekiah well 

knew that much of his land had been overrun by Sennacherib. Therefore, in order to try to avoid any future 

re-invasion, Hezekiah sent tribute to Sennacherib in Nineveh. This tribute allowed Sennacherib to ―save 

face‖ and it insured that Judah would not suffer through another full out military assault by Sennacherib. 

One last speculative note—given the unusual nature of II Kings 18:14-16, a few scholars have suggested 

that these verses are referring to Hezekiah‘s actions during Sargon‘s campaign in 711 BCE. We know that 

Hezekiah took part in the rebellion, and we know that he was allowed to stay on his throne. A possible 

reason for this might be that he paid tribute to Sargon.  One could further speculate that, in light of that, 

Hezekiah once again tried to pay off the Assyrian king (in this case, Sennacherib). If that was the case, then 

it would be understandable why Sennacherib would have besieged Jerusalem; he knew of Hezekiah‘s past 

rebellion, and decided that Hezekiah was a king that needed to be severely dealt with. 
278
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XI. Final Thoughts on Isaiah 36-39 and the Occasion for Proto-Isaiah 

The essential problem with historical-critical biblical scholarship that too often 

scholars simply cannot fathom the possibility that the biblical writers, or any writer for 

that matter, could use literary artistry and techniques and still present a historically 

reliable account of the past. This divorce between literary concerns and history simply 

destroys any meaningful exegesis and understanding of the text. The task of the exegete 

is to come to a clearer understanding of Israelite history through the biblical texts, not 

despite them. Scholarly pre-occupations with fanciful reconstructions of biblical history 

during the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah have nearly rendered any true biblical exegesis 

of texts like Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-39 impossible. What we have shown in this chapter 

is that the generally accepted opinion that rejects the historical reliability of the biblical 

accounts of Sennacherib‘s invasion is not only ill-founded and highly questionable, but it 

ultimately obscures any clear exegetical understanding and vision of the literary structure 

of Proto-Isaiah. We have analyzed the details of the literary structure of Isaiah 36-39, 

have addressed the issue of priority, and have concluded it is more likely that Isaiah 36-

39 hold priority over II Kings 18-20. We have also argued that Isaiah 36-37 should be 

accepted as containing historically reliable information, though admittedly having gone 

through later literary shaping. In the next chapter we will analyze the overall ―bookend‖ 

structure that can be seen in Proto-Isaiah. It will be argued that Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 

have been set up as the two ―bookends‖ to Proto-Isaiah. We know this by looking at the 

numerous literary and thematic connections between these two sections. The reason why 

these two sections have been structured this way is because of two historical factors. The 

prophecies in Isaiah 7-12 were born out of the historical circumstances of the Syro-
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Ephraimite Crisis, were focused on the birth of Hezekiah, the Immanuel child, and 

prophesied about YHWH‘s future chastening of Judah by the hand of Assyria as well as 

YHWH‘s future chastening of Assyria and redeeming of the remnant of his people in 

Jerusalem. The narratives found in Isaiah 36-39 were born out of the historical 

circumstances of Sennacherib‘s invasion of Judah, as well as two other events of 

Hezekiah‘s reign: his illness and the visit from the envoys from Babylon. These 

narratives focus on the reign of Hezekiah, the Immanuel child who grew up to be king, 

and they show how the prophecies of Isaiah in chapters 7-12 were fulfilled. 

With all this in mind, the natural question is, ―What historical circumstance would 

have occasioned the writing of chapters 36-39 and the formation of Proto-Isaiah itself?‖ 

This chapter has shown the general scholarly view that the exilic author of Deutero-Isaiah 

incorporated II Kings 18-20 into his redaction of Proto-Isaiah and expansion of the book 

of Isaiah to be highly questionable and problematic. Furthermore, this chapter has also 

questioned the general scholarly assumption that the material in Isaiah 36-39 was 

originally composed around the time of Josiah. It is the opinion of this thesis, given the 

clear literary unity of Isaiah 1-39 (as will be discussed in more depth in the next chapter), 

that chapters 36-39 were originally composed to form the conclusion of Proto-Isaiah, and 

that the most likely occasion for the compilation of Proto-Isaiah was relatively early on 

during Manasseh‘s reign, when he instituted policies that sought to undo the reforms that 

Hezekiah had put in place. Such actions, coming on the heels of an enormous national 

crisis (i.e. Sennacherib‘s invasion), would have sparked controversy between the new 

royal court and the temple priests and scribes loyal to YHWH. Proto-Isaiah, complete 
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with chapters 36-39, sought to vindicate Isaiah as a true prophet, Hezekiah as a faithful 

and righteous king, and YHWH Himself as the one true God.   

Scholars rightly note that Isaiah 36-39 attempts to put Hezekiah forth as an ideal 

king; yet they are mistaken when they assume that such an idealization came long after 

the events themselves and therefore is historically unreliable. The most likely time such 

questions over Hezekiah‘s reputation would have been debated would have been during 

the years shortly after Sennacherib‘s invasion, when king Manasseh, by instituting his 

new political and religious policies, essentially declared Hezekiah‘s policies a failure and 

Hezekiah a foolish king. Given this situation, those loyal to YHWH, who viewed 

Hezekiah as a righteous and faithful king, would have attempted to vindicate not only 

Hezekiah, but also Isaiah and YHWH Himself, by putting forth their interpretation of 

national events over the last fifty years of Judah‘s history. In that sense, what we have in 

both Isaiah 36-39 and Isaiah 7-12 is not ―history‖ per se, but rather theological 

interpretations of historical events. Nevertheless, they are about real events in history, 

and not simply later projections that have no basis in history. The scribal exegetes who 

compiled Proto-Isaiah were not interested in abstract theological concepts. They were 

concerned with showing how the God of Israel had indeed worked in the life and times of 

their beloved king and their revered prophet. Therefore, their admittedly ―literary work‖ 

of Proto-Isaiah was intimately tied to historical events and spoke to, what was for them, a 

hotly-debated current controversy as to how to interpret those historical events.  
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Chapter Five 

The Bookend Structure of Proto-Isaiah: Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-39 

I. Introduction 

 Thus far in this thesis we have covered a vast range of issues that all have bearing 

on our central argument that the literary structure of Proto-Isaiah sets up chapters 7-12 

and 36-39 as two ―bookends‖ that highlight Isaiah‘s ―Immanuel prophecies‖ during the 

Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and the fulfillment of those prophecies during the invasion of 

Sennacherib in the time of Hezekiah‘s reign. At the heart of this ―bookend structure‖ we 

find the central figure of Immanuel (understood as Hezekiah) whose birth was prophesied 

in Isaiah 7:14 and during whose reign the greater prophecies of Isaiah 7-12 (as well as 

elsewhere in Proto-Isaiah) came to fulfillment.  

 Making such an argument, though, is a very difficult and laborious undertaking, 

for both Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-39 are fraught with exegetical difficulties and scholarly 

controversy. There are the controversies surrounding the specifics of Isaiah 7:14 and its 

immediate context of 7:13-25, as well as chapters 7-12 (chapter 2); there is the 

controversy surrounding the chronology of II Kings (chapter 3); and there are the 

controversies of the priority of either II Kings or Isaiah, the literary unity of Isaiah 36-39, 

and the historical reliability of Isaiah 36-39 (chapter 4). Now that we have analyzed, 

discussed, and come to our conclusions concerning these issues, we now are able to turn 

our attention to analyzing the ―bookend structure‖ of Proto-Isaiah that lies at the very 

heart of the argument of this thesis.  
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II. The Structure of Proto-Isaiah 

 It has long been noted that Isaiah 36-39 plays a significant role within the 

structure of Isaiah. It not only serves as a conclusion to Proto-Isaiah, but it also acts as a 

springboard that takes the reader forward to the later part of the exilic period, to Isaiah 40 

in which God calls his people out of the very exile about which Isaiah prophesies in 

Isaiah 39. Yet because of the general consensus among scholars regarding the priority of 

II Kings 18-20 over Isaiah 36-39, the ―historical‖ debate has tended to focus on the II 

Kings account, whereas the Isaiah account has traditionally been regulated to questions of 

literary structure and its place and function within Isaiah as a whole. In other words, since 

Isaiah 36-39 has been generally regarded as a later legendary and unhistorical account of 

Sennacherib‘s invasion, many scholars dismiss the notion that Isaiah 36-39 actually was 

ever a part of Proto-Isaiah. In light of this, many scholars have divided Proto-Isaiah as 

consisting of chapters 1-33 or chapters 1-35, with chapters 36-39 being attributed to the 

work of Deutero-Isaiah, who borrowed from II Kings and placed chapters 36-39 in their 

present place to function as a ―bridge‖ between Proto-Isaiah and Deutero-Isaiah. 

Unfortunately, this view has led to an inability to see, not only the historical significance 

of Isaiah 36-39 itself, but also how the very literary structure of Proto-Isaiah, consisting 

of chapters 1-39, reveals a clear theological/political interpretation of the both Ahaz‘s 

unfaithfulness during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and Hezekiah‘s faithfulness during 

Sennacherib‘s invasion, namely that (a) Hezekiah was the prophesied Immanuel child of 

Isaiah 7:14, (b) the Assyrian oppression was the consequence of Ahaz‘s unfaithful 

actions during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, and (c) Sennacherib‘s failure to take Jerusalem 

and Hezekiah‘s faithfulness to YHWH was prophesied by Isaiah. 
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In order to understand the structure of Proto-Isaiah, one must recognize that in its 

original context Isaiah 7:14 was a prophecy that (a) centered on the birth of Hezekiah, (b) 

warned of YHWH‘s impending judgment on Israel and Judah, and (c) announced 

YHWH‘s salvation of the remnant who survived his judgment. This prophecy, therefore, 

found its immediate fulfillment within the reign of Hezekiah: Israel was destroyed by 

Assyria; Judah was oppressed by Assyria and, during Sennacherib‘s invasion, was 

―flooded up to the neck‖ with the Assyrian armies. Yet YHWH saved the faithful 

remnant in Jerusalem from total destruction precisely because Hezekiah put his faith in 

YHWH in a time of national crisis. Therefore, because of these historical events of both 

the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and the invasion of Sennacherib, the writer of Proto-Isaiah 

chose to arrange his work around these defining moments in the reigns of Ahaz and 

Hezekiah. Ahaz‘s faithless actions during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis brought about a 

prophecy of YHWH‘s judgment by the means of Assyria; yet along with that prophecy of 

judgment came a promise of YHWH‘s salvation of a remnant by the means of a faithful 

royal son, which was seen as being fulfilled during the invasion of Sennacherib in 701 

BCE, in the faithful actions of Hezekiah, Ahaz‘s son.  

By showing that the prophecies of Isaiah had indeed been fulfilled during 

Sennacherib‘s invasion in 701 BCE, Proto-Isaiah not only vindicated the prophetic career 

of Isaiah, but it also insured its own retention and survival—the work of the true prophets 

of YHWH was preserved, whereas the work of false prophets was discarded. In light of 

the prophet‘s vindication and Proto-Isaiah‘s retention, later scribal exegetes built upon 

Isaiah‘s work and expanded its prophetic influence to the surviving remnant that returned 

to Judah after the Babylonian Exile.  
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Yet this bookend pattern of prophecy-and-fulfillment found in Isaiah 7-12 and 36-

39 leaves open the question of Isaiah 1-6 and its place within Proto-Isaiah. To this 

question, we must present a number of clarifications. First, one might assume, since this 

thesis is arguing that Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 act as ―literary bookends‖ within Proto-

Isaiah, this thesis is also arguing that chapters 1-6 were later insertions to the text, 

possibly at the time when chapters 40-66 were added. After all, the term ―bookends‖ 

indicates that one bookend stands at the beginning of a work and the other stands at the 

end of a work. Yet this is not what this thesis is arguing. Rather, the argument of this 

thesis regarding the structure and composition of Proto-Isaiah is that (a) the various 

prophecies and oracles within Proto-Isaiah were recorded in some fashion or another 

during the lifetime of the prophet Isaiah, and (b) shortly after Hezekiah‘s death, when 

conflict arose over how to interpret the events of Sennacherib‘s invasion and Manasseh 

began to re-institute pagan worship, and, if there is any amount of credibility to Jewish 

tradition, when Manasseh had Isaiah killed, the disciples of Isaiah and/or scribes who 

were devoted to the sole worship of YHWH collected Isaiah‘s oracles (of which chapters 

1-6 were a part) and stitched them together within what was essentially a ―Book of 

Isaiah‖ that served to vindicate Isaiah as a true prophet of YHWH, vindicate Hezekiah as 

a righteous king who was faithful to YHWH, and place the blame for Judah‘s recent 

hardships on the unfaithful and idolatrous practices most typified by the actions of 

Hezekiah‘s father Ahaz. As Christopher Seitz has mentioned, ―It comes as no surprise 

that as the Isaiah traditions developed and took form, the contrast between Ahaz and 

Hezekiah was yet furthered strengthened. Jerusalem‘s deliverance in 701 BC was a 

powerful confirmation of the prophet‘s Immanuel promises.‖
279
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This interpretation of the events during Isaiah‘s lifetime eventually won the day in 

the life of ancient Israel. Hezekiah went down in history as a righteous king and Isaiah as 

a true prophet of YHWH. Later on during the exile, later scribes and prophets sought to 

speak to their exilic and post-exilic audience by building on the prophetic vision of 

Isaiah. Deutero-Isaiah, therefore was essentially born out of the original book of Isaiah, 

now known as ―Proto-Isaiah.‖ While there is no doubt these later scribal exegetes 

probably edited certain sections of Proto-Isaiah as they added Deutero-Isaiah on to the 

original,
280

 the extent to which they did this can only be a matter of speculation. 

Therefore, unless there is some compelling evidence to doubt the historical and literary 

unity of chapters 1-39, this thesis holds that we should not only view these chapters as a 

literary whole, but that the historical impetus for the composition of these chapters was 

most likely to have been early on during Manasseh‘s reign, when there would have 

undoubtedly been controversy and debate over the interpretation and meaning of the 

events from the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis up through Sennacherib‘s invasion.  

This leads us to our second point concerning Isaiah 1-6: although there is general 

consensus that chapters 1-12 form a distinct unit within Proto-Isaiah, there has still been 

different opinions as to how those chapters function together as a unit. Christopher Seitz 

makes the argument that chapters 1-4 ―certainly set the tone for what follows‖ in chapters 

5-12.
281

 In saying this, Seitz clearly sees the ―song of the vineyard‖ in chapter 5 and 

Isaiah‘s call in chapter 6 as being intimately connected to chapters 7-12. John Oswalt, 
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can be easily explained by the realization that later scribal exegetes wanted to have Proto-Isaiah end with 

the envoys from Babylon, so it could act as a bridge to Isaiah 40 and the call to come out from the 

Babylonian exile. 
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though, divides things in the following manner: chapters 1-5 act as the introduction to the 

entire book of Proto-Isaiah, chapter 6 tells about Isaiah‘s call to servanthood, and 

chapters 7-12 illustrate the dilemma of whom to trust, God or Assyria.
282

 Brevard Childs 

also sees chapter 6 as a lynchpin that both points backwards to chapter 5 and forward to 

chapter 7.
283

 This thesis tends to agree with the structural outlines of Oswalt and Childs. 

The mention of the ―vineyard‖ in Isaiah 1:8 finds parallels in 3:14 and 5:1-10, but then 

virtually disappears from the rest of Isaiah. For that reason alone, one can argue that 

chapters 1-5 should be seen as a smaller literary unit within chapters 1-12. With that in 

mind, one can also view chapter 6 as the bridge between the prologue of chapters 1-5 and 

the historical narrative of Isaiah‘s confrontation with Ahaz during the Syro-Ephraimite 

Crisis. After introducing the prophet Isaiah, chapter 6 not only links itself to the 

destroyed vineyard of chapter 5 with its imagery of desolation and a fallen stump (6:11-

13), but also links itself to the Immanuel child (and also the royal child of 9:1-5 and 11:1-

11) with its imagery of the ―holy seed‖ being in the stump of the fallen tree (6:13).  

What this brief discussion has tried to show is that although this thesis is arguing 

that Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 act as ―literary bookends‖ within Proto-Isaiah, it is not 

suggesting that Isaiah 1-6 is secondary or superfluous material. It is extremely crucial, in 

that it not only lays out the major themes and strands of emphasis within Proto-Isaiah, but 

it introduces the prophet Isaiah himself. But as far as the overall literary structure of 

Proto-Isaiah as a whole is concerned, it is the two historical episodes of Ahaz and the 

Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and Hezekiah and Sennacherib‘s invasion that serve as its literary 

framework. Without these two historical episodes, the themes and imagery introduced in 
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chapters 1-6 and found throughout Proto-Isaiah would remain ambiguous and ahistorical. 

In that sense, Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 not only act as literary bookends to Proto-Isaiah, but 

they also provide the historical framework in which to interpret the themes and strands of 

emphasis found throughout Proto-Isaiah.  

 What we find in Proto-Isaiah, therefore, is this overall structure: (a) Chapters 1-5 

act as a prologue to Proto-Isaiah. The very first verse, by claiming that Isaiah‘s ministry 

took place during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, impels us to view 

chapters 36-39 as part of Proto-Isaiah, for they took place during Hezekiah‘s reign. These 

chapters not only mark out the historical time period in which Proto-Isaiah is to be 

interpreted, but they also act to set out the general themes and motifs that will run 

throughout Proto-Isaiah; (b) Chapter 6 functions as both an introduction to the prophet 

Isaiah and as a lynchpin between the prologue of chapters 1-5 and the narrative/prophecy 

regarding the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis; (c) Chapters 7-12 act as the first bookend to the 

main body of Proto-Isaiah by providing the narrative and subsequent prophecy 

surrounding Ahaz and the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis. These chapters, in effect, provide a 

historical ―fleshing out‖ of the general themes put forth in the prelude of chapters 1-6; (d) 

Chapters 13-19 contain the first set of various oracles, primarily concerning surrounding 

nations, in which the themes and motifs introduced in chapters 1-6 and ―fleshed out‖ in 

chapters 7-12 are further developed; (e) Chapter 20 gives a short narrative account of 

Isaiah‘s actions during the Ashdod campaign of 714 BCE; (f) Chapters 21-35 contain a 

second set of various oracles, primarily focusing on Jersualem, in which the same themes 

and motifs are further developed; (g) Chapters 36-39 act as the second bookend within 

the body of Proto-Isaiah in which the various themes and motifs are brought to their 
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conclusion in the narrative concerning Hezekiah reign and the invasion of Sennacherib. 

Scholars have differed as to how to classify and organize chapters 13-35, but one thing is 

obvious: within Proto-Isaiah there are three narrative sections: Isaiah 7-12 contains 

narrative and prophecy directly related to that narrative; Isaiah 20 contains a narrative 

regarding Isaiah‘s actions during the Ashdod campaign; and Isaiah 36-39 contains a 

narrative surrounding Hezekiah‘s reign, primarily focusing on the invasion of 

Sennacherib.  

In this chapter we will analyze the literary ―bookend structure‖ within the main 

body of Proto-Isaiah that was used to vindicate Isaiah‘s prophetic career by highlighting 

Isaiah‘s Immanuel prophecies in Isaiah 7-12 and the fulfillment of those prophecies in 

Isaiah 36-39. It has been long noted by numerous scholars that there are various items 

within these two sections that can be seen as directly contrasting the reigns of Ahaz and 

Hezekiah. Ironically though, despite general agreement among scholars, there is rarely 

any full discussion of the contrasts between these two kings. It is the view of this thesis 

that these contrasts between Ahaz and Hezekiah are not simply random and isolated 

features within the texts, but that they are a major part of the very structure of Proto-

Isaiah. Furthermore, it is this bookend structure of Proto-Isaiah that highlights the 

contrast of these two kings that both the writer of Kings and Chronicles pick up on and 

work into their own accounts as well. 

III. Intertextuality within the Bookend Structure of Proto-Isaiah 

A literary analysis of the bookend structure of Proto-Isaiah shows far more than 

just a simple contrast between a bad king and a good king, although that becomes very 

clear within the text. What it shows is a much wider matrix of meaning that involves the 
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idea of prophecy-fulfillment centered on the promised royal son Immanuel, Hezekiah. 

Indeed, what is involved in this literary structuring is an element of intertextuality and 

inner-biblical exegesis. This was touched upon with our discussion of Michael Fishbane 

in chapter one. Our premise here is that Isaiah 36-39 was composed with clear 

intertextual echoes to Isaiah 7-12
284

: various phrases, places, and themes found within 

Isaiah 36-39 find direct correlation and cohesiveness with the events and prophecies in 

Isaiah 7-12, the end result being that the ultimate interpretation of these two passages in 

Isaiah is dependent upon seeing each one‘s relationship to the other.  

Yet one might ask, ―How can we be sure that there is intentional intertextuality on 

the part of any given writer?‖ In his book, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 

Richard Hays offers a brief checklist of items that help us assess whether or not a biblical 

writer is intentionally making intertextual connections within his work. Although his 

work deals with Old Testament reinterpretation in Paul, the tests he proposes to guide 

intertextual analysis are equally applicable to the later Old Testament writers who drew 

upon earlier Old Testament works. According to Hays, and to a number of other scholars 

as well, the probable intention of the author and understanding of the original audience is 

of primary importance in any definition of biblical intertextuality.
285

 He writes, ―Claims 

about intertextual meaning effects are strongest when it can be credibly demonstrated that 

they occur within the literary structure of the text and that they can plausibly be ascribed 
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to the intention of the author and the competence of the original readers.‖
286

 Granting the 

inherent subjectivity in such an assessment, as in most historical-critical assessments, 

when suggesting an intertextual connection within a given biblical text, the scholar must 

be able to make a plausible case that either when the author said X that he was 

intentionally making a reference to Y, or when the original audience read X that they 

understood it to be referring to Y.  If so, then that impels us to consider that connection 

when trying to determine the meaning of the text. This leads to the question, ―What are 

the indicators that show there is a legitimate connection between two texts?‖  

The most obvious indicator of intertextuality is when there is an explicit citation 

of a traditum within the traditio. Yet Fishbane points out that ―the vast majority of cases 

of aggadic exegesis in the Hebrew Bible involve implicit or virtual citations.‖
287

 Given 

this fact, there must be definitive indicators that aid the scholar in making the judgment 

as to whether or not a proposed case of intertextuality could have been intended by the 

author and/or understood by the original audience. Such indicators are provided by Hays 

in the form of seven tests: (1) Availability: Was the proposed source of the echo available 

to the author and/or original readers? (2) Volume: Is there a large degree of explicit 

repetition of words or syntactical patterns? In other words, if there is no direct citation of 

a previous work, one should look for a ―grouping‖ or ―pattern‖ of catch words or images 

that the text shares with a prior text.
288

 Furthermore, one should ask if there is a similar 

storyline or pattern of events that the text shares with a prior text. (3) Recurrence: How 
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often does the author cite or allude to the same scriptural passage? (4) Thematic 

Coherence: How well does the echo fit into the line of argument being developed? (5) 

Historical Plausibility: Could the author have intended the alleged meaning effect? Could 

the original readers have understood it? (6) History of Interpretation: Have other readers, 

both critical and pre-critical, heard the same echoes? (7) Satisfaction: Does the proposed 

reading make sense? Does it illuminate the surrounding discourse? If one is guided by 

these seven tests, one will be able to differentiate between legitimate cases of 

intertextuality and those that are somewhat problematic. When these tests are used in our 

analysis of the bookend structure of Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39, it becomes abundantly clear 

that this intertextual phenomenon was intentional, and it further strengthens Seitz‘s 

argument that Isaiah 36-39 was written shortly after the time of Hezekiah and Isaiah and 

thus formed the conclusion to Proto-Isaiah. 

IV. Recurring Themes and Motifs throughout Proto-Isaiah 

 Yet there is more to Proto-Isaiah than just a highlighted ―bookend‖ structure. The 

primary function of any two bookends is obviously to hold together various books. In the 

case of chapters 7-12 and 36-39, these literary bookends hold together a number of 

significant themes and motifs that run throughout Proto-Isaiah. These themes and motifs 

that are found throughout the many prophecies and oracles in Proto-Isaiah are given a 

distinct structure and focus by the two bookends of chapters 7-12 and 36-39; in other 

words, these two bookends provide the literary structure and highlight the historical 

backdrop in which to understand and interpret the totality of the oracles, themes, and 

motifs that are woven together in Proto-Isaiah. Scholars might disagree over whether or 

not certain passages in Proto-Isaiah are historically reliable and whether or not certain 
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passages in Proto-Isaiah are simply later additions and glosses, yet one thing is certain: 

the intended historical setting presented in Proto-Isaiah is that of the reigns of Ahaz and 

Hezekiah. Therefore, any literary analysis of Proto-Isaiah must be done with the 

understanding that Proto-Isaiah is presented as having taken place during the reigns of 

Ahaz and Hezekiah, roughly 742-698 BCE. Furthermore, if our historical reconstruction 

of the events that led to the compilation of Proto-Isaiah is found plausible, we can be 

certain that Proto-Isaiah would have spoken to the theological-political controversies that 

would have undoubtedly arisen when Manasseh attempted to reverse the policies of his 

father Hezekiah. Once we acknowledge the obvious fact that it begins with a narrative 

concerning Ahaz and the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and concludes with a narrative 

concerning Hezekiah and the events of Sennacherib‘s invasion, it should come as no 

surprise to find that there are a number of themes and motifs that are developed 

throughout Proto-Isaiah and come to a certain resolution within chapters 36-39.   

So what are these recurring motifs and themes? Although there are various ways 

to address these motifs and themes, this thesis will choose to present them in the 

following manner. Essentially there are three strands of focus throughout Proto-Isaiah. 

The first strand focuses on the sinful state of humanity. Sometimes Jerusalem is 

highlighted, sometimes other nations are highlighted. Within this strand of focus we find 

the following recurring language: (a) condemnation of idol worship; (b) lack of 

knowledge and wisdom; (c) blindness and deafness; (d) haughtiness and pride; and (e) 

the rejection of YHWH‘s counsel and the acceptance of poor counsel; the result of all this 

ends up in  (f) the oppression of the poor. The second strand in Proto-Isaiah focuses on 

the judgment of YHWH upon sinful nations whose sinful state from the first strand is 
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condemned. Within this strand we find YHWH‘s judgment described in the following 

recurring language: (a) YHWH‘s hand stretching out in judgment; (b) foreign oppression 

and trampling; (c) burning fire; (d) the bringing down of those who are haughty and 

arrogant; and (e) spoil and plunder; the result of all this is ends up in (f) devastation to the 

point where only a remnant is left. The third strand in Proto-Isaiah focuses on the 

exaltation of YHWH and the salvation of his people. Within this strand we find the 

following recurring language: (a) YHWH‘s hand stretching out for salvation; (b) true 

knowledge and wisdom; (c) the opening of blind eyes and deaf ears; (d) faithfulness, 

righteousness and justice; and (e) the heeding of the counsel of YHWH; the result of all 

this is (f) the refined remnant of YHWH‘s people acting as a signal to the nations and the 

nations coming to a true worship of YHWH. These three strands of emphasis in Proto-

Isaiah—the sinful state of humanity, the judgment of YHWH, and the exaltation of 

YHWH and the salvation of his people—are woven throughout virtually every prophetic 

oracle within Proto-Isaiah and are emphasized by means of this recurring language just 

highlighted above. We see this in every major section in Proto-Isaiah. 

V. The Narrative Artistry of the Three Strands of Emphasis 

 The way the recurring themes and motifs of these three strands of emphasis are 

woven throughout Proto-Isaiah is extremely complex. Therefore, before we look at how 

these strands and recurring motifs and themes actually work their way through Proto-

Isaiah, we must first explain the ―narrative artistry‖ of these strands, motifs, and themes: 

(A) how the themes and motifs within each strand relate to each other, and (B) how the 

themes and motifs in one strand relate to the themes and motifs in the other strands. 
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We will first look at the strand that emphasizes the sinful state of either Israel or 

mankind in general. It is quite clear in Isaiah that the ultimate root of the sinful state of 

both Israel and mankind is idolatry (a).
289

 The reason for this is because it is the willful 

rejection of the true God, YHWH, and the purposeful embracing of worshipping images 

made of wood and stone and carved in the images of various beasts. As is so ruthlessly 

articulated in Deutero-Isaiah, idol worship is both the ultimate rebellion and the ultimate 

stupidity (44:9-20). Therefore, people who worship idols do not have true knowledge and 

wisdom of YHWH (b).
290

 Their blindness and deafness are a result of their worshipping 

of idols that cannot see or hear—they become like the thing they worship (c).
291

 

Ironically though, idol worship fills the idol worshipper with haughtiness and pride (d).
292

 

Because of such arrogance, the leaders of the idol-worshipping nation reject the counsel 

of YHWH and rely on their own counsel, which is inevitably foolish, due to the fact that 

they are spiritually blind and deaf, with no sense, knowledge, or understanding (e).
293

 The 

final result of all this is seen in political corruption and the oppression of the poor. 

Instead of ruling in righteousness and justice, idolatrous leaders who do not have the 

knowledge of YHWH, who are blind, deaf, and arrogant, and who do not seek the 

counsel of YHWH, become corrupt and end up oppressing the poor (f).
294

  

Isaiah‘s condemnation of the idolatrous state of Israel and mankind in general 

contains clear echoes of the creation account in Genesis, specifically 1:26-27, where God 
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makes man in his image. This language in Genesis is foundational to some of the most 

basic beliefs put forth in the Old Testament. Simply put, it is ―idol language‖ that, by 

application, contributes to the commandment in Exodus 20:3-6 that forbids the worship 

of idols. Genesis 1:26-27 emphasizes that man is created and fashioned in the image of 

God; therefore man should not bow down and worship other gods that are nothing more 

than idols of gold, silver, or wood that were created and fashioned by a man‘s own hand. 

In other words, man should worship the one who created him, not something that he 

himself has created. This is not only seen as rebellious against the true God, but also 

incredibly stupid. In addition to this, Genesis 1:26-27 contains a second emphasis: since 

mankind is created in the image of God, he is, in a sense, ―God‘s idol‖ within God‘s 

creation. In other words, mankind is the visual representation of God in the world and 

therefore is to reflect God‘s image—His righteousness, justice, mercy and love—

throughout His creation. The problem in Isaiah is obviously this was not happening: not 

only were the surrounding pagan nations obviously given over to idol worship, but 

YHWH‘s own people and the Davidic king Ahaz himself had turned away from 

worshipping only YHWH and had followed after idols. We must remember, though, that 

it is not only Judah that is condemned for its idol worship. Within Proto-Isaiah there are 

many nations who are condemned for idol worship as well—the northern kingdom of 

Israel, Assyria, Moab, Babylon, and Egypt all draw the wrath of YHWH. Given this fact, 

we must note a further connection to Genesis within these various passages in Proto-

Isaiah. In many places where English translations have either ―mankind‖ or ―people,‖ the 

actual word in the Hebrew is ~d"Þa', Adam. It obviously means ―mankind,‖ but we cannot 

overlook the intertextual connection these passages have with Genesis 1:26-27.  
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With this in mind, the challenge found in Isaiah for Israel and the other nations 

(mankind) is this: Will you worship the true God, YHWH, and in turn be and reflect the 

image of God in the world by caring for His creation and practicing righteousness and 

justice, or will you worship idols, the perverted work of your own hands, and in turn be 

and reflect this distorted image of false gods in the world by oppressing the poor and 

practicing corruption and bloodshed? Simply put, idol worship leads to the marring of the 

image of God among mankind and within God‘s creation. The ultimate concern in Proto-

Isaiah, therefore, revolves around the image of God, the worship of false idols, and the 

failure of Israel and mankind as a whole to reflect the image of God within the world.  

 With this first strand within Proto-Isaiah put into its proper light, we can now 

elaborate upon the second strand—that of the judgment of YHWH upon Israel and 

mankind for their failure to reflect his image in the world. Ultimately the judgment of 

YHWH can be seen in the imagery of YHWH stretching forth His hand against the sinful 

and idolatrous nation (a).
295

 This judgment ultimately comes in the form of foreign 

oppression and is described in a variety of ways: there is the recurring motif of trampling 

and devouring, obviously by a foreign army (b);
296

 there is the recurring motif of burning 

fire, signifying both the destruction wrought by a foreign army as well as the anger of 

YHWH (c);
297

 this judgment by the hand of YHWH through the means of foreign 

oppression has the ultimate purpose to bring down those corrupt leaders who are haughty 

and arrogant (d);
298

 and there is also the recurring mention of spoil and plunder (e).
299
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Finally, we are told that the result of YHWH‘s judgment will be so severe that only a 

small remnant of that given nation, be it Israel, Assyria, or Egypt, will be left over (f).
300

  

 Within this second strand of emphasis in Proto-Isaiah we are able to note a 

number of connections to the first strand of emphasis. First, just as the craftsman subjects 

gold and silver to fire in order to form an idol with his hands, YHWH is seen as a 

craftsman who reaches out his hand and subjects the idol-worshipping nation to fire as 

well. Ironically, as will be seen in the third strand of emphasis, this burning fire of 

judgment by the hand of YHWH is also a refining fire that will purify, refashion, and 

reform the surviving remnant into His true image once again (Genesis 1:26-27). Because 

of sin and idol worship, ―impurities‖ had crept into mankind (~d"Þa') and had prevented 

him from properly reflecting the image of the true God in the world; consequently, we 

find in Proto-Isaiah the picture of YHWH refining mankind (~d"Þa'), both Israel and the 

nations, so that ~d"Þa' can properly reflect the image of God once again.  

Secondly, when it comes to YHWH‘s judgment upon Judah, there is a sense of 

poetic justice in that Judah ends up being oppressed and trampled by the very foreign 

nations whose idols they followed after. Thirdly, the bringing down of the haughtiness of 

~d"Þa', regardless of the nation specifically addressed within Proto-Isaiah, can be seen in 

the tearing down of foreign idols and the cutting down of the forests from which wood is 

provided to carve idols. When YHWH brings down a nation because of its idol worship, 

the physical expression of that nation‘s demise will undoubtedly be found in the tearing 

down of that nation‘s idols and the destruction of those forests and gardens that were so 

                                                                                                                                                                             
299

 See 8:1-4; 10:6, 13;11:14; 13:16; 23:12; 24:3; 33:4, 23 
300

 See 1:9; 6:13; 7:22; 10:20-23; 13:16; 14:22; 15:9; 16:14; 17:3; 18:6; 21:17 

 
 
 



217 
 

integral in that nation‘s idol worship. Fourthly, the language of spoil and plunder has an 

ironic twist to it—the corrupt leaders who spoil and plunder the poor will be the spoil and 

plunder of foreign armies. This is such a key motif in Proto-Isaiah that we find that Isaiah 

named his own son Maher-shalal-hash-baz.  Finally, similar to the language of fire and 

YHWH‘s hand, the recurring motif of a remnant has a dual purpose. It not only highlights 

YHWH‘s judgment and devastation by emphasizing the small number of survivors, but it 

also, as will be seen in the third strand of emphasis, highlights YHWH‘s salvation—this 

remnant will be the purified remnant who will worship YHWH as the true God.  

 The third strand of emphasis in Proto-Isaiah is the exaltation of YHWH and the 

salvation of his people. And, like the previous two strands of emphasis, this one as well 

holds its recurring themes and motifs together very neatly. YHWH‘s salvation of His 

people is depicted as YHWH stretching out His hand once again to refine and redeem 

those very people who suffered under His judgment (a).
301

 When YHWH‘s judgment is 

complete, when ~d"Þa' is brought low and YHWH is exalted as the one true God, there will 

be a tremendous reversal of that earlier sinful state of both Judah and mankind. Because 

they will worship the true God, YHWH, His people will display true knowledge and 

wisdom (b);
302

 because they will worship the living God, and because they become like 

the thing they worship, His people will no longer be blind and deaf, for they will receive 

back their sight and hearing (c);
303

 this recovery of knowledge, wisdom, sight and hearing 

will make it possible for God‘s people to be faithful to him and exercise righteousness 
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and justice within His creation (d);
304

 and this faithfulness will be displayed in God‘s 

people listening to his counsel (e).
305

 The ultimate result of YHWH‘s refinement of Israel 

into being true worshippers of YHWH who reflect His image to the world by means of 

practicing righteousness and justice will be that the formerly idolatrous nations, like 

Assyria and Egypt, will one day come to the true worship of YHWH, and in this, all of 

mankind will recover the image of God (f).
306

 In other words, all of ~d"Þa' will be 

completely redeemed and will again reflect God‘s image. 

 As should be obvious, this third strand of emphasis is intimately connected with 

the previous two strands of emphasis. First, as was already mentioned, there is the 

connection between YHWH‘s hand and the craftsman‘s hand. Both are fashioning an 

image in fire, and that fire not only burns away impurities, it refines precious material. 

Secondly, there is the obvious reversal of a number of the effects of the sinful idol 

worship from the first strand: those with no knowledge and no wisdom will attain true 

knowledge and wisdom; those who are blind and deaf will have their eyes and ears 

opened; and those leaders who once rejected YHWH‘s counsel will be replaced with 

leaders who now heed it. Thirdly, those leaders who corrupted justice and oppressed the 

poor will be replaced with leaders who now practice righteousness and justice and who 

care for the poor. Fourthly, it is precisely the oppressed poor from the first strand who 

eventually become the refined remnant of the third strand who stand as a signal to the 

nations to come and worship the true God, YHWH.  
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 As has now been clearly shown, these three strands of emphasis in Proto-Isaiah, 

along with the recurring motifs and themes upon which they are supported, hearken back 

to the most fundamental of biblical concepts: man being made in the image of God. Thus 

the primary focus in Proto-Isaiah is on the idolatry, judgment and refinement of Judah in 

order to more properly reflect the image of God to the world. The secondary focus comes 

in the form of looking forward to that time when surrounding nations like Assyria and 

Egypt, when they see the image of God reflected in the refined remnant of Judah, will 

come to a true knowledge of YHWH and will join in the worship of YHWH. 

Nevertheless, there is one more key element in all of this that has not yet been 

addressed—the image and role of the Davidic king.   

In his book, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, John H. 

Walton compares and contrasts the ancient Israelite concept of kingship with those of the 

surrounding nations and cultures in the ancient Near East. While noting similar ideas 

about the king‘s divine sonship and responsibilities, Walton nevertheless emphasizes 

some key differences between how kingship was viewed in Israel and how it was view 

elsewhere in the ancient Near East. For example, in the ANE there often was the concept 

that kingship ―was the creation of the gods given as a boon to humans.‖
307

 This is quite 

obviously different than what we find in the Old Testament, where YHWH begrudgingly 

allows Israel to have a king (I Samuel 8). Walton also points out that there is a clearly 

negative view of kingship presented in Deuteronomy 18.
308

 And while Walton is correct 

when he says, ―Archetypal humanity bears the image of God rather than this being 
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distinctive of the king,‖
309

 we cannot escape the fact that even though the Old Testament 

goes to great lengths to show that the Davidic king was clearly human and clearly 

capable of a multitude of sins, he was nevertheless the representation of YHWH to 

YHWH‘s people.
310

 Yes, Genesis 1:26-27 teaches that humankind, ~d"Þa',, is made in the 

image of God, but it is also clear with passages like Psalm 2 and II Samuel 7 that YHWH 

incorporated this concept of kingship into His covenant with His people. 

Unlike the other kings of the ANE, who were often seen as divine in and of 

themselves, the Davidic king was clearly only human. Nevertheless, he was to be 

YHWH‘s representative to His people; he was to reflect the image of God to His people 

through a faithful reign characterized by righteousness and justice. In a sense, we can say 

that the Davidic king was the figurehead of YHWH‘s people—he was to encapsulate and 

reflect everything that YHWH‘s people should be. Simply put, he was to reflect the 

image of God to not only YHWH‘s people, but to the other nations as well. If he 

faithfully worshipped YHWH and exercised YHWH‘s righteousness and justice to 

YHWH‘s people, the Davidic king would essentially be reflecting the image of God to 

YHWH‘s people and leading them in living faithfully to YHWH. This in turn would 

mean that the people of YHWH as a whole would end up reflecting the image of God to 

the surrounding nations, which would, hopefully, result in the nations renouncing their 

idols and coming to Jerusalem to worship YHWH, the true creator God.  

 With that said, it becomes quite obvious why, both in Proto-Isaiah as well as 

elsewhere throughout the entire Old Testament, the prophets are so critical of the various 

leaders throughout the history of Israel and Judah. It was not simply a matter of them 
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being ―bad‖ kings. The entire witness of the Old Testament emphasizes both the roots 

and the results of that ―badness.‖ When the leaders of Israel and Judah in general, and the 

Davidic kings in particular, turned away from the faithful worship of YHWH and to the 

adulterated worship of foreign gods and idols, they essentially compromised their kingly 

vocation and marred the very representation and image of YHWH that they were 

supposed to reflect and live out among the people of YHWH—and that, as we have 

already seen, had disastrous consequences. It was the idolatrous kings who time and time 

again led Israel and Judah into idolatry. The prophets are unambiguous and intentional on 

this point: they blame for Israel and Judah‘s idolatry and sinfulness rests solely on the 

idolatrous kings and leaders who led Israel and Judah down that path.
311

  

 The reason why it is so important to understand this is because it is the underlying 

concept that shapes the entire narrative structure in Proto-Isaiah. The three strands 

discussed above find their historical foundations in the two narrative bookends about king 

Ahaz and the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis (chapters 7-12) and king Hezekiah and the invasion 

of Sennacherib (chapters 36-39).
312

 The first bookend (chapters 7-12) focuses on the 

unfaithful and idolatrous Davidic king, Ahaz, who by all biblical accounts was one of the 

most sinful kings in the history of Judah, whose actions were seen as leading Judah into 

idolatry and sin, and whose unfaithfulness to YHWH during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis 

brought about the judgment of YHWH and opened the door to Assyrian oppression. The 

second bookend (chapters 36-39) focuses on the faithful Davidic king, Hezekiah, who by 
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all biblical accounts was considered to be one of the best kings in the history of Judah, 

whose actions were seen as leading Judah back to the true worship of YHWH, and whose 

faithfulness to YHWH in Judah‘s darkest hour was the reason why YHWH spared 

Jerusalem and decimated the Assyrian forces. Simply put, these three strands of emphasis 

have their genesis in the narrative of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, where we see an 

unfaithful Davidic king refusing to reflect the image of God, and their conclusion in the 

narrative of the invasion of Sennacherib, where we see another Davidic king—the very 

one about whom Isaiah prophesied during the time of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis—whose 

faithful worship and reliance upon YHWH not only show him fulfilling his kingly 

vocation by reflecting the image of God, but also is the reason for YHWH sparing 

Jerusalem. In between these two narratives, these three strands of emphasis are woven 

throughout the prophetic oracles of Proto-Isaiah.
313

 In other words, the literary parallels 

between chapters 7-12 and 36-39 set up these two passages as literary bookends to Proto-

Isaiah; the recurring themes and motifs throughout Proto-Isaiah reinforce and strengthen 

this bookend structure in Proto-Isaiah.  

VI. The Literary Parallels between Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 

We are now ready to analyze the specific literary parallels in Isaiah 7-12 and 36-

39.
314

 Not only do we see the how the three strands of emphasis come to their fitting 

conclusion in chapters 36-39, but we also are able to draw a number of different 

connections between Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39. When analyzing the two sections of Isaiah 7-
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12 and 36-39, many scholars have already noted that there is a general contrast of the two 

kings, Ahaz and Hezekiah.
315

 We notice that (a) both accounts involve kings of Judah 

faced with the defining crisis in their respective reigns—Ahaz was faced with the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis, whereas Hezekiah was faced with the invasion of Sennacherib; (b) 

both accounts involve each king‘s reaction to, and relationship with, Isaiah the prophet—

Ahaz refused to obey Isaiah‘s advice, and thus was antagonistic, whereas Hezekiah 

sought out Isaiah and trusted him; and (c) both king‘s actions have consequences that 

involve Assyria—Ahaz‘s faithless actions usher in Assyrian oppression, whereas 

Hezekiah‘s faithful actions bring about a miraculous deliverance from Assyrian 

oppression. On this general level, many scholars have rightfully acknowledged the 

contrast between Ahaz and Hezekiah. Yet the literary connections between the two 

passages go much deeper than that. Time and time again there are recurring statements, 

places, and phrases that further link Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39. 

 We first must note how each narrative account begins: with an announcement of 

foreign oppression. Isaiah 7:1 tells us that in the days of Ahaz, Rezin and Pekah had 

wanted to attack Jerusalem but were unable to do so; Isaiah 36:1 tells us that in the 

―twenty-fourth‖ year of Hezekiah, Sennacherib invaded Judah and captured the fortified 

cities.
316

 Both accounts begin ominously, with a very real threat to Jerusalem and to the 

Davidic house. We must further note, though, that Isaiah 36:1 is not the first time in 

Isaiah where the Assyrian threat is mentioned. The first mention in Isaiah of coming 
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 John Goldingay notes, ―As the situation parallels that in chapter 7, so Hezekiah‘s response 

begins to contrast with Ahaz‘s. Hezekiah is modeling how to cope with a crisis.‖ NICB: Isaiah, 207. 
316

 Ackroyd points out that aside from 1:1, 6:1, and 14:28, the only two other historical notes are 

here in 7:1 and 36:1. See: Ackroyd, ―Isaiah 36-39.‖ 
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Assyria oppression is found in 7:17-20, immediately after Isaiah condemns Ahaz for his 

lack of faith in YHWH, and prophesies about the Immanuel child. 

 The reason why this is significant should be obvious. This theme of Assyrian 

oppression is first introduced during Isaiah‘s confrontation with Ahaz during the Syro-

Ephraimite Crisis. We are further told in 8:7-8 that the king of Assyria ―and all his glory‖ 

will ―sweep into Judah like a flood‖ and ―reach up to the neck‖ of Immanuel‘s land. 

These prophecies in chapters 7-8 regarding the coming Assyrian oppression clearly 

foreshadow the events of 701 BCE when Sennacherib invaded Hezekiah‘s land. Granted, 

Assyria seized control of the area long before 701 BCE—both history and the greater part 

of Proto-Isaiah serve as a witness to this fact.
317

 Yet any honest reading of Proto-Isaiah 

would have to conclude that the depiction of Sennacherib invading Judah, capturing 

Judah‘s fortified cities, and coming against Hezekiah in Jerusalem most closely 

resembles the metaphorical language of a coming Assyrian flood sweeping into Judah 

and reaching up to the neck of Immanuel‘s land. In other words, if the reader of Proto-

Isaiah got to 7:17-18 and 8:7-8 and asked, ―When will this prophecy be fulfilled?‖ that 

reader would conclude, upon reading Isaiah 36-37, that it was fulfilled during Hezekiah‘s 

confrontation with Sennacherib in 701 BCE. The prophecy of 7:17-18 was uttered 

immediately after the Immanuel prophecy and the prophecy of 8:7-8 describes a coming 

Assyrian flood into Judah, which is called Immanuel‘s land. Not only do the events of 

Isaiah 36-37 fit the prophecy of 8:7-8, but when one considers the fact that the king of 

Judah in 701 BCE was Hezekiah, that the land in 8:8 is called Immanuel‘s land, and that 
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 II Chronicles 28:20-21 clearly blames Ahaz for opening the door to Assyrian oppression by 

appealing to Tiglath-pileser for help during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis. Thus we can conclude that the 

overall biblical view is that Assyrian oppression and domination over Judah began shortly after Ahaz 

appealed to Tiglath-pileser, roughly around 734 BCE. 
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the initial prophecy of the coming Assyrian oppression is found in 7:17-18, immediately 

after the prophecy about Immanuel‘s birth, one must admit that all indications point to 

the identification of the Immanuel child in 7:14 as being that of Hezekiah. 

 In light of the threats in both 7:1 and 36:1, a second point must be noticed: there is 

the repeated mention of ―the conduit of the upper pool on the highway to the fuller‟s 

field‖ in both 7:3 and 36:2. What we find is that the very place where Isaiah first 

confronts Ahaz with a challenge for him to not fear the threat and to instead put his faith 

in YHWH, is the exact place where the Rabshakeh first confronts Hezekiah, mocking his 

faith in YHWH and attempting to cause fear throughout Jerusalem by saying that it was 

YHWH who told Sennacherib to destroy Jerusalem.
318

 The ultimate test of faith in both 

accounts begins in the same place: ―the conduit of the upper pool on the highway to the 

fuller‘s field.‖ Once again, the key event Isaiah records about Hezekiah‘s reign finds a 

clear connection with the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis.  

 A third connection between Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 is that of a sign. In Isaiah 7, 

after Isaiah offers Ahaz a chance to ask for any kind of sign from YHWH and after Ahaz 

refuses to ask for any sign at all (7:11-12), Isaiah proceeds to give the ―Immanuel‖ sign 

(7:14 ff). This sign essentially is a prophecy about the destruction of not only Aram and 

Israel by Assyria, but also of Assyrian oppression of Judah within Immanuel‘s lifetime. 

Yet in addition to this, we see that there is a positive, salvific aspect to the Immanuel sign 
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 Ackroyd notes this similarity as well and says that although ―in neither case does this play any 

further part in the narrative, arguably it is connected with the siege situation in both instances. It provides 

an incidental point of cross-reference.‖ See: Ackroyd, ―Isaiah 36-39,‖ 17. Goldingay also has noted this 

connection: ―That eastern side of the city symbolizes Hezekiah‘s achievements in seeking to ensure his 

city‘s security. There the Assyrian stands to confront the king, at the very spot where Isaiah had confronted 

Ahaz, which reminds both the king and the story‘s audience of the confrontation in chapter 7.‖ NIBC: 

Isaiah, 203. John Hayes and Stuart Irvine have also made this connection. Isaiah: The Eighth-Century 

Prophet, 124. Christopher Seitz notes, ―The Rabshakeh is dispatched by Sennacherib from Lachish; the 

Assyrian envoy confronts the envoy of Hezekiah at the scene of an earlier moment of decision for 

Hezekiah‘s predecessor Ahaz.‖ Zion‟s Final Destiny, 55.  
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as well. In both 9:1-7 and 11:1-5 we have the celebration of a royal child being born who 

will rule righteously and bring to an end the yoke and trampling of the oppressor (9:1-7) 

and a shoot from the stump of Jesse (clearly Davidic and royal in nature) who will rule 

righteously and ―kill the wicked‖ with the ―breath of his mouth‖ (11:1-5). Many 

scholars
319

 see some sort of connection between the Immanuel of 7:14, the royal child of 

9:5, and the shoot from the stump of Jesse in 11:1. Therefore, when considering the 

significance of the sign of the Immanuel child, we must acknowledge both aspects of the 

sign: punishment and destruction during Immanuel‘s lifetime, yet also YHWH‘s 

salvation by the means of Immanuel‘s rule.  

When turning to Isaiah 36-39, we find both parallel and prophetic fulfillment to 

the Immanuel sign in 7:14 and its related prophecies of 9:1-7 and 11:1-5. In Isaiah 37, in 

response to Hezekiah‘s prayer to YHWH, Isaiah prophesies that Assyria would be turned 

back, and gives a sign that within three years Jerusalem would be sowing, reaping, 

planting vineyards and eating their fruit (37:30-32). What we have here is sign, obviously 

given during the high point of Assyrian oppression, of the end of that very oppression and 

of Jerusalem‘s future flourishing. Thus this sign can clearly be paralleled with, and seen 

as the fulfillment of, the Immanuel sign back in 7-12. Related to this is another sign 

mentioned in Isaiah 38 where, in response to Isaiah‘s prophecy that Hezekiah would 

                                                           
319

 When discussing the particulars of the child of 9:5, John N. Oswalt says, ―All of this points to a 

remarkable congruence with the Immanuel prophecy. Somehow a virgin-born child would demonstrate that 

God is with us (7:14). Now he says ―to us a child is born‖ (Isaiah including himself with his people in their 

deliverance as he did in their sin [6:1]) and this child has those traits which manifest the presence of God in 

our midst. Surely this child (also described in 11:1-5) is presented as the ultimate fulfillment of the 

Immanuel sign.‖ The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-39, 247. Christopher Seitz also notes, ―Just as it is 

impossible to read the Immanuel texts in isolation from the royal oracle of 9:2-7, so too the royal oracle at 

11:1-9 tends to affect our comprehensive vision of kingship as found in chapters 1-12.‖ Isaiah 1-39, 75. 

Brevard Child also notes, ―This unfolding presentation of the entrance of God‘s rule in the midst of 

terrifying disasters culminates the history of the Syro-Ephraimite crisis [i.e. Immanuel of 7:14] with the 

messianic promise of chapter 9 and anticipates its ultimate expansion in chapter 11. Isaiah, 81.  
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recover from his illness (38:4-6), Hezekiah asks for a sign that would tell him when he 

should go up to the House of YHWH (38:21-22). The sign that YHWH gives is that the 

shadow on the sun-dial of Ahaz would go backwards ten steps (38:7-8). It is interesting to 

note that the sign given here involves a miraculous occurrence involving something Ahaz 

has made.
320

 To sum up: in Isaiah 7-12, after Ahaz refused to ask for a miraculous sign, 

he was given another sign. This sign (a) involved a child, (b) prophesied coming Assyrian 

oppression that would occur by the time the child knew to choose the good and refuse the 

bad, and (c) looked forward to a time when YHWH would do away with that oppression 

through that very Immanuel child. Consequently, in Isaiah 36-37, not only does Hezekiah 

(a) come face to face with that Assyrian oppression, but because of his faith in YHWH, 

(b) YHWH turns back the Assyrian army and does away with Assyrian oppression. And 

then, in Isaiah 38-39, when Hezekiah asks for a sign in response to his miraculous 

healing,
321

 that sign is itself a miraculous sign that literally ―turns back the clock‖ of 

Ahaz. Once again, we see not only a clear parallel between chapters 7-12 and 36-39, but 

more importantly a clear indication that what was prophesied in Isaiah 7-12 is presented 

as having been fulfilled in Isaiah 36-39. 

 A fourth connection can be seen in Isaiah‘s appeal to both kings. In 7:4, Isaiah 

urges Ahaz with the words: %r;êyE-la; ‘^b.b'l.W ar'ªyTi-la; (―do not be afraid and do not let 

your heart be faint‖). In 10:24, again there is the appeal rWV+a;me( !AYàci bveîyO yMi²[; ar'îyTi-la ; 
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 Ackroyd also sees this recurrence of a ―sign‖ as confirmation that these two sections should be 

viewed in light of each other. See Ackroyd, ―Isaiah 36-39,‖ 17. Stuart and Irvine also notes that ―The scene 

here [in chapter 7] bears resemblance to the legendary account of Hezekiah‘s healing in Isaiah 38.‖ Isaiah: 

The Eighth-century Prophet, 131.  
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 ―Unlike Hezekiah, who had rightfully requested from Isaiah a sign confirming a divine 

promise, Ahaz had refused a sign verifying the truth of Yahweh‘s pledge to the Davidic house.‖ Stuart and 

Irvine, Isaiah: The Eighth-century Prophet, 133. 
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(―do not be afraid, O my people who live in Zion, of Assyria…‖). In 37:6, when faced 

with Sennacherib‘s threats, Isaiah tells Hezekiah not to be afraid of the words of the king 

of Assyria: yti(Aa rWVßa;-%l,m, yreî[]n: Wp±D>GI rv<ôa] T'[.m;êv' rv<åa] ‘~yrIb'D>h; ynEÜP.mi ‘ar'yTi-la;.322 

The difference, of course, is that Ahaz‘s fear of Aram and Israel drove him to reject 

YHWH and to instead appeal to Assyria, whereas Hezekiah, when faced with the 

possibility of utter destruction by Assyria, appealed to YHWH for help.  

 The fifth connection is closely related to the previous point. Not only does Isaiah 

appeal to both Ahaz and Hezekiah to not fear, there also is the essential challenge of 

faith. In 7:9 Isaiah challenges Ahaz by saying, “If you do not stand firm in faith, you shall 

not stand at all” (Wnme(a'te al{ï yKiÞ Wnymiêa]t; al{å ~a i). Clearly this is precisely what happened 

with Ahaz. He did not stand firm in faith to YHWH and was soon oppressed by Assyria. 

Turning to chapters 36-37, we find that this issue of faith once more takes front and 

center. The very first words out of the Rabshakeh‘s mouth are in 36:4, “On what do you 

base this confidence (!Ax±J'Bih ;) of yours?” Later on in his speech the Rabshakeh mocks 

their reliance on YHWH and appeals to the people of Jerusalem not to let Hezekiah make 

them trust in YHWH (36:14-15). Eventually Sennacherib himself writes a letter to 

Hezekiah and tells him not to trust in YHWH (37:10). The key verb used in these verses 

is xj;B', which is mostly translated as ―to trust,‖ but also as ―to have confidence‖ or ―to 

rely.‖ This word is also very similar to !ma, which is used in Isaiah 7:9. Even though the 

exact word is not found in these two passages, the question and challenge of trusting or 

having faith in YHWH is clearly seen in both Isaiah 7-12 and 36-37.  
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 Goldingay has also noticed the echoes of 7:4, 8:12, and 10:24 here in 37:6. NICB: Isaiah, 208. 
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 A sixth connection can be seen in the repetition of the phrase ―the zeal of YHWH 

will do this‖ (taZO*-hf,[]T;( tAaßb'c. hw"ïhy> ta;²n>qi).323 The first instance of this phrase is found 

in 9:7, when after announcing the birth of the royal child, celebrating the people‘s 

freedom from oppression, and describing the royal child‘s righteous reign, Isaiah 

announces that ―The zeal of YHWH of hosts will do this.‖ As we have seen earlier, the 

identity of the child in 9:6-7, as well as the Immanuel child in 7:14 and the shoot in 11:1, 

has been a point of scholarly debate for some time. The main argument of this thesis is 

that the bookend structure of chapters 7-12 and 36-39 helps point us toward properly 

identifying this mysterious child in chapters 7-12 with Hezekiah. As with so many other 

points already made thus far, the strategic placement of the phrase, ―the zeal of YHWH 

of hosts will do this‖ helps us identify the Immanuel child in 7-12 with Hezekiah, for the 

second instance of this phrase is found in 37:32, when in response to Hezekiah‘s appeal 

to YHWH, and after giving the sign that of vineyards within three years, and relating it to 

the remnant of Jerusalem, Isaiah once again says ―The zeal of YHWH of hosts will do 

this.‖ As one can see, both passages involve a prophecy involving freedom from 

oppression and both passages conclude with the same statement. We can therefore 

assume that the royal child in 9:6-7 is to be identified with Hezekiah in 36-37.  

 Related to the first point, the seventh example involves the constant references to 

Assyria, specifically the prophecies regarding Assyria‘s defeat and the fulfillment of 

those prophecies in chapters 36-37. Not only is Assyrian oppression prophesied, but so is 

Assyria‘s defeat. Consider the following references in Isaiah 7-12: first, it is prophesied 

that YHWH would bring Assyria against Judah (7:17-20); second, Assyria is compared to 
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 Acrkroyd also has noticed the recurrence of this phrase in 9:6 and 37:32. See Ackroyd, ―Isaiah 

36-39,‖ 18-19.  
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the mighty flood waters of the River that comes up to the neck and fills the land of 

Immanuel (8:7-8); third, although Assyria is called YHWH‘s ―rod of my anger‖ (10:5), it 

is also prophesied that YHWH would one day break the ―rod‖ of Assyria (9:4), that one 

day the house of Jacob would no more lean on the one who struck them (10:20), and that 

they need not fear the Assyrians ―when they beat you with a rod…‖ (10:24). All of these 

prophecies of Assyria‘s demise find their fulfillment in Isaiah 36-37. Clearly by that time 

Assyria had indeed wielded a rod of oppression over Judah ever since the days of Ahaz; 

clearly Sennacherib had captured the fortified cities of Judah, Hezekiah‘s land, and had 

made his way to Jerusalem, much like flood waters having come up to the neck; and 

finally, as we find in 37:36, we are told that because the angel of YHWH struck down 

185,000 Assyrian soldiers that Sennacherib pulled up camp and went back to Nineveh, 

thus fulfilling what was prophesied in 9:4. Related to this last point, it cannot be 

overlooked that in 10:16 Isaiah prophesies that YHWH would ―send a wasting disease 

among his [the king of Assyria] stout warriors.‖ Seitz notes that ―the references to a 

‗wasting sickness among his stout warriors‘ at 10:16 and the sick man who ‗wastes away‘ 

at 10:18 certainly appear related to the punishment finally visited on the Assyrian forces 

outside Jerusalem in 701 BC.‖
324

 All of these prophecies about not only Assyria‘s 

oppression, but most notably YHWH‘s breaking of Assyrian oppression, find specific 

fulfillment in chapters 36-37.  

 An eighth connection concerning the portrait of Assyria in these bookend 

passages has to do with Assyria‘s arrogance and boasting as being the reason YHWH 

will cut them down after he has used them to chastise Judah. In 10:7-14 we find an 

elaborate description of Assyria‘s arrogance that can be fully seen also throughout the 
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 Isaiah 1-39, 94. 
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Sennacherib account of chapters 36-37. In 10:7-14, after YHWH says that, although he 

will use Assyria to punish Jerusalem, he will also deal with Assyria because it is not 

intending to solely do YHWH‘s work, but rather to destroy many nations, we are given a 

speech from the mouth of Isaiah, as if it is coming from the king of Assyria. When this 

speech is paralleled to the speeches in Isaiah 36-37, the connections are striking: 

Isaiah 10:7-14 Isaiah 36-37 

Abb'l.W  hM,d:y> !ke-al{ aWhw> 10:7 

dymiv.h;l. yKi bvox.y: !ke-al{  
 

  j['m. al{ ~yIAG tyrIk.h;l.W Abb'l.Bi 
 

       ykel.m; WbyrIx/h, hw"hy> ~n"m.a'  37:18-19 

   ~c'r>a;-ta,w> tAcr"a]h'-lK'-ta, rWVa;  
 al{ yKi vaeB' ~h,yhel{a/-ta, !ton"w>  

  ~d"a'-ydEy> hfe[]m;-~ai yKi hM'he ~yhil{a/  

 ~WdB.a;y>w: !b,a,w" #[e  

  ~ykil'm. wD"x.y: yr:f' al{h] 10:8   rv,a] T'[.m;v' hT'a; hNEhi 37:11 

  tAcr"a]h'-lk'l. rWVa; ykel.m; Wf['  

lceN"Ti hT'a;w> ~m'yrIx]h;l. 
al{-~ai Anl.K;  vymiK.r>k;K. al{h]  10:9-11 

 !Arm.vo qf,M,d:k. al{-~ai tm'x] dP;r>a;k.  
  lylia/h' tkol.m.m;l. ydIy" ha'c.m' rv,a]K; 
       !Arm.VomiW ~Øil;v'Wrymi ~h,yleysip.W 
         !Arm.vol. ytiyfi[' rv,a]K; al{h]  

      ~Øil;v'Wryli hf,[/a, !Ke h'yl,ylia/l,w>  
                        h'yB,c;[]l;w>  

   dP'r>a;w> tm'x] yhel{a/ hYEa;  36:19-20 

  WlyCihi-ykiw> ~yIw"r>p;s. yhel{a/ hYEa;  

ydIY"mi !Arm.vo-ta, 
tAcr"a]h' yhel{a/-lk'B. ymi  

 ~c'r>a;-ta, WlyCihi-rv,a] hL,aeh'  
ydIY"mi ~Øil;v'Wry>-ta, hw"hy> lyCiy:-yKi ydIY"mi 

 
37:12-13 

 rv,a] ~yIAGh; yhel{a/ ~t'Aa WlyCihih; 
     !r"x'-ta,w> !z"AG-ta, yt;Aba] Wtyxiv.hi  

rF'l;t.Bi rv,a] !d<[,-ynEb.W  
  %l,m,W dP'r>a; %l,m,W tm'x]-%l,m, hYEa;  
       hW"[iw> @c,r<w> [n:he ~yIw"r>p;s. ry[il' 

 
36:18 

 hw"hy> rmoale WhY"qiz>xi ~k,t.a, tySiy:-!P,  
           vyai ~yIAGh;  yhel{a/ WlyCihih; WnleyCiy:  

rWVa; %l,m, dY:mi Acr>a;-ta,  
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37:20 

  Ady"mi Wn[eyviAh Wnyhel{a/ hw"hy> hT'[;w>  
                         #r<a'h' tAkl.m.m;-lK' W[d>yEw>  

^D<b;l. hw"hy> hT'a;-yKi  

 yn"doa] [C;b;y>-yKi hy"h'w> 10:12 

~Øil'v'WrybiW !AYci rh;B. Whfe[]m;-lK'-ta,  

 rWVa;-%l,m, bb;l. ld<gO-yrIP.-l[; dqop.a,  

wyn"y[e ~Wr tr<a,p.Ti-l[;w> 

  ymi-l[;w> T'p.D:gIw> T'p.r:xe ymi-ta,  37:23 

    ^yn<y[e ~Arm' aF'Tiw: lAQ ht'AmyrIh]  

laer"f.yI vAdq.-la,  

 ydIy" x:koB. rm;a' yKi 10:13-14 

  rysia'w> ytiAnbun> yKi ytim'k.x'b.W ytiyfi['  

 ytifeAv ~h,yteAdWt[]w: ~yMi[; tl{WbG> 
             ~ybiv.Ay ryBiaK; dyrIAaw> 
@soa/k,w> ~yMi[;h' lyxel ydIy" !Qek; ac'm.Tiw:   

ynIa] #r<a'h'-lK' tAbzU[] ~yciyBe.  

 hp, hc,poW @n"K' ddEnO hy"h' al{w> yTip.s'a'  

@cep.c;m.W 

                    T'p.r:xe ^yd<b'[] dy:B.  37:24-25 

  ytiyli[' ynIa] yBik.rI broB. rm,aTow: yn"doa]  
  trok.a,w> !Anb'l. yteK.r>y: ~yrIh' ~Arm. 

    aAba'w> wyv'roB. rx;b.mi wyz"r"a] tm;Aq 

ALmir>K; r[;y: ACqi ~Arm. 
  

 brIx.a;w> ~yIm' ytiytiv'w> yTir>q; ynIa]   

          rAcm'  yrEaoy> lKo ym;['P.-@k;B.  

 

Isaiah 10:7-14 Isaiah 36-37 
10:7 But this is not what he intends, nor does 

he have this in mind; but it is in his heart to 

destroy, and to cut off nations not a few. 

 

 

 

37:18 ―Truly, O LORD, the kings of Assyria 

have laid waste all the nations and their lands, 

19 and have hurled their gods into the fire, 

though they were no gods, but the work of 

human hands-- wood and stone-- and so they 

were destroyed. 

10:8 ―Are not my commanders all kings?‖ 37:11 ―See, you have heard what the kings of 

Assyria have done to all lands, destroying them 

utterly. Shall you be delivered?‖ 

10:9 ―Is not Calno like Carchemish? Is not 

Hamath like Arpad? Is not Samaria like 

Damascus? 10 As my hand has reached to the 

kingdoms of the idols whose images were 

greater than those of Jerusalem and Samaria, 

11 shall I not do to Jerusalem and her idols 

what I have done to Samaria and her images?" 

36:19 ―Where are the gods of Hamath and 

Arpad? Where are the gods of Sepharvaim? 

Have they delivered Samaria out of my hand? 

20 Who among all the gods of these countries 

have saved their countries out of my hand, that 

the LORD should save Jerusalem out of my 

hand?'" 
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37:12 ―Have the gods of the nations delivered 

them, the nations that my predecessors 

destroyed, Gozan, Haran, Rezeph, and the 

people of Eden who were in Telassar? 13 

Where is the king of Hamath, the king of 

Arpad, the king of the city of Sepharvaim, the 

king of Hena, or the king of Ivvah?" 

36:18 Do not let Hezekiah mislead you by 

saying, The LORD will save us. Has any of the 

gods of the nations saved their land out of the 

hand of the king of Assyria? 

37:20 So now, O LORD our God, save us from 

his hand, so that all the kingdoms of the earth 

may know that you alone are the LORD." 

10:12 When the Lord has finished all his work 

on Mount Zion and on Jerusalem, he will 

punish the arrogant boasting of the king of 

Assyria and his haughty pride. 

37: 23 Whom have you mocked and reviled? 

Against whom have you raised your voice and 

haughtily lifted your eyes? Against the Holy 

One of Israel! 

10:13 ―By the strength of my hand I have done 

it, and by my wisdom, for I have 

understanding; I have removed the boundaries 

of peoples, and have plundered their treasures; 

like a bull I have brought down those who sat 

on thrones. 14 My hand has found, like a nest, 

the wealth of the peoples; and as one gathers 

eggs that have been forsaken, so I have 

gathered all the earth; and there was none that 

moved a wing, or opened its mouth, or 

chirped." 

37:24 ―By your servants you have mocked the 

Lord, and you have said, 'With my many 

chariots I have gone up the heights of the 

mountains, to the far recesses of Lebanon; I 

felled its tallest cedars, its choicest cypresses; I 

came to its remotest height, its densest forest. 

 25 I dug wells and drank waters, I dried up 

with the sole of my foot all the streams of 

Egypt.'‖ 

 

 

 As one can see, at numerous points this prophecy about Assyria in 10:7-14 finds 

parallels with the Sennacherib account in 36-37: (a) Assyria laying waste to the nations; 

(b) the military conquests of the kings of Assyria; (c) Jerusalem and Samaria are 

mentioned; (d) the gods/idols of the nations are compared to the gods/idols of Jerusalem 

and Samaria; (e) there is the repeated reference to the ―hand‖ of Assyria, as well as the 

repeated mocking question, ―Do you think your gods/God will deliver/save you?‖; (f) the 

specific accusation YHWH levels at Assyria has to do with is haughtiness; and (g) there 

is the repeated boasting and aggrandizement of the king of Assyria. These parallels are 

not isolated coincidences, but rather reflect the conscious decision of the writer/scribal 
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redactor to connect the prophecy of Isaiah during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis to its 

fulfillment during the events of 701 BCE. And if this is the case, if the writer/scribal 

redactor is going to these lengths to connect these two passages and historical events, it 

becomes that much more logical to connect the royal son, Immanuel, the shoot of Jesse 

found within Isaiah 7-12 during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis with the one who was the 

king of Judah in Isaiah 36-39 during Sennacherib‘s invasion, namely Hezekiah.  

 A ninth connection can be found in the references to Egypt. Throughout Proto-

Isaiah the two most referenced foreign nations are that of Assyria and Egypt.
325

 

Interestingly, the first time both Assyria and Egypt are mentioned in Isaiah is in the 

Immanuel prophecy: Assyria is first mentioned in 7:17 and Egypt is first mentioned in 

7:18. From the very outset, Immanuel, Assyria, and Egypt seemed to be joined at the hip 

in Isaiah. Interestingly, throughout Proto-Isaiah whenever the salvation of Jerusalem is 

mentioned, there is the idea that in some way both Egypt and Assyria will come to 

Jerusalem to worship YHWH.
326

 Clearly, these two nations play a big role in Isaiah. 

In chapter 7 we have the prophesied picture of Egypt coming into Judah and then 

Assyria laying waste to Judah. Also, just as there are numerous prophecies leveled 

against Assyria, there are also prophecies that speak of Egypt‘s humiliation and defeat. 

Most of Isaiah 19 is about the foolishness of Egypt and their destruction. We are even 

told in 19:4 that a ―harsh king‖ will rule over them. We find in Isaiah 20 a specific 

prophesy leveled against Egypt, about how Assyria would take some of them into exile. 

Finally, in chapters 30-31 we find Isaiah condemning the leaders in Jerusalem for 

                                                           
325

 Assyrian references:  Isaiah 7:17-18, 20; 8:4, 7; 10:5, 12; 11:11, 16; 19:23-25; 20:1, 4, 6; 

23:13; 27:13; chapters 36-37.  Egypt references: 7:18; 10:26; 11:11, 15-16; 19:1, 12-15, 18-25; 20:3-5; 

23:5; 27:12-13; 30:2-3; 31:1; 36:6, 9; 37:25. 
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 See 11:11, 15-16; 19:22-25; 27:12-13 
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appealing to Egypt for help against Assyria. We are specifically told in chapter 31 that 

these leaders in Jerusalem are placing their trust in Egypt‘s horses and chariots. 

 All of these references and prophecies regarding Egypt seem to come to a head in 

chapters 36-37, in the account of the invasion of Sennacherib. In 36:4-9 we find a direct 

allusion to 31:1-3: the Rabshakeh mocks the leaders of Jerusalem for appealing to Egypt 

for chariots and horsemen.
327

 Then in 37:9 and 25 we find mention of king Tirhakah of 

Ethiopia (i.e. Egypt) coming to fight against Sennacherib and of his defeat. This defeat of 

Egypt seems to fulfill not only the general pattern of prophecy found in Isaiah 7, but also 

the actual prophecy of destruction in Isaiah 19. 

 A tenth connection can be found in 11:10, which says, ―the root of Jesse will 

stand as a standard to the nations; the nations will seek him out, and his resting-place 

will be glorious.‖ What we find in chapter 39 is that envoys from Babylon came to 

Hezekiah and that he showed them his treasure house. Related to this is II Chronicles 

32:23, that tells us after Sennacherib‘s defeat, that Hezekiah was ―exalted in the eyes of 

all the nations from that time on,‖ and II Chronicles 32:27-29, that tells us, ―There was 

for Hezekiah riches and very much glory.‖ What we see alluded to in Isaiah 39 and 

elaborated upon in II Chronicles 32 reflect what can be described as Hezekiah‘s 

reputation and stature in the collective memory of the Jews. Hezekiah, clearly from ―the 

root of Jesse,‖ was seen as a king who was indeed a ―standard to the nations,‖ whom the 

nations sought out, and who had ―very much glory.‖  
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 Brevard Childs notes that in the Rabshakeh‘s speech (II Kings 18:17-35), there are a number of 

―quite audible echoes of the oracles of the prophet Isaiah. One could naturally argue that the reference to 

the worthlessness of the Egyptians as allies (Isaiah 30:2f.) and the futility of Judah in trusting on horses 

(Isaiah 31:3) was so obvious as to preclude a dependency on Isaiah.‖ See Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian 

Crisis, 84.  
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 An eleventh connection is in the conclusion of each section. Isaiah 12 is a 

concluding chapter of praise to YHWH for the salvation he will bring about through all of 

what chapters 7-11 have prophesied. Time and time again we find phrases like, ―Surely 

God is my salvation‖ (v. 2), ―YHWH God is my strength and my might; he has become 

my salvation‖ (v. 2), and ―Give thanks to YHWH, call on his name; make known his 

deeds among the nations‖ (v. 4). In Hezekiah‘s prayer of thanksgiving to YHWH for 

saving him from his illness (38:20), we find him saying, ―YHWH will save me, and we 

will sing to stringed instruments all the days of our lives, at the house of YHWH.‖ 

 A twelfth connection can be seen the references to the remnant. The theme of the 

remnant figures very prominent within Isaiah 7-12. First, it is introduced in the figure of 

Isaiah‘s son, Shear-jashub, whom he takes to confront Ahaz in 7:3. Shear-jashub‘s name 

means ―a remnant will return,‖ (bWvåy" ra"ßv .). Secondly, later on in the chapter, after the 

declaration that Immanuel will eat ―curds and honey‖ (vb;Þd>W ha'îm.x ,) in 7:15, and after 

prophesying the coming destruction by Assyria, Isaiah states in 7:22 that ―all those who 

are left over in the land‖ (#r,a'(h' br,q<ïB. rt"ßANh;-lK') will eat ―curds and honey‖            

(vb;Þd>W ha'îm.x,). Although the actual word for ―left over‖ is not the same as ra"ïv ., they are 

nonetheless synonyms. What this seems to be saying is that Immanuel will share in the 

diet of the remnant of Jerusalem. Thirdly, in 10:19-22, ―the remnant‖ is mentioned five 

times within four verses. In these verses Isaiah prophesies that ―the remnant of Israel and 

the survivors of the house of Jacob will no longer lean on the one who struck them, but 

will lean on YHWH, the Holy One of Israel, in truth‖ (10:20), that ―a remnant will return, 

the remnant of Jacob, to the mighty God‖ (10:21), and that although the people of Israel 

were like the sand of the sea, ―only a remnant of them will return‖ (10:22). Ironically, the 
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surviving remnant of Israel in chapter 10 is in direct contrast with the ―remnant‖ of 

Assyria that will be left after YHWH destroys it (10:19). Fourthly, ―the remnant‖ is once 

again mentioned in 11:11, where YHWH declares that he will stretch out his hand a 

second time to recover the remnant that is left of his people from the surrounding nations: 

Assyria, Egypt, Pathros, Ethiopia, Elam, Shinar, Hamath, and the coastlands of the sea. 

Finally, in 11:16, there is the prophecy that there will be a highway from Assyria for ―the 

remnant that is left of his people.‖  

 What we see with the treatment of the remnant in Isaiah 7-12 is the incorporation 

of both prophesied destruction of the people of YHWH (both Israel/Samaria and 

Judah/Jerusalem), as well as the promise of salvation for those who ―survive‖ judgment 

and are ―left over‖ from Assyria‘s aggression. And, as anyone who is familiar with the 

history of Israel would know, from the time when Ahaz appealed to Tiglath-pileser to the 

time Sennacherib invaded Judah and laid siege to Jerusalem in 701 BCE, Assyria, in fact, 

destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel and oppressed the southern kingdom of Judah. 

This culminated in his invasion of 701 BCE, where the very existence of Judah and the 

Davidic line were in jeopardy.  

It should not be surprising, therefore, to find in Isaiah 37 a number of references 

to ―the remnant.‖
328

 The first reference in 37:4, has Hezekiah sending messengers to 

Isaiah for help. He instructs them to ask Isaiah to ―Lift up a prayer on behalf of the 

remnant that is found!‖ Who is this ―remnant‖ to which Hezekiah is referring? It is none 

other than those Jews in Jerusalem who quite literally are the only ones left from 

YHWH‘s people, both from Israel and Judah, who have not yet been conquered by 
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 Goldingay has also pointed out that ―The image of Jerusalem as Judah reduced to a remnant 

recalls 1:8-9.‖ NICB: Isaiah, 207. 
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Assyria. The second reference in 37:31-32 is found in Isaiah‘s prophetic answer to 

Hezekiah‘s prayer to YHWH. Isaiah prophesies that ―the escaped remnant of the House 

of Judah‖ will once again take root, and that there will be a ―remnant‖ that will go out 

from Jerusalem. It should be noted that in this prophecy that YHWH will save Jerusalem 

from Assyria, this specific mention of ―the remnant‖ should alert the reader back to what 

was prophesied in Isaiah 7-12, and help the reader see that the miraculous deliverance of 

Jerusalem from the hand of Assyria in chapter 37 is meant to be seen as a fulfillment of 

the ―remnant prophecies‖ in Isaiah 7-12. Simply put, ―the remnant‖ in Isaiah 7-12 and 

Isaiah 37 is not a reference to the remnant that will eventually come out of the 

Babylonian exile, but rather to the remnant of the people of YHWH that survives the 

Assyrian destruction and oppression that came about because of Ahaz‘s faithless actions 

during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis.
329

  

 A thirteenth connection can be seen in the recurring agricultural imagery 

throughout Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-39. As with the theme of the remnant, this imagery 

is also introduced in chapters 1-6, and comes to a head in 6:11-13, when in response to 

Isaiah‘s question concerning how long he would have to prophesy to the deaf and blind 

people of Judah, YHWH responds by saying,  

―Until cities lie waste without inhabitant, and houses without people, and the land 

is utterly desolate; until YHWH sends everyone far away, and vast is the 

emptiness in the midst of the land. Even if a tenth part remain in it, it will be 

burned again, like a terebinth or an oak whose stump remains standing when it is 

felled. The holy seed is its stump.‖ 
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 Seitz further points out that this mention of ―the remnant‖ in both chapter 37 and earlier in 

chapter 7 ―points up the contrast between Hezekiah and Ahaz.‖ Zion‟s Final Destiny, 89. He also points to 

other connections already presented in this thesis, namely ―the sign,‖ ―the conduit of the upper field,‖ and 

the phrase, ―the zeal of YHWH of hosts will accomplish this,‖ and asks the question, ―Would it be too 

much to suggest that Isaiah‘s promise of a remnant, scattered throughout 1-35 and now interwoven with 

post-587 material, finds its culmination here, in the sign given to Hezekiah?‖ (90).  
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With this declaration from YHWH, Isaiah begins his prophetic ministry, and, beginning 

in chapters 7-12, we find, right along with prophecies of destruction, a constant reference 

to destruction of crops, trees, etc.  

 Initially we find the House of David, in light of the threat of Aram and Israel, 

described as ―the trembling trees of the forest in the face of a wind‖ (7:2). Given this 

introductory metaphor that equates the royal house of David, and by extension Judah 

itself, with trees, it should come as no surprise to find this metaphor extended along with 

Isaiah‘s prophecy of destruction: (a) in 7:23-25 three times Isaiah prophesies that the land 

will be filled with ―thorns and briars;‖ (b) in 9:17-20, when describing the wickedness of 

Israel, Isaiah says that the wickedness ―burned like a fire, consuming briars and thorns; it 

kindled the thickets of the forest, and they swirled upward in a column of smoke; (c) in 

10:15-18, after Assyria is equated with both an ax and a saw that attempts to vault itself 

over the one who uses it, YHWH says He, the light of Israel, will become a flame and 

will ―burn and devour‖ Assyria‘s briars and thorns in one day (v. 17), and will destroy 

Assyria‘s ―forest and fruitful land‖ (v. 18);
330

 (d) in 10:33-34 there is the description of 

YHWH lopping off boughs, cutting down tall trees, hacking down the thickets of the 

forest with an ax, and felling the majestic trees of Lebanon; yet (e) in the midst of the 

prophecies of destruction, and the agricultural imagery with it, we find in 11:1 and 10 the 

equation of the coming Davidic king with ―a shoot coming from the stump of Jesse,‖ and 

―the root of Jesse,‖ point toward the promise of salvation: amid the agricultural 

devastation, there is a sign of new growth, in the form of the royal child Immanuel.  
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 As previously mentioned, unlike the surviving remnant of Israel, the ―remnant of trees‖ of 

Assyria will be so few that a child can write them down. 

 
 
 



240 
 

 Turning to Isaiah 36-39 we find more agricultural imagery. First, in 36:16-17, we 

find the Rabshakeh offering the people of Jerusalem, in exchange for their surrender, the 

opportunity for each man to ―eat from his own vine…and fig tree…and drink from his 

own well,‖ and to eventually be taken to ―a land like your own land—a land of grain and 

fresh wine; a land of bread and vineyards.‖ In essence, the Rabshakeh is offering to take 

the people of Jerusalem to the Assyrian version of the Promised Land. Secondly, in 

37:24-25, in YHWH‘s condemnation of Assyria‘s pride, YHWH portrays Assyria as 

cutting down the cedars and cypresses of Lebanon. Finally, in 37:30-32, when YHWH 

gives a sign to Hezekiah that Sennacherib would not succeed, the sign involves sowing, 

reaping, planting vineyards, and eating of their fruit.  

 The fourteenth and final connection we find centers on the idea of planning and 

taking counsel. The Hebrew words to note here are hc'[e (the noun that can mean either 

―plan‖ or ―counsel‖) and #[;y" (the verb that can mean either ―to plan‖ or ―to counsel‖). 

We have already noted that the main issue at stake in Isaiah 7 is whether Ahaz would 

heed YHWH‘s counsel or whether he would trust in his own counsel and appeal to 

Assyria for help. Ahaz‘s subsequent rejection of YHWH‘s counsel ends up highlighting a 

divide between YHWH‘s plans and the plans of men, not only Ahaz himself, but later 

leaders in Jerusalem, as well as plans of other nations. In light of Ahaz‘s rejection of 

YHWH‘s counsel, YHWH immediately proceeds to spell out His ―new‖ plan in the 

Immanuel prophecies found in chapters 7-12. Because of Ahaz‘s unfaithfulness, YHWH 

was going to bring in Assyria to oppress Judah. Yet Isaiah also prophesied that YHWH 

would bring His judgment upon Assyria because of Assyria‘s arrogance and boasting, 

and that He would deliver His people from Assyria‘s yoke. What is interesting is that 
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YHWH‘s plan actually incorporated the plans of Ahaz, whose plan was to appeal to 

Assyria for help. Ironically, by appealing to Assyria for help, Ahaz actually ended up 

furthering YHWH‘s plan.  

This concept—namely YHWH‘s plan going forward despite men‘s attempts to 

plan otherwise—plays itself out throughout Proto-Isaiah. In 14:24-27, in the midst of an 

oracle against Babylon (chapters 13-14), we find immediately after Isaiah prophesying 

that YHWH will ―break Assyria in my land,‖ the emphasis that this is what YHWH had 

planned all along. The answer to the question, ―Who will annul it [i.e. YHWH‘s plan]?‖ 

is obvious—no one can. Regardless of what any nation plans, YHWH‘s plan will come to 

fruition. We find a similar prophecy against Egypt in chapter 19. In this oracle Isaiah 

mocks Egypt for relying on the counsel of their foolish sages and then proceeds to reveal 

YHWH‘s plan against Egypt (19:12, 17), which includes both Egypt‘s humiliation and 

defeat, as well as its eventual turning to the worship of YHWH. Once again, we find 

YHWH‘s plan essentially overriding the plans of Egypt. In 22:11 we find a condemnation 

of those in Jerusalem who, in the midst of war preparations, did not have regard for the 

one [i.e. YHWH] who ―planned it long ago.‖ In 23:8-9, in the midst of the oracle against 

Tyre, we find the declaration that YHWH was the one who ―planned‖ Tyre‘s destruction. 

Then in chapter 25, a chapter seemingly focusing on Jerusalem, we find Isaiah praising 

YHWH for the plans of old that YHWH has brought about (25:1). Those plans involve 

the devastation and destruction that YHWH has brought upon Jerusalem. 

 The most interesting references to plans and counseling, though, can be found in 

chapters 29-31, which clearly condemn certain unnamed leaders in Jerusalem who refuse 

to trust in YHWH. In 29:15 we find Isaiah condemning those who try to hide their plans 
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from YHWH, and in 30:1-2 we get a better idea regarding what those plans consist of: 

appealing to Egypt for help, presumably against Assyria. Similar to the situation with 

Ahaz during the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, there is the picture of leaders in Jerusalem 

rebelling against YHWH, not heeding his counsel, and choosing rather to place their trust 

in Egypt; and similarly the result of such behavior is the same—humiliation and 

devastation for Judah, yet eventual refinement and faithfulness for the people of YHWH. 

We find this spelled out both in chapter 30 as well as chapter 31.  

 Yet as was mentioned earlier, we would be wrong to assume that that this 

condemnation in chapters 29-31 of the leaders of Jerusalem is a condemnation of King 

Hezekiah. Just as in chapters 7-12, where the faithless actions of both Ahaz and the other 

leaders in the House of David were contrasted with those of the Immanuel child (7:14) 

who would sit on David‘s throne and establish justice and righteousness (9:5-6) and who 

would sprout up from the stump of Jesse and have the spirit of wisdom, understanding, 

counsel, might, knowledge and fear of YHWH (11:1-5), we find the actions of the 

faithless leaders in Jerusalem contrasted with the righteous king in chapters 32-33. It is 

quite clear in chapters 32 that the king who reigns in righteousness will bring about the 

opening of eyes and ears (32:3) and good judgment (32:4). It is also clear that this king is 

contrasted with the corrupt fools mentioned in 32:5-7. Verse 8 declares, “But those who 

are noble plan (#['_y") noble things, and by noble things they stand.‖ This verse contains 

striking similarities to the challenge Isaiah issued to Ahaz back in 7:9, when he told Ahaz 

that if he did not stand firm in faith to YHWH (i.e. heed YHWH‘s counsel) that he would 

not stand at all.  
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This contrast is once again emphasized in chapter 33, where we have a picture of 

the ―sinners in Zion‖ being terrified of the consuming fire (33:13-14), followed by a 

picture of the one ―walking in righteousness‖ who will be ―faithful‖ (33:15-16). Then 

Isaiah states in 33:17, ―Then your eyes will see the king in his beauty.‖ This is followed 

in verses 18-24 with a picture of Jerusalem at peace, with YHWH as its judge and ruler 

and king. We should not assume that the king mentioned in 33:17 is necessarily YHWH 

himself, even though YHWH is called ―king‖ in 33:22. We need to see that the king in 

33:17 is a reference to Hezekiah. This makes complete sense, given the overall picture 

the biblical witness gives concerning him. Hezekiah is constantly depicted as the faithful 

and righteous king whose faith in YHWH brought about an end to the Assyrian assault in 

701 BCE. He was the Davidic king who faithfully reflected the image of God to His 

people and to the nations.  

 It is important to note not only how this idea of ―plans and counsels‖ works 

throughout Proto-Isaiah, but more precisely how chapters 29-33 present a similar 

situation to what we find in chapter 7, for both situations deal with a coming threat and 

the issue of faithfulness to YHWH. The plan of YHWH that unfolds in response to 

Ahaz‘s rejection of YHWH‘s counsel centers on the figure of Immanuel and emphasizes 

both judgment upon Judah as well as the eventual salvation of Judah and judgment upon 

Assyria. Here in chapters 29-33 the stage is once again set in similar fashion: there is a 

coming Assyrian threat (ironically the very one prophesied about in YHWH‘s plan in 

chapters 7-12) and there is the challenge of faithfulness to YHWH one again. Here in 

chapters 29-33, though, we have a picture of the righteous king Hezekiah at odds with the 

other sinful leaders of Jerusalem who want to follow the example of Ahaz by appealing 
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to another nation for help. This faithfulness to YHWH on the part of Hezekiah points the 

reader forward to the concluding section of Proto-Isaiah, that of chapters 36-39. The 

obvious question is this: ―Will Hezekiah‘s faithfulness to YHWH pay off?‖ Or perhaps 

more specifically, ―Will YHWH‘s plans come to full fruition?‖ Chapters 34-35 prophesy 

that they will indeed; yet it is in chapters 36-39 where these plans are realized in the 

historical reality of Sennacherib‘s invasion.  

Ironically, it does not seem that Hezekiah‘s strategy will work. That is certainly 

what the Rabshakeh is determined to prove in 36:5, when he says, ―Do you think that 

mere words are strategy and might for war (hm'_x'l.Mil; hr"ÞWbg>W hc'î[ e)?‖  Yet what the 

Rabshakeh is unaware is that he is mocking the very ―counsel and might‖ that Isaiah 

prophesied YHWH would bestow upon the Immanuel child in 11:2: “The spirit of the 

LORD shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and 

might (hr"êWbg>W ‘hc'[e x:WrÜ )), the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.” What we 

find here, therefore, is that Immanuel child of 11:2 is none other than Hezekiah, and that 

Assyria‘s boastful mocking of Hezekiah, Isaiah‘s prophesied Immanuel, the anointed 

king of Israel, not only results in YHWH‘s sparing of Jerusalem and His routing of the 

Assyrian armies, but that these very actions had been prophesied by Isaiah long before.
331

 

And in case these actions did not make it obvious enough that YHWH‘s plans that were 

articulated as far back as chapters 7-12 had been fulfilled, the writer of Proto-Isaiah 

inserted 37:26 as a part of Isaiah‘s prophecy against Assyria. In this verse YHWH says to 

Sennacherib, ―Have you not heard that I determined it long ago? I planned from days of 
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 John Goldingay notes that it is in 36:18-20, where the Rabshakeh shifts from questioning the 

competence of Hezekiah to questioning the competence of YHWH, that ―the commander makes his 

comprehensive, fatal mistake.‖ This move, ―is equivalent to the one that lies behind Isaiah‘s direct 

assessment of Assyria in 10:5-11.‖ NICB: Isaiah, 206. 
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old what now I bring to pass….‖ Because of Sennacherib‘s boasting, YHWH was going 

to exact His judgment on Assyria outside of the walls of Jerusalem.  

 What all of these literary connections attempt to bring out in these two bookend 

sections of Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39 that describe two major events in the reigns of both 

Ahaz and Hezekiah is that despite the unfaithfulness of Ahaz that ushered in years of 

Assyrian oppression, there was nevertheless a prophetic promise of salvation through his 

royal son, Hezekiah. The very mention of an ―Immanuel‖ child (7:14), a ―child born for 

us‖ (9:6-7), ―the shoot from the stump of Jesse‖ (11:1) who righteously rules God‘s 

people (11:2-9), and ―the root of Jesse‖ who stands as a signal to the nations (11:10-12) 

and who brings harmony between Judah and Ephraim (11:13-14)—all of these imply a 

Davidic/Messianic king who (a) survives/rises up from a severe chastening/destruction 

by YHWH, (b) re-establishes a just and righteous kingdom, (c) is exalted in the eyes of 

the nations, and (d) brings harmony between Judah and Israel. All of these traits are 

fulfilled in some way or another in the person of Hezekiah: he was a Davidic/Messianic 

king who: (a) survived the Assyrian oppression that was brought on by YHWH because 

of his father‘s unfaithful actions, (b) goes down in history as being a just and righteous 

king (II Kings 18:1-12; II Chronicles 28-32), (c) was exalted by the nations (II 

Chronicles 32:23, 27-29), and (d) appealed to the remnant from the destruction of 

Samaria to come and observe Passover in Jerusalem (II Chronicles 28-32).  

VII. Similar Parallels in II Kings 16-20 

 It should now be obvious that the contrast between Ahaz and Hezekiah in Proto-

Isaiah is much more elaborate and fundamental to the narrative structure within Proto-

Isaiah than most scholars have realized. This contrast can be seen in the bookend units of 
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chapters 7-12 and 36-39 and is strengthened by not only specific literary connections 

between the two sections, but also by the numerous recurring themes and motifs that run 

all throughout Proto-Isaiah. Yet, in addition to everything found within Proto-Isaiah that 

has been discussed thus far, there is yet another contributing factor that enhances the 

argument of this thesis: the fact that a similar contrasting picture of Ahaz and Hezekiah is 

found in II Kings 16-20. 

Regardless whether one concludes that Proto-Isaiah has priority over II Kings, 

and that the writer of II Kings borrowed his material in II Kings 18-20 from Isaiah 36-39, 

or vice versa, one thing is certain: there is a close connection between these two sections. 

Consequently, it should not be surprising at all to find a similar kind of contrast between 

Ahaz and Hezekiah in II Kings as well. When one looks at these verses that are in II 

Kings but omitted in Isaiah, one can clearly see that the writer of II Kings used these 

verses to contrast Hezekiah with what we are told about Ahaz in II Kings 16:1-20 in 

terms of specific political actions: 

Ahaz: (II Kings 16:1-20) Hezekiah (II Kings 18:1-16) 

16:2 
wyh’l{a/ hw‛hy> ynEy[eB. Rv’Y‛h hf’[‘-al{w>;  

wybia’ dwId‛K. 

18:3 

lkoK. hw"hy> ynEy[eB. rv'Y"h; f[;Y:w:   
wybia' dwID" hf'['-rv,a] 

16:4 

tA[b'G>h;-l[;w> tAmB'B; rJeq;y>w: x:Bez:y>w:   
!n"[]r: #[e-lK' tx;t;w> 

18:4 

rB;viw> tAmB'h;-ta, rysihe aWh   

hr"vea]h'-ta, tr:k'w> tboCeM;h;-ta, 
16:5 

 -!B, xq;p,W ~r"a]-%l,m, !ycir> hl,[]y: za'  
WrcuY‛w: ~Øil;v'Wry> laer"f.yI-%l,m, Why"l.m;r. 

 hm'x'l.Mil; zx’a’-l[;~xeL’hil. Wlk.y‛ al{w>   

18:13 

hY"qiz>xi %l,M,l; hn"v' hrEf.[, [B;r>a;b.W  
 

rWVa;-%l,m, byrIxen>s; hl'[' 
~feP.t.YIw: tArcuB.h; hd"Why> yrE['-lK' l[; 

16:7 

rs,l,P. tl;g>Ti-la, ~ykia'l.m; zx'a' xl;v.YIw:  

ynIa' ^n>biW ^D>b.[; rmoale rWVa;-%l,m, 
 

18:7 

Adb'[] al{w> rWVa;-%l,m,B. drom.YIw: 
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16:8 

bh’Z‛h;-ta,w> @s,K,h;-ta, zx’a’ xQ;YIw: 
 xl;v.Yiw: %l,M,h; tyBe hw‛hy> tyBe ac’m.Nih; 

dx;vo rWVa;-%l,m,l. tArc.aob.W 

18:15 

ac'm.NIh; @s,K,h;-lK'-ta, hY"qiz>xi !TeYIw:   
 %l,M,h; tyBe  tArc.aob.W hw"hy>-tybe 

 

16:9 

h'f,P.t.YIw: qf,M,D:-la, rWVa; %l,m, l[;Y:w:  

18:9 

rWVa;-%l,m, rs,a,n>m;l.v; hl'['  

h'yl,[' rc;Y"w: !Arm.vo-l[; 
16:10 

tl;g>Ti tar:q.li zx'a' %l,M,h; %l,YEw:  

 x:Bez>Mih;-ta, ar>Y:w: rWVa;-%l,m, rs,a,l.Pi 
 qf,M'd:B. rv,a] qf,M,WD 

16:14 

hw"hy> ynEp.li rv,a] tv,xoN>h; xB;z>Mih; taew>  

tyIB;h; ynEP. taeme brEq.Y:w: 

18:4 

hv,mo hf'['-rv,a] tv,xoN>h; vx;n> tT;kiw> 
laer"f.yI-ynEb. Wyh' hM'heh' ~ymiY"h;-d[; yKi  

 !T'v.xun> Al-ar"q.YIw: Al ~yrIJ.q;m. 
 

 

Ahaz: (II Kings 16:1-20) Hezekiah (II Kings 18:1-16) 

16:2 Ahaz did not do what was right in the 

eyes of YHWH, like his father David  

18:3 Hezekiah did what was right in the 

eyes of YHWH, like his father David  

16:3-4 He made pagan sacrifices on the 

high places and on the hills and under 

every fresh tree  

18:4 He removed the high places, broke 

down the pillars, and cut down the sacred 

pole  

16:5 He was threatened by Aram and 

Israel, but not completely overrun   

Ch. 18-20 He is threatened by Assyria  

16:7-8 He appealed to Assyria for help, 

and sent him the treasure of the Temple  

18:7, 14-15 He rebelled against Assyria 

and he eventually sends the treasure of the 

Temple to Assyria to try to get them to 

leave  

16:9 Assyria captured Damascus  18:9-12 Assyria captures Samaria, then 

turns toward Judah  

16:10-16 Ahaz was so impressed with the 

pagan altar in Damascus that had one built 

to replace the bronze altar in the 

Jerusalem Temple  

18:4 Hezekiah destroys the bronze serpent 

of Moses, because the people were 

worshipping it 

 

 As one can see, the account of Hezekiah‘s bout with Assyria is told in such a way 

that the reader clearly sees the stark contrast of Hezekiah‘s faithfulness to YHWH to 

Ahaz‘s unfaithfulness to YHWH.  At every major point in II Kings 18:1-16, Hezekiah‘s 

situation mirrors Ahaz‘s actions of II Kings 16. Hezekiah has to deal with the threat of 
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Assyria, and the writer of II Kings gives the distinct impression that the threat of Assyria 

was brought on by Ahaz‘s original appeal to them for help, and thusly he lays the blame 

squarely on Ahaz. In addition, even the mention of Hezekiah breaking the bronze serpent 

of Moses seems to contrast the story of Ahaz‘s building of the pagan altar in the Temple, 

and putting it alongside the original bronze one. Ahaz brings pagan idol worship into the 

Temple itself, whereas Hezekiah would rather destroy something used by YHWH in the 

past, than see it degraded and worshipped as a pagan idol. These contrasts clearly drive 

home the point that Hezekiah was faithful to YHWH, whereas Ahaz was unfaithful, and 

was guilty of bringing about this Assyrian threat upon Judah.
332

 

 Yet it must also be pointed out that no such parallels can be seen between what II 

Kings 16 relates about Ahaz‘s reign and the information found in II Kings 18-20. The 

contrasting parallels in II Kings between Ahaz and Hezekiah are found in those passages 

unique to II Kings, and not in the parallel passages of II Kings 18-20 and Isaiah 36-39. 

Indeed, the information in II Kings 18-20 does not seem to relate in any substantial way 

to the literary structure that highlights the contrasting reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. What 

this indicates is that although both II Kings and Isaiah share a common historical 

viewpoint that sees Ahaz and Hezekiah as polar opposite kings and have highlighted this 

contrast between the two kings in different ways, it is clear that the material found in II 

Kings 18-20/Isaiah 36-39 is much more important to the literary structure of Proto-Isaiah 

than it is to the literary structure of II Kings. What this means is that although it is 

certainly possible that the material in II Kings 18-20/Isaiah 36-39 came from an earlier 

                                                           
332

 One additional note about II Kings 18:2 is that the writer mentions who Hezekiah‘s mother is: 

Abi, the daughter of Zechariah. It is very possible that since the writer of Isaiah was already using II Kings 

18-20 in his own work in describing Sennacherib‘s invasion, that he took that little fact about Hezekiah‘s 

mother as a cue to relate the circumstances of Hezekiah‘s conception and birth during the events of Isaiah 

7, and used those events to contrast Ahaz and Hezekiah in yet another way. 
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source that both the authors of II Kings and Proto-Isaiah borrowed from, its vital role 

within the literary structure of Proto-Isaiah points to the probability that it was originally 

written as a part of Proto-Isaiah and was later added to the exilic work of II Kings. 

VIII. Final Thoughts on the Bookend Structure of Proto-Isaiah 

 In this chapter we have analyzed not only the bookend structure of Proto-Isaiah, 

but along with that, the three strands of emphasis that run throughout the entirety of 

Proto-Isaiah. In doing so we have argued that chapters 36-39 form an integral and 

essential part of the literary structure and integrity of Proto-Isaiah. Simply put, without 

chapters 36-39, Proto-Isaiah would be an incomplete and incomprehensible work. The 

three strands of emphasis (the sinful state of Israel/Judah, YHWH‘s judgment, and 

YHWH‘s salvation) that are introduced in chapters 1-6 and run throughout Proto-Isaiah 

are crystallized within the two bookend narrative sections of chapters 7-12 and 36-39. 

The key figure in both of these bookends, of course, is that of Hezekiah. The Immanuel 

prophecy of Isaiah 7-12, uttered during a time of national crisis as a response to the 

unfaithfulness of king Ahaz, focused on the yet-to-be-born son of Ahaz. This son would 

become the next king and would demonstrate faithfulness to YHWH. Nevertheless, Judah 

would suffer as a result of Ahaz‘s unfaithful actions. Isaiah prophesied that Assyrian 

oppression would reach up to the neck of Judah, but because of Immanuel‘s faithfulness 

and righteousness, YHWH would save Jerusalem and eventually crush the Assyrian 

threat. What we find in chapters 36-39, therefore, is the fulfillment of Isaiah‘s Immanuel 

prophecy. During another moment of national crisis, in which Assyrian oppression 

seemed at its worst, YHWH crushed the Assyrian threat and was faithful to his promise 

to save Jerusalem because of Hezekiah‘s faithfulness and righteousness.  
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Given this intimate connection to the literary integrity of Proto-Isaiah, it becomes 

very difficult to think that Proto-Isaiah ever existed without chapters 36-39. If this 

interpretation of those national events had not been there from the beginning, one must 

ask why then would have Isaiah‘s prophecies been preserved in the first place? He would 

have surely been considered to be a false prophet, his prophecies would have been 

disregarded, and Hezekiah would have gone down in history as a foolish king. But the 

fact is the exact opposite point of view is recorded in the Hebrew Scriptures. Why? We 

must conclude that the literary structure of Proto-Isaiah reflects a prophetic interpretation 

of real historical events that sought to vindicate Isaiah as a true prophet of YHWH, 

Hezekiah as the faithful Immanuel, and YHWH Himself as the one true God of Israel 

who brings both judgment for the unfaithful and salvation for the righteous. Therefore it 

is the assertion of this thesis that this proposal regarding (a) the literary unity of Proto-

Isaiah, (b) the historical reliability of both Isaiah 7-12 and 36-39, (c) the occasion and 

purpose for the writing of Proto-Isaiah, and most importantly (d) the central identification 

of Immanuel with Hezekiah, is more coherent and more plausible than the previous 

proposals put forth by scholars to date.  
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Chapter Six 

Conclusions: Coming to a True Old Testament Understanding of Immanuel  

I. Introduction 

 British poet John Donne penned the famous line, ―No man is an island entire of 

itself.‖ That insight is not simply applicable to human beings, but to the exegetical task as 

well. No single exegetical task or proposal is an island unto itself either: it is inevitably 

connected to some other exegetical question, task, or issue. Not only will it inevitably 

influence other exegetical issues, but it will also be influenced by other exegetical issues. 

Exegetical meaning not only demands adherence to literary and historical context, but 

one‘s findings will also have an impact on the overall context of scholarly debate. The 

exegesis of Isaiah 7:14 proves this to be true on a variety of levels. In the course of this 

thesis, we have seen how the exegesis of one verse, Isaiah 7:14, affects how one 

understands Isaiah 7-12, Isaiah 36-39, and Proto-Isaiah as a whole. We have also seen 

how the exegesis of this verse opens the door to various issues concerning historical 

reliability, literary artistry, scribal redaction, exegesis and errors, textual priority, the 

purpose and meaning of prophecy, and the historical circumstances that occasioned the 

writing of Proto-Isaiah. If nothing else, one thing is certainly clear: the exegesis of Isaiah 

7:14 is anything but simple. It is a highly complex process that forces one to delve into 

numerous pools of muddy exegetical waters. Nevertheless, since this is the task of the 

exegete, it must be done.  

 This thesis has attempted to clear up some of the ―muddy waters‖ surrounding, 

not only the exegesis of Isaiah 7:14, but also Proto-Isaiah as a whole. It has made a multi-
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faceted argument that has serious implications for how one wrestles with many exegetical 

issues regarding Proto-Isaiah. At its heart, this thesis has attempted to show that Isaiah 

7:14 is not an island unto itself. Its proper exegesis demands context, context, and more 

context. 

II. A Review of the Findings in this Thesis 

 

We began in chapter one with a discussion of a number of misconceptions and 

exegetical landmines surrounding a proper understanding of Isaiah 7:14. We noted two 

fundamental problems with understanding Isaiah 7:14: (a) the decidedly a-historical way 

in which traditional Church teaching has interpreted Isaiah 7:14, and (b) the admittedly 

ambiguous nature of Isaiah 7:14 itself. When attempting to understand Isaiah 7:14 in its 

original context, we noted that there are five exegetical landmines that confront any 

scholar who exegetes Isaiah 7:14: (a) the identity of the Immanuel child and how he 

relates to the greater prophecy on chapters 7-12, (b) the chronological difficulties in II 

Kings 16-20 concerning the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah, (c) the relationship between 

Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18-20, and the question of priority, (d) the literary coherence 

and historical reliability of Isaiah 7-12 and Isaiah 36-39, (e) the overall literary structure 

of Proto-Isaiah and the puzzle of Isaiah‘s growth.  

 We then discussed the evolution of modern biblical methodologies and the two 

basic shortcomings of these historical-critical methods: (a) an overzealous suspicion of 

the historical reliability of biblical texts, and (b) a tendency to divide historical concerns 

from literary concerns. In this discussion, we appealed to scholars Iain Provan, V. 

Phillips Long, and Tremper Longman to argue for the general acceptance of the historical 

reliability of the biblical texts and for acknowledgement of the literary artistry of the 
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biblical texts as well. After another discussion focusing on Michael Fishbane‘s 

explanation of biblical interpretation in ancient Israel, we emphasized the need to read the 

Bible as history, literature, and prophecy. In terms of Proto-Isaiah, we noted that the texts 

in question ought to be read as (a) testimonies to actual historical events, (b) highly 

stylized literary works, and (c) prophetic works that attempt to put forth a theological 

interpretation of historical events through a literary genre.  

 In chapter two we focused on Isaiah 7:14 in its immediate context of chapters 7-

12. We first overviewed past scholarship and noted that there were generally four 

proposals concerning the identity of the Immanuel child: (a) Jesus, (b) a generalized term 

referring to any child born during the time of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, (c) Isaiah‘s son, 

or (d) Hezekiah. We then looked at the textual variants in Isaiah 7:14 and concluded that 

although the verse itself is, in and of itself, ambiguous, when seen in the context of 

chapters 7-12, it seems to point to the Immanuel child being a son of Ahaz. In fact, once 

one takes into consideration the passages in chapters 7-12 that identify the child with a 

royal child who would one day rule, it becomes quite probable that the Immanuel child is 

to be further identified with Hezekiah.  

 In chapter three we analyzed the primary objection to the identification of 

Immanuel with Hezekiah: the chronological problem found in II Kings 16-20. We noted 

that the chronology derived from II Kings 16-20 is too problematic to be considered 

reliable in its current form. Simply put, the chronology as it is found in II Kings 16-20 is 

historically impossible. There is no way Hezekiah could have been in his sixth year as 

king in 721 BCE and in his fourteenth year as king in 701 BCE. When faced with this 

chronological error, we argued that a plausible chronology for Hezekiah‘s reign could be 
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constructed by suggesting revisions to two possible scribal errors: (a) Isaiah 36:1/II Kings 

18:13 should read ―Hezekiah‘s twenty-fourth year‖ instead of ―fourteenth year‖ and (b) II 

Kings 18:2 should read that Hezekiah became king at the age of fifteen, and not twenty-

five. These two revisions would place Hezekiah‘s birth around 742 BCE, and this would 

mean that Hezekiah would have been born in the midst of the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis, 

well-within the time period when Isaiah would have uttered his Immanuel prophecy. 

Thus, the argument that Hezekiah could not have been the prophesied Immanuel of Isaiah 

7:14 on the basis of the chronology of II Kings 16-20 was shown to be unconvincing. 

One cannot make II Kings 16-20 the basis for rejecting an Immanuel-Hezekiah 

connection because not only is the chronology itself faulty, but there is a plausible 

historical-critical reconstruction of the timeline of Hezekiah‘s life and reign. The aim of 

this chapter was not so much to argue for a definite historical-critical reconstruction for 

the time of Hezekiah‘s birth, but rather to show that the current historical-critical 

argument against the proposal that equates Hezekiah with Immanuel is not convincing on 

historical-critical grounds.  

 In chapter four we looked at the exegetical issues surrounding Isaiah 36-39 and II 

Kings 18-20. After reviewing the general scholarly consensus regarding Isaiah 36-39 and 

II Kings 18-20 we concluded the following: (a) it was more probable that II Kings 18-20 

borrowed its material from Isaiah 36-39, (b) Isaiah 36-39 consists of a single unified 

literary unit, (c) Isaiah 36-39 reflects a generally historically reliable interpretation of 

various events during Hezekiah‘s reign, most notably Sennacherib‘s invasion, and (d) the 

more believable occasion for the writing of Isaiah 36-39 and the compilation of Proto-

Isaiah was that of the theological/political controversy brought on by Manasseh who, in 
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light of the fallout from Sennacherib‘s invasion, attempted to undo Hezekiah‘s reforms 

and, in turn, promoted the worship of pagan idols in Judah. This action would have 

caused the worshippers of YHWH who were loyal to Hezekiah and who regarded Isaiah 

as YHWH‘s prophet to compile Proto-Isaiah as a way to argue against Manasseh‘s 

actions and to vindicate Isaiah as a true prophet, Hezekiah as a righteous and faithful 

king, and YHWH as the true God of Israel. 

 Finally, in chapter five, we argued that there is a clearly discernable ―bookend 

structure‖ to the main body of Proto-Isaiah that serves to highlight the identification of 

the Immanuel child of Isaiah 7-12 with King Hezekiah in Isaiah 36-39. What we 

essentially find is that there are a host of intertextual connections between Isaiah 36-39 

and Isaiah 7-12. Now the question concerning this proposed ―bookend structure‖ is, ―Can 

these intertextual connections be considered intentional by the ―original author‖ and 

would they have been obvious to the ―original audience‖? We noted that Richard Hays 

proposed seven tests that would help answer that question. The seven tests are (a) 

Availability, (b) Volume, (c) Recurrence, (d) Thematic Coherence, (e) Historical 

Plausibility, (f) History of Interpretation, and (g) Satisfaction. If our proposed argument 

regarding the ―bookend structure‖ of Proto-Isaiah is to be deemed credible, it must pass 

these seven tests.  

 We then noted that there are essentially three thematic strands of emphasis that 

run throughout Proto-Isaiah: the sinful state of humanity, the judgment of YHWH, and 

the exaltation of YHWH and the salvation of his people. Within these three strands of 

emphasis are numerous recurring motifs that are outlined and discussed in the rest of 

chapter five. It is in the discussion of these recurring themes and motifs that one can 
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discern clear intertextual connections between Isaiah 36-39 and Isaiah 7-12 that reinforce 

the proposal of this thesis that there is a clear and intended bookend structure in Proto-

Isaiah that highlights an Immanuel-Hezekiah connection. In summary fashion, the literary 

parallels/intertextual connections noted in chapter five are: 

A. An announcement of foreign oppression 

B. The repetition of the location: ―the conduit of the upper pool on the highway 

to the fuller‟s field‖ 

C. The emphasis of a sign from YHWH 

D. Isaiah‘s appeal to both Ahaz and Hezekiah to not be afraid 

E. The challenge to both Ahaz and Hezekiah to remain faithful 

F. The repetition of the phrase ―the zeal of YHWH will do this‖ 

G. The repeated emphasis on Assyrian oppression 

H. The repeated emphasis on Assyria‟s arrogance and boasting 

I. The repeated references to Egypt 

J. The picture of a Davidic king receiving glory from the nations 

K. A concluding chapter of praise in both bookend sections 

L. The repeated references to the remnant 

M. The recurring agricultural imagery in both bookend sections 

N. The repeated references to planning and counsel 

 

After this lengthy discussion of the intertextual connections between Isaiah 7-12 

and Isaiah 36-39, we also pointed out in chapter five that similar contrasting parallels 

between Ahaz and Hezekiah could be seen between II Kings 16:1-20 and 18:1-16. The 

point we attempted to make with this brief look at II Kings 16 and 18 was twofold: (a) the 

biblical contrast between Ahaz and Hezekiah was not unique only to Isaiah, and thus 

Isaiah‘s contrasting pictures of Ahaz and Hezekiah can be seen as consistent with other 

biblical testimonies, and (b) the contrasting picture between Ahaz and Hezekiah in II Kings 

is confined to those sections in II Kings that are unique to II Kings, thus reinforcing the 

argument that the material found in Isaiah 36-39 and II Kings 18:13, 17-20:21 is original to 

Isaiah, only to later be inserted into II Kings.  
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III. The Significance of this Thesis to Old Testament Studies 

This thesis has had essentially two goals. Its first goal has been to show that in its 

original context within Proto-Isaiah, Isaiah 7:14 was understood to be a prophecy about 

the birth of Hezekiah and what events would unfold in Judah within Hezekiah‘s lifetime. 

The way in which this first goal has been argued leads us to the second goal of this thesis: 

to show the clear shortcomings scholars encounter when they fail to incorporate a holistic 

exegetical approach that includes both historical-critical and literary methods working 

together, and instead limit themselves to an either/or approach of exegesis. Simply put, 

solid biblical exegesis requires historical competency, literary competency, and a 

reasonable amount of faith in the biblical text itself. Being historically competent means, 

as has been argued by Provan, Long, and Longman, that scholars take seriously the 

historical claims within the biblical text. Being literarily competent means that, as has 

been argued specifically by Long and Seitz, scholars attempt to read any given biblical 

text as a coherent whole, and not simply as a collection of random and poorly-stitched 

together sources that have no discernable purpose. Furthermore, both competencies 

demand that the exegete exercise a certain amount of faith that the biblical writers were 

competent themselves, and able to recount historical events and interpret them through 

literary means. If the modern scholar does not exercise a reasonable amount of faith in 

the testimony found in the biblical texts he is attempting to exegete, then his exegesis can 

hardly be called ―biblical.‖In fact, it cannot really even be called ―exegesis.‖ 

The findings of this thesis have demonstrated that it is possible to view Proto-

Isaiah not only as a reliable window into the major crises of eighth-century Judah BCE, 

but also as a competent and purposed literary work whose aim was to provide a prophetic 
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interpretation of these major historical crises during the reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah. 

This thesis has shown that it is possible to critically analyze Proto-Isaiah‘s accounts of 

both the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and the invasion of Sennacherib using historical-critical 

methods and still be able to treat these biblical texts as reliable testimony to real historical 

events. The long-standing scholarly consensus that demonstrates an overzealous and 

unhealthy suspicion of the reliability of the biblical texts simply because they are biblical 

and “religious” must be shown for what it is: a naïve bias based on a faulty caricature of 

what the biblical text truly is. At the same time this thesis has also shown that it is 

possible to critically analyze the literary structure of Proto-Isaiah and still respect the text 

enough to interpret it as a coherent literary work. The long-standing scholarly consensus 

that views biblical texts simply as poorly redacted collections of past sources that have no 

literary integrity and only serve the theological agendas of much later exilic communities 

must be shown for what it is: evidence of the failure of many historical-critical scholars 

to be able to read and appreciate the Bible as literature and to identify the obvious literary 

structures and patterns that any competent literature major would immediately recognize.  

In terms of specific exegetical contributions, this thesis has aided studies of Proto-

Isaiah on numerous fronts. First, it has further solidified the traditional Jewish claim that 

the Immanuel child of Isaiah 7:14 is to be identified with Hezekiah. Second, by 

addressing the chronological objection to such an identification, this thesis has not only 

successfully refuted that objection, but has also put forth an extremely plausible historical 

reconstruction that not only places Isaiah‘s utterance of the Immanuel prophecy shortly 

before the birth of Hezekiah, around 742 BCE, but also helps give a clearer historical 

chronology of that time period. Third, this thesis has contributed to the growing view that 
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the material in Isaiah 36-39 holds priority over its parallel sections in II Kings 18-20 by 

showing that the material in question is extremely vital to the literary structure of Proto-

Isaiah, but appears to hold no literary significance to the structure of II Kings. Fourth, this 

thesis has suggested a very intriguing proposal concerning the historical occasion for the 

compilation of Proto-Isaiah: the aftermath of Sennacherib‘s invasion, when Manasseh 

had begun to reinstitute the worship of foreign gods. Finally, this thesis has proposed a 

comprehensive and detailed literary analysis of the two bookend sections in Proto-Isaiah 

that not only provide the structural foundation for Proto-Isaiah, but also the prophetic 

interpretation of the two major national crises for the kingdom of Judah in the latter half 

of the eighth-century BCE. 

IV. Further Implications this Thesis has for New Testament Studies 

 

When one considers all the evidence proposed in this thesis, it becomes quite 

clear that, in the form that has been handed down to us, Proto-Isaiah portrays the 

Immanuel child of Isaiah 7-12 as none other than King Hezekiah. Such an identification 

is not only historically plausible and literarily coherent, but it helps clarify the prophetic 

intent of Proto-Isaiah. Simply put, given the findings in this thesis, one can see why 

Proto-Isaiah was preserved in the life of ancient Israel and later added to during and after 

the exile in the form of Deutero-Isaiah. The work of Proto-Isaiah vindicated Isaiah as a 

true prophet of YHWH. What he had prophesied had come to pass: the destruction of 

Aram and Israel, the birth of Hezekiah, and his subsequent ―showdown‖ with Assyria, 

where, because of Hezekiah‘s faithfulness to YHWH, Assyria suffered a mysterious 

defeat outside of the walls of Jerusalem. For this reason, Proto-Isaiah was preserved and 

later used as a sort of ―grid‖ through which the exilic and post-exilic community 
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interpreted the events of their own day and looked forward to a future ultimate restoration 

of the people of YHWH.  

It should come as no surprise, therefore, to see how influential the book of Isaiah 

was to not only the post-exilic community, but also to other communities, particularly the 

Qumran community and early Christian community. For in the pages of Proto-Isaiah 

these communities came to eventually look through the immediate prophecies and events 

surrounding Hezekiah (i.e. the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis and the invasion of Sennacherib), 

to a future Messiah that would fulfill the salvation of YHWH that had been slowly filling 

up throughout Israel‘s history. Simply put, because these prophecies had revealed the 

way YHWH had saved his people in Hezekiah‟s day, later communities looked to these 

same prophecies to form their expectations as to how YHWH would once again save his 

people in the future. 

This appreciation and interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 in its original context, 

therefore, has tremendous implications for not only the way in which Christians have 

traditionally understood numerous issues within Christian theology, but also for the 2,000 

year old debate between Christians and Jews concerning Isaiah 7:14 and the concept of 

―fulfilled prophecy.‖ In regards to this 2,000 year old debate, the findings of this thesis 

open up the possibility of a certain amount of reconciliation between the traditional 

Christian and Jewish interpretations.  

This thesis began with a brief look at one of the earliest recorded debates between 

Christians and Jews over Isaiah 7:14, Justin Martyr‘s Dialogues with Trypho. When one 

looks at this debate closely, one can see that the breakdown in the argument between 

Justin Martyr and Trypho the Jew was that the two men were talking past each other and 
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answering different questions regarding Isaiah 7:14. Trypho‘s interpretation of Isaiah 

7:14 was essentially a historical one: the prophecy was to be understood in the context of 

Isaiah‘s life and times and therefore Trypho and his fellow Jews had always understood 

Immanuel to be Hezekiah. Justin Martyr‘s interpretation of Isaiah 7:14, on the other hand, 

was essentially an a-historical one: he determined that since Matthew claimed Isaiah 7:14 

was ―fulfilled‖ with the conception and birth of Jesus, it must have been a prediction of 

Jesus‘ conception and birth, and therefore had no relation to the historical circumstances 

in which it was uttered. Simply put, Trypho could not see how Isaiah 7:14 could be about 

Jesus because it was, in his mind, clearly about Hezekiah; yet Justin Martyr could not see 

how Isaiah 7:14 could have been about Hezekiah because Matthew had related Isaiah 

7:14 to Jesus.  

On historical and literary grounds, this thesis has essentially sided with Trypho. 

Isaiah 7:14 is clearly about Hezekiah, and the events prophesied in Isaiah 7-12 are to be 

seen as reaching their immediate fulfillment during the reign of Hezekiah, as recorded in 

Isaiah 36-39. Any Christian understanding of Isaiah 7:14 must begin here, with the 

recognition of its immediate interpretation within its original context. On this point 

Christians and Jews can agree. The point at which Christians and Jews must simply agree 

to disagree regarding Isaiah 7:14, though, is obviously over how the verse relates to 

Jesus. The fundamental problem with Justin Martyr‘s argument (and the subsequent 

traditional Christian interpretation of Isaiah 7:14) was not in his insistence that Isaiah 

7:14 related to Jesus‘ conception and birth, but rather was his misunderstanding as to how 

Matthew was relating Isaiah 7:14 to Jesus. Simply put, we must see that when Matthew 

said Isaiah 7:14 was ―fulfilled‖ in the conception and birth of Jesus Christ, he was not 
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saying that Isaiah 7:14 was an a-historical prediction that only ―came true‖ 740 years 

after Isaiah issued the prophecy.  

It must be stated though, that a re-interpretation of Isaiah 7:14 that differs from 

the traditional interpretation as set forth by the Church Fathers and held throughout most 

of Church history impels us to re-evaluate a number of issues, for the traditional Christian 

understanding of Isaiah 7:14 has had considerable influence on how Christians have 

viewed a host of other issues. These issues include: (a) the meaning of ―fulfilled 

prophecy,‖ (b) the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament, (c) the nature of the 

divinity of Christ (i.e. what made Christ divine?), (d) the theological importance and 

meaning of the infancy narratives, (e) the doctrine of original sin, (f) the traditional view 

that sees virginity as a more holy state than even marriage, because sex is seen as base 

and sinful in and of itself, and (g) the general way in which, at least on the popular level, 

Christmas is a more celebrated holiday than Easter, thus betraying a popular bias that 

sees the virginal conception as more important than the resurrection. All of these issues 

are intimately connected to the way in which the Church has traditionally interpreted 

Isaiah 7:14. Therefore, if the findings of this thesis are convincing, these issues will need 

to be re-evaluated and discussed.  
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 
Comparison of the “Parallel Texts” of Isaiah 36 -37 and II Kings 18-19 

Isaiah 36-37 II Kings 18-19 

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

36:1 In the fourteenth year of King Hezekiah, King 

Sennacherib of Assyria came up against all the 

fortified cities of Judah and captured them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          18:1 In the third year of King Hoshea son of 

Elah of Israel, Hezekiah son of King Ahaz of Judah 

began to reign. 2 He was twenty-five years old when 

he began to reign; he reigned twenty-nine years in 

Jerusalem. His mother's name was Abi daughter of 

Zechariah. 3 He did what was right in the sight of the 

LORD just as his ancestor David had done. 4 He 

removed the high places, broke down the pillars, and 

cut down the sacred pole. He broke in pieces the 

bronze serpent that Moses had made, for until those 

days the people of Israel had made offerings to it; it 

was called Nehushtan. 5 He trusted in the LORD the 

God of Israel; so that there was no one like him 

among all the kings of Judah after him, or among 

those who were before him. 6 For he held fast to the 

LORD; he did not depart from following him but 

kept the commandments that the LORD commanded 

Moses. 7 The LORD was with him; wherever he 

went, he prospered. He rebelled against the king of 

Assyria and would not serve him. 8 He attacked the 

Philistines as far as Gaza and its territory, from 

watchtower to fortified city. 

           9 In the fourth year of King Hezekiah, which 

was the seventh year of King Hoshea son of Elah of 

Israel, King Shalmaneser of Assyria came up against 

Samaria, besieged it, 10 and at the end of three years, 

took it. In the sixth year of Hezekiah, which was the 

ninth year of King Hoshea of Israel, Samaria was 

taken. 11 The king of Assyria carried the Israelites 

away to Assyria, settled them in Halah, on the 

Habor, the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the 

Medes, 12 because they did not obey the voice of the 

LORD their God but transgressed his covenant-- all 

that Moses the servant of the LORD had 

commanded; they neither listened nor obeyed. 

           13In the fourteenth year of King Hezekiah, 

King Sennacherib of Assyria came up against all the 

fortified cities of Judah and captured them. 14King 

Hezekiah of Judah sent to the king of Assyria at 

Lachish, saying, "I have done wrong; withdraw from 

me; whatever you impose on me I will bear." The 

king of Assyria demanded of King Hezekiah of 

Judah three hundred talents of silver and thirty 

talents of gold. 15Hezekiah gave him all the silver 

that was found in the house of the LORD and in the 

treasuries of the king's house. 16 At that time 

Hezekiah stripped the gold from the doors of the 

temple of the LORD, and from the doorposts that 

King Hezekiah of Judah had overlaid and gave it to 

the king of Assyria. 
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        2 The king of Assyria sent the Rabshakeh 

from Lachish to King Hezekiah at Jerusalem, with 

a great army. He stood by the conduit of the upper 

pool on the highway to the Fuller's Field. 3 And 

there came out to him Eliakim son of Hilkiah, who 

was in charge of the palace, and Shebna the 

secretary, and Joah son of Asaph, the recorder. 4 

The Rabshakeh said to them, "Say to Hezekiah: 

Thus says the great king, the king of Assyria: On 

what do you base this confidence of yours? 5 Do 

you think that mere words are strategy and power 

for war? On whom do you now rely, that you have 

rebelled against me? 6 See, you are relying on 

Egypt, that broken reed of a staff, which will 

pierce the hand of anyone who leans on it. Such is 

Pharaoh king of Egypt to all who rely on him. 7 

But if you say to me, 'We rely on the LORD our 

God,' is it not he whose high places and altars 

Hezekiah has removed, saying to Judah and to 

Jerusalem, 'You shall worship before this altar'? 8 

Come, make a wager with my master the king of 

Assyria: I will give you 2,000 horses, if you are 

able on your part to set riders on them. 9 How then 

can you repulse a single captain among the least of 

my master's servants, when you rely on Egypt for 

chariots and for horsemen? 10 Moreover, is it 

without the LORD that I have come up against this 

land to destroy it? The LORD said to me, Go up 

against this land, and destroy it." 

 

           11 Then Eliakim, Shebna, and Joah said to 

the Rabshakeh, "Please speak to your servants in 

Aramaic, for we understand it; do not speak to us 

in the language of Judah within the hearing of the 

people who are on the wall." 12 But the Rabshakeh 

said, "Has my master sent me to speak these words 

to your master and to you, and not to the people 

sitting on the wall, who are doomed with you to eat 

their own dung and drink their own urine?" 13 

Then the Rabshakeh stood and called out in a loud 

voice in the language of Judah, "Hear the words of 

the great king, the king of Assyria! 14 Thus says 

the king: 'Do not let Hezekiah deceive you, for he 

will not be able to deliver you. 15 Do not let 

Hezekiah make you rely on the LORD by saying, 

The LORD will surely deliver us; this city will not 

be given into the hand of the king of Assyria.' 16 

Do not listen to Hezekiah; for thus says the king of 

Assyria: 'Make your peace with me and come out 

to me; then everyone of you will eat from your 

own vine and your own fig tree and drink water 

from your own cistern, 17 until I come and take 

you away to a land like your own land, a land of 

grain and wine, a land of bread and vineyards. 18 

Do not let Hezekiah mislead you by saying, The 

            17 The king of Assyria sent the Tartan, the 

Rabsaris, and the Rabshakeh with a great army from 

Lachish to King Hezekiah at Jerusalem. They went 

up and came to Jerusalem. When they arrived, they 

came and stood by the conduit of the upper pool, 

which is on the highway to the Fuller's Field. 18 

When they called for the king, there came out to 

them Eliakim son of Hilkiah, who was in charge of 

the palace, and Shebnah the secretary, and Joah son 

of Asaph, the recorder. 19 The Rabshakeh said to 

them, "Say to Hezekiah: Thus says the great king, 

the king of Assyria: On what do you base this 

confidence of yours? 20 Do you think that mere 

words are strategy and power for war? On whom do 

you now rely, that you have rebelled against me?    

21 See, you are relying now on Egypt, that broken 

reed of a staff, which will pierce the hand of anyone 

who leans on it. Such is Pharaoh king of Egypt to all 

who rely on him. 22 But if you say to me, 'We rely 

on the LORD our God,' is it not he whose high 

places and altars Hezekiah has removed, saying to 

Judah and to Jerusalem, 'You shall worship before 

this altar in Jerusalem'? 23 Come, make a wager with 

my master the king of Assyria: I will give you 2,000 

horses, if you are able on your part to set riders on 

them. 24 How then can you repulse a single captain 

among the least of my master's servants, when you 

rely on Egypt for chariots and for horsemen? 

25Moreover, is it without the LORD I have come up 

against this place to destroy it? The LORD said to 

me, Go up against this land and destroy it."  

   26 Then Eliakim son of Hilkiah, and Shebnah, and 

Joah said to the Rabshakeh, "Please speak to your 

servants in the Aramaic language, for we understand 

it; do not speak to us in the language of Judah within 

the hearing of the people who are on the wall." 27 

But the Rabshakeh said to them, "Has my master 

sent me to speak these words to your master and to 

you, and not to the people sitting on the wall, who 

are doomed with you to eat their own dung and to 

drink their own urine?" 28 Then the Rabshakeh stood 

and called out in a loud voice in the language of 

Judah, "Hear the word of the great king, the king of 

Assyria! 29 Thus says the king: 'Do not let Hezekiah 

deceive you, for he will not be able to deliver you 

out of my hand. 30 Do not let Hezekiah make you 

rely on the LORD by saying, The LORD will surely 

deliver us, and this city will not be given into the 

hand of the king of Assyria.' 31 Do not listen to 

Hezekiah; for thus says the king of Assyria: 'Make 

your peace with me and come out to me; then every 

one of you will eat from your own vine and your 

own fig tree, and drink water from your own cistern, 

32 until I come and take you away to a land like your 

own land, a land of grain and wine, a land of bread 

and vineyards, a land of olive oil and honey, that you 
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LORD will save us. Has any of the gods of the 

nations saved their land out of the hand of the king 

of Assyria? 19 Where are the gods of Hamath and 

Arpad? Where are the gods of Sepharvaim? Have 

they delivered Samaria out of my hand? 20 Who 

among all the gods of these countries have saved 

their countries out of my hand, that the LORD 

should save Jerusalem out of my hand?'" 

 

 

 

          21 But they were silent and answered him 

not a word, for the king's command was, "Do not 

answer him." 22 Then Eliakim son of Hilkiah, who 

was in charge of the palace, and Shebna the 

secretary, and Joah son of Asaph, the recorder, 

came to Hezekiah with their clothes torn, and told 

him the words of the Rabshakeh. 

            37:1 When King Hezekiah heard it, he tore 

his clothes, covered himself with sackcloth, and 

went into the house of the LORD. 2 And he sent 

Eliakim, who was in charge of the palace, and 

Shebna the secretary, and the senior priests, 

covered with sackcloth, to the prophet Isaiah son 

of Amoz. 3 They said to him, "Thus says 

Hezekiah, This day is a day of distress, of rebuke, 

and of disgrace; children have come to the birth, 

and there is no strength to bring them forth. 4 It 

may be that the LORD your God heard the words 

of the Rabshakeh, whom his master the king of 

Assyria has sent to mock the living God, and will 

rebuke the words that the LORD your God has 

heard; therefore lift up your prayer for the remnant 

that is left." 

          5 When the servants of King Hezekiah came 

to Isaiah, 6 Isaiah said to them, "Say to your 

master, 'Thus says the LORD: Do not be afraid 

because of the words that you have heard, with 

which the servants of the king of Assyria have 

reviled me. 7 I myself will put a spirit in him, so 

that he shall hear a rumor, and return to his own 

land; I will cause him to fall by the sword in his 

own land.'" 

           8 The Rabshakeh returned, and found the 

king of Assyria fighting against Libnah; for he had 

heard that the king had left Lachish. 9 Now the 

king heard concerning King Tirhakah of Ethiopia, 

"He has set out to fight against you." When he 

heard it, he sent messengers to Hezekiah, saying, 

10 "Thus shall you speak to King Hezekiah of 

Judah: Do not let your God on whom you rely 

deceive you by promising that Jerusalem will not 

be given into the hand of the king of Assyria. 11 

See, you have heard what the kings of Assyria 

have done to all lands, destroying them utterly. 

Shall you be delivered?12 Have the gods of the 

may live and not die. Do not listen to Hezekiah when 

he misleads you by saying, The LORD will deliver 

us. 33 Has any of the gods of the nations ever 

delivered its land out of the hand of the king of 

Assyria? 34 Where are the gods of Hamath and 

Arpad? Where are the gods of Sepharvaim, Hena, 

and Ivvah? Have they delivered Samaria out of my 

hand? 35 Who among all the gods of the countries 

have delivered their countries out of my hand, that 

the LORD should deliver Jerusalem out of my 

hand?'" 

           36 But the people were silent and answered 

him not a word, for the king's command was, "Do 

not answer him." 37 Then Eliakim son of Hilkiah, 

who was in charge of the palace, and Shebna the 

secretary, and Joah son of Asaph, the recorder, came 

to Hezekiah with their clothes torn and told him the 

words of the Rabshakeh. 

          19:1 When King Hezekiah heard it, he tore his 

clothes, covered himself with sackcloth, and went 

into the house of the LORD. 2 And he sent Eliakim, 

who was in charge of the palace, and Shebna the 

secretary, and the senior priests, covered with 

sackcloth, to the prophet Isaiah son of Amoz. 3 They 

said to him, "Thus says Hezekiah, This day is a day 

of distress, of rebuke, and of disgrace; children have 

come to the birth, and there is no strength to bring 

them forth. 4 It may be that the LORD your God 

heard all the words of the Rabshakeh, whom his 

master the king of Assyria has sent to mock the 

living God, and will rebuke the words that the LORD 

your God has heard; therefore lift up your prayer for 

the remnant that is left." 

  

        5 When the servants of King Hezekiah came to 

Isaiah, 6 Isaiah said to them, "Say to your master, 

'Thus says the LORD: Do not be afraid because of 

the words that you have heard, with which the 

servants of the king of Assyria have reviled me. 7 I 

myself will put a spirit in him, so that he shall hear a 

rumor and return to his own land; I will cause him to 

fall by the sword in his own land.'" 

   

         8 The Rabshakeh returned, and found the king 

of Assyria fighting against Libnah; for he had heard 

that the king had left Lachish. 9 When the king heard 

concerning King Tirhakah of Ethiopia, "See, he has 

set out to fight against you," he returned and sent 

messengers again to Hezekiah, saying, 10 "Thus 

shall you speak to King Hezekiah of Judah: Do not 

let your God on whom you rely deceive you by 

promising that Jerusalem will not be given into the 

hand of the king of Assyria. 11 See, you have heard 

what the kings of Assyria have done to all lands, 

destroying them utterly. Shall you be delivered? 12 

Have the gods of the nations delivered them, the 
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nations delivered them, the nations that my 

predecessors destroyed, Gozan, Haran, Rezeph, 

and the people of Eden who were in Telassar? 

13 Where is the king of Hamath, the king of 

Arpad, the king of the city of Sepharvaim, the king 

of Hena, or the king of Ivvah?" 

           14 Hezekiah received the letter from the 

hand of the messengers and read it; then Hezekiah 

went up to the house of the LORD and spread it 

before the LORD. 15 And Hezekiah prayed to the 

LORD, saying: 16 "O LORD of hosts, God of 

Israel, who are enthroned above the cherubim, you 

are God, you alone, of all the kingdoms of the 

earth; you have made heaven and earth. 17 Incline 

your ear, O LORD, and hear; open your eyes, O 

LORD, and see; hear all the words of Sennacherib, 

which he has sent to mock the living God. 18 

Truly, O LORD, the kings of Assyria have laid 

waste all the nations and their lands, 19 and have 

hurled their gods into the fire, though they were no 

gods, but the work of human hands-- wood and 

stone-- and so they were destroyed. 20 So now, O 

LORD our God, save us from his hand, so that all 

the kingdoms of the earth may know that you alone 

are the LORD." 

           21 Then Isaiah son of Amoz sent to 

Hezekiah, saying: "Thus says the LORD, the God 

of Israel: Because you have prayed to me about 

King Sennacherib of Assyria, 22 this is the word 

that the LORD has spoken concerning him: She 

despises you, she scorns you-- virgin daughter 

Zion; she tosses her head-- behind your back, 

daughter Jerusalem. 23 Whom have you mocked 

and reviled? Against whom have you raised your 

voice and haughtily lifted your eyes? Against the 

Holy One of Israel! 24 By your servants you have 

mocked the Lord, and you have said, 'With my 

many chariots I have gone up the heights of the 

mountains, to the far recesses of Lebanon; I felled 

its tallest cedars, its choicest cypresses; I came to 

its remotest height, its densest forest. 25 I dug 

wells and drank waters, I dried up with the sole of 

my foot all the streams of Egypt.' 26 Have you not 

heard that I determined it long ago? I planned from 

days of old what now I bring to pass, that you 

should make fortified cities crash into heaps of 

ruins, 27 while their inhabitants, shorn of strength, 

are dismayed and confounded; they have become 

like plants of the field and like tender grass, like 

grass on the housetops, blighted before it is grown. 

28 I know your rising up and your sitting down, 

your going out and coming in, and your raging 

against me. 29 Because you have raged against me 

and your arrogance has come to my ears, I will put 

my hook in your nose and my bit in your mouth; I 

will turn you back on the way by which you came. 

nations that my predecessors destroyed, Gozan, 

Haran, Rezeph, and the people of Eden who were in 

Telassar? 13 Where is the king of Hamath, the king 

of Arpad, the king of the city of Sepharvaim, the 

king of Hena, or the king of Ivvah?" 

          

         14 Hezekiah received the letter from the hand 

of the messengers and read it; then Hezekiah went up 

to the house of the LORD and spread it before the 

LORD. 15 And Hezekiah prayed before the LORD, 

and said: "O LORD the God of Israel, who are 

enthroned above the cherubim, you are God, you 

alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth; you have 

made heaven and earth. 16 Incline your ear, O 

LORD, and hear; open your eyes, O LORD, and see; 

hear the words of Sennacherib, which he has sent to 

mock the living God. 17 Truly, O LORD, the kings 

of Assyria have laid waste the nations and their 

lands, 18 and have hurled their gods into the fire, 

though they were no gods but the work of human 

hands-- wood and stone-- and so they were 

destroyed. 19 So now, O LORD our God, save us,     

I pray you, from his hand, so that all the kingdoms of 

the earth may know that you, O LORD, are God 

alone." 

            20 Then Isaiah son of Amoz sent to 

Hezekiah, saying, "Thus says the LORD, the God of 

Israel: I have heard your prayer to me about King 

Sennacherib of Assyria. 21 This is the word that the 

LORD has spoken concerning him: She despises 

you, she scorns you-- virgin daughter Zion; she 

tosses her head-- behind your back, daughter 

Jerusalem. 22 Whom have you mocked and reviled? 

Against whom have you raised your voice and 

haughtily lifted your eyes? Against the Holy One of 

Israel! 23 By your messengers you have mocked the 

Lord, and you have said, 'With my many chariots I 

have gone up the heights of the mountains, to the far 

recesses of Lebanon; I felled its tallest cedars, its 

choicest cypresses; I entered its farthest retreat, its 

densest forest. 24 I dug wells and drank foreign 

waters, I dried up with the sole of my foot all the 

streams of Egypt.' 25 Have you not heard that I 

determined it long ago? I planned from days of old 

what now I bring to pass, that you should make 

fortified cities crash into heaps of ruins,   26 while 

their inhabitants, shorn of strength, are dismayed and 

confounded; they have become like plants of the 

field and like tender grass, like grass on the 

housetops, blighted before it is grown. 27 "But I 

know your rising and your sitting, your going out 

and coming in, and your raging against me. 28 

Because you have raged against me and your 

arrogance has come to my ears, I will put my hook in 

your nose and my bit in your mouth; I will turn you 

back on the way by which you came. 
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       30 "And this shall be the sign for you: This 

year eat what grows of itself, and in the second 

year what springs from that; then in the third year 

sow, reap, plant vineyards, and eat their fruit. 31 

The surviving remnant of the house of Judah shall 

again take root downward, and bear fruit upward; 

32 for from Jerusalem a remnant shall go out, and 

from Mount Zion a band of survivors. The zeal of 

the LORD of hosts will do this.  

33 "Therefore thus says the LORD concerning 

the king of Assyria: He shall not come into this 

city, shoot an arrow there, come before it with a 

shield, or cast up a siege ramp against it. 34 By the 

way that he came, by the same he shall return; he 

shall not come into this city, says the LORD. 35 

For I will defend this city to save it, for my own 

sake and for the sake of my servant David." 

           36 Then the angel of the LORD set out and 

struck down one hundred eighty-five thousand in 

the camp of the Assyrians; when morning dawned, 

they were all dead bodies. 37 Then King 

Sennacherib of Assyria left, went home, and lived 

at Nineveh. 38 As he was worshiping in the house 

of his god Nisroch, his sons Adrammelech and 

Sharezer killed him with the sword, and they 

escaped into the land of Ararat. His son Esar-

haddon succeeded him. 

        29 "And this shall be the sign for you: This year 

you shall eat what grows of itself, and in the second 

year what springs from that; then in the third year 

sow, reap, plant vineyards, and eat their fruit. 30 The 

surviving remnant of the house of Judah shall again 

take root downward, and bear fruit upward; 31 for 

from Jerusalem a remnant shall go out, and from 

Mount Zion a band of survivors. The zeal of the 

LORD of hosts will do this.  

32 "Therefore thus says the LORD concerning 

the king of Assyria: He shall not come into this city, 

shoot an arrow there, come before it with a shield, or 

cast up a siege ramp against it. 33 By the way that he 

came, by the same he shall return; he shall not come 

into this city, says the LORD. 34 For I will defend 

this city to save it, for my own sake and for the sake 

of my servant David." 

            35 That very night the angel of the LORD set 

out and struck down one hundred eighty-five 

thousand in the camp of the Assyrians; when 

morning dawned, they were all dead bodies. 36 Then 

King Sennacherib of Assyria left, went home, and 

lived at Nineveh. 37 As he was worshiping in the 

house of his god Nisroch, his sons Adrammelech and 

Sharezer killed him with the sword, and they escaped 

into the land of Ararat. His son Esar-haddon 

succeeded him. 
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Appendix C 
The Three Strands of Emphasis in Proto-Isaiah 

 Sinful State 

 

Judgment of YHWH Exaltation of YHWH 

Chapter 1 (1:3) Israel not 

knowing/understanding 

(1:7-9)  

Destruction by fire 

Strangers devour land 

 

(1:30-31) 

Sinners destroyed 

 

(1:24-31) 

YHWH‘s hand is against 

Jerusalem 

(1:17) Command to practice 

justice  

 

 

(1:24-31) 

City of righteousness 

Faithful Town 

Zion ransomed in justice; 

returns in righteousness 

Chapter 2 (2:5-8) Condemnation of idol 

worship from the ―east‖ 

 

(2:9-22) 

Adam‘s haughty eyes 

Adam exalts himself 

(2:9-22) 

Adam brought low 

(2:2-4) Nations will come to 

Jerusalem to be instructed in 

Torah; a time of peace 

Chapter 3 (3:1-9)(3:13-15) 

Jerusalem‘s leaders oppress 

the poor 

(3:16-17) Purging and refining 

fire 

 

(3:11-26) YHWH‘s judgment 

on the haughty/exalted 

―daughters of Zion‖ 

(3:16-17) Purging and 

refining fire 

Chapter 4  (4:2-4) YHWH‘s refining fire 

of judgment 

(4:2-4) YHWH‘s refining  

fire of judgment 

(Exodus Echoes) 

(4:3) Refined remnant of 

YHWH‘s people 

Chapter 5 (5:13) People‘s lack of 

knowledge 

 

(5:8-12)Leaders of Jerusalem 

oppress the poor 

 

(5:7) No R. or J., only 

bloodshed and corruption 

 

(5:19-25) The ―wise‖ only in 

own eyes; doesn‘t really seek 

out the counsel of YHWH 

They turn away from 

righteousness and justice 

(5:1-6) Jerusalem will be for 

burning and trampling 

 

(5:23) Tongue of fire burns up 

root and sprout 

 

(5:26-30) Coming Armies for 

war/Growling of the sea 

 

(5:23) YHWH‘s hand   

stretched out 

 

(5:15-16) Haughty eyes of 

Adam brought low 

(5:15-16) YHWH exalted 

in Righteousness and 

Judgment 

Chapter 6 (6:10) Isaiah‘s preaching 

will bring: hearing, but not 

real hearing; seeing, but not 

truly knowing 

(6:11-12) Cities in ruins 

(6:11-12) Adam sent far away 

(Genesis echoes) 

(6:13) Burning terebinth 

(6:13) 1/10 remnant left 

(6:13) Holy seed is the   

stump (of the burned 

terebinth oak 

(6:13) Remnant 
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 Sinful State Judgment of YHWH Exaltation of YHWH 

Chapter 7 (7:1-2)  

Syro-Ephraim Crisis 

House of David 

trembles like a forest 

(7:12) Ahaz rejects 

YHWH‘s counsel 

(7:12-17) Coming Assyrian 

oppression; mention of Egypt 

(7:23-25) Trampling, thorns and  

briers 

(7:22) Those left over will eat curds 

and honey 

(7:9) Command: ―Do not be 

afraid‖ ―Stand firm‖ 

(7:14) Immanuel, defeat of 

Aram and Ephraim 

(7:3-9) Shear-jashub  

―A remnant will return‖ 

Chapter 8 (8:16) Seal up the 

testimony 

(8:19-22) Coming darkness; Jerusalem 

will curse their king 

(8:1-4) Maher-shalal-hash-baz    

(spoil; plunder); destruction of 

Damascus and Samaria 

(8:5-8) Flood of Assyria 

(8:11-15)Many in Jerusalem will fall 

(8:23/ 9:1) Galilee of the Nations/ 

Way of the Sea 

(Exodus Echoes) 

(8:11-15) Prophet: YHWH is 

his fear 

 

Chapter 9  (9:8-20)Judgment vs. Ephraim,  

Rezin, Aram 

(9:17) Fire devours thorn/brier 

(9:4-5) Trampling and fire (of 

Assyria) 

(9:2-3) Those in darkness will 

see a great light 

--―You‖ increase the nation 

(9:4-5) Oppressive staff   

broken by YHWH 

(9:6-7) Birth: royal child 

--prince of peace 

--no end to David‘s throne 

--YHWH establishes it 

--Justice/Righteousness 

Chapter 10 (10:1-4) Corrupt  

leaders oppress poor 

--widows are the spoil 

--orphans are the 

plunder 

(10:7-14) Assyria‘s 

boasting 

(YHWH has other 

plans) 

(10:5-14) Assyria=YHWH‘s rod to 

spoil the spoiler,    plunder plunderer, 

and to trample them 

(10:15-19)YHWH‘s judgment of 

Assyria: rod/staff; wasting disease; 

burning fire; Light of Israel= flame; 

burning Assyria‘s forest, only a  

remnant left 

(10:26-27) YHWH‘s rod over the sea 

(10:28-34) Exalted ones of Assyria 

cut down 

(10:20-27)  

Remnant of Israel will lean on 

the Holy One of Israel 

 

--Annihilation and 

Righteousness 

 

--Do not be afraid 

Chapter 11  YHWH’s EXALTATION 

(11:1) A shoot from the stump of Jesse 

(11:2-5)A King: Spirit of YHWH; wisdom; understanding; with 

counsel and might; will judge with righteousness 

(11:6-9)  

--Wild beasts will sojourn with small boy 

--Land will be filled with the knowledge of YHWH 

(11:10-11) Root of Jesse = Signal to the nations 

--YHWH‘s 2
nd

 hand to recover the remnant of his people that are left 

over from Assyria, Egypt, Shinar 

(11:12-16) Judah and Ephraim will plunder the ―sons of the east‖; A 

highway for the remnant from Assyria to Egypt 

Chapter 12  (12:1) YHWH‘s anger is turned back 

Holy One of Israel = Salvation 
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 Sinful State Judgment of YHWH Exaltation of YHWH 

Chapter 13 Oracle vs. Babylon 

(13:1) ―Raise a 

standard‖ 

(13:6, 9) Day of YHWH; birth 

pangs; apocalyptic imagery; evil 

upon the world 

(13:11) YHWH brings down the 

exaltation and pride of the tyrants 

(13:13-16) Destruction by Medes 

(vs. Babylon); its beauty/majesty 

overturned by YHWH…will be like 

Sodom and Gomorrah 

(13:11-12) YHWH refines  adam 

(Genesis echoes) 

 

Chapter 14 Continues Ch.13 

Oracle 

(14:28-32) In the year 

Ahaz died (727 BC) 

Tiglath-pileser dies; 

serpent has died, a   

flying asp/seraph is 

coming 

(14:4-21) Taunt Song over Fallen 

Babylon; staff and rod = 

instruments  of oppression 

(14:11) Past exalted kings in Sheol; 

the exaltation of Babylon brought 

down to  Sheol  

(14:13-14) Babylon‘s boasting 

(14:15)Zaphon; Babylon‘s fall 

(14:22-23) YHWH will cut down 

Babylon, name and remnant 

(14:24-27) YHWH‘s counsel vs. 

Assyria; will be trampled;  

YHWH‘s hand 

(14:32) Remnant of Philistia 

killed; coming from Zaphon 

(14:1-3) Compassion and 

Salvation for Israel 

(14:2) Sojourners and peoples 

will bring Israel  back (echoes 

13:17/44:28; 45:1,13) 

 

Chapter 15 Oracle vs. Moab 

 

(15:1-9) Devastation; ruin;howling 

(15:9) A remnant of the ―adamah‖ 

A ―lion‖ will come  for the   

remnant  of Moab 

 

Chapter 16 Continues Ch. 15 

Oracle 

(16:6-11) Moab‘s exaltation  

and pride is the reason for its 

destruction; gardens/vineyards and 

their devastation 

(16:12-14) Within 3 years the 

―glory‖ of Moab will be dishonored; 

only a remnant  will remain 

(16:1)A lamb to the  one who 

rules the land in   Mt. Zion 

(16:2)Moab will come to Zion 

(16:3-5) YHWH to king of Israel; 

give counsel, grant  justice to the 

outcasts of Moab; let the 

sojourners dwell with you; the  

oppressor has failed; tramplings 

have ended 

(16:5) A throne will be 

established in hesed; a judge 

will sit upon it in truth in the 

tent of David; he will seek 

justice and righteousness 

Chapters  

17-18 

Oracle vs. Damascus 

(17:10-11)Currently 

they have forgotten 

God; will reap a ―water 

harvest‖ 

(18:1) Land of 

―buzzing wings‖ 

(Egypt) 

Damascus will be destroyed  

(17:3) Only a remnant will be left  

in Aram (732 BC) 

(17:4-6) The ―glory‖ of Jacob will 

become lean; there will only be 

gleanings left over 

(17:12-14) The ―roar and crashing‖ 

of many peoples; coming invasion 

--Devastation is the ―portion of 

our plunders‖ 

(17:7-14)Adam will gaze upon 

his Maker—the Holy   One of 

Israel; no longer idolatrous altars 

(18:3) When a standard is on the 

hills, those in the world will hear 

and see 

(18:4-7)  YHWH‘s established 

place  is Mt.  Zion 

--Destruction; then gifts from 

Egypt 
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 Sinful State Judgment of YHWH Exaltation of YHWH 

Chapter 19 Oracle vs. Egypt 

(19:11-18) 

The ―wise counselors‖ 

of Egypt give stupid 

counsel 

(19:12,17) YHWH 

has counseled vs. 

Egypt 

(19:1-4) YHWH coming to Egypt  

in destruction 

(19:3) YHWH confusing Egypt‘s 

counsel (a ―strong king‖ will rule 

over them) 

(19:5-10) Egypt will be dried up 

(19:19-24) YHWH will be 

worshipped in Egypt; altar in 

Egypt is a  sign and witness 

(19:20) YHWH sends a 

―messiah‖ to deliver them; Egypt 

will be struck and will turn to 

YHWH 

(19:23) A highway from Egypt to 

Assyria 

Israel=YHWH‘s inheritance 

Egypt= YHWH‘s people 

Assyria=YHWH‘s handiwork 

Chapter 20 Ashdod Campaign  

(714 CE)  

Tartan of Sargon captures Ashdod; 

Isaiah walks naked  for 3 years = a 

sign for Egypt and Cush 

--Assyia will drive off the exiles    

of Egypt and Cush 

--Fear on the coast: ―Egypt was 

our hope!‖ 

 

Chapter 21 (21:1-10) Oracle vs. 

Negeb  

(21:11-12) Oracle vs. 

Dumah 

(21:13-17) Oracle vs. 

Arabia 

(21:9) Fallen is Babylon! 

(21:13-17)  A remnant of  bows in 

Kedar 

 

Chapter 22 Oracle vs. “Valley of 

Vision” 

[i.e. Jerusalem] 

(22:2) Exultant town! 

(22:3-5)Jerusalem‘s  rulers are taken 

captive;day of trampling 

(22:6-8) Advancing armies against 

Jerusalem 

[House of the Forest] 

(22:9-12) War preparations in 

Jerusalem 

(22:13-14) Jerusalem‘s iniquity 

atoned after they die 

(22:15-25) Condemnation  

of Shebna; upholding Eliakim 

 

Chapter 23 Oracle vs. Tyre (23:9) YHWH will defile the 

majesty/glory of Tyre, and 

humiliate its honored ones 

(23:11) YHWH will stretch   out 

hand against Tyre 

(23:13) Chaldeans, not  Assyria, 

will destroy Tyre 

 

 

(23:15-18)  

Tyre‘s ―whore trade‖ will 

 be holy to YHWH 

Chapter 24 (24:5) The land is 

polluted because people 

have broken covenant 

(24:13) ―City of 

Chaos‖ 

(24:3) The ―land‖ will be 

completely plundered 

(24:4) The exalted people of the 

land will languish 

(24:6) Result: burning; a few will 

be left 
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 Sinful State Judgment of YHWH Exaltation of YHWH 

Chapter 25 Focusing on Jerusalem (25:1) YHWH has made the city    

―a heap‖ 

(25:9) Moab will be trampled and 

Moab‘s pride will be brought low 

(25:4)YHWH: a ―refuge‖ and 

―shelter‖ for the needy and 

distressed 

(25:8) YHWH will swallow up 

the luster   of death; wipe away 

tears from faces 

(25:9)  People will praise   

YHWH for his salvation 

Chapter 26 Continues chapter 25 

(26:16-19) The 

people of Judah have 

not ―produced 

salvation‖ for the 

land 

(26:5) YHWH has brought down 

the exalted town 

(26:20-21) Command to 

YHWH‘s people: ―Go hide until 

YHWH‘s indignation passes 

over‖ 

(26:1-6) Jerusalem called a 

―strong city;‖ Salvation =walls; 

open the gates so that   a 

righteous nation  who keeps 

faithfulness can enter; peace; 

now, the feet that trample are    

the feet of   the needy 

(26:7-15) YHWH‘s judgments 

are for the land; righteousness 

for the world to learn 

Chapter 27 Continues chapter 26 (27:1) YHWH kills Leviathan 

(27:10-11) Picture of a deserted 

city 

(27:2-5) YHWH protecting  his 

―vineyard of delight‖ 

(27:6-13) Future: Jacob will    

take root; Israel will sprout; 

Jacob‘s iniquity atoned for 

(26:12-13) Regathering of people 

of YHWH‘s:Assyria to Egypt 

--All will come to Zion to 

worship YHWH 

Chapter 28 Condemnation of 

Ephraim 

(28:14-15) Bad rulers 

in Jerusalem have a 

covenant with death 

(28:1-3) The majestic wreath  of 

drunken Ephraim will be trampled 

down 

(28:18-20) Result of ―bad rulers‖ 

= ―overflowing scourge‖ and 

―trampling‖ 

(28:5) YHWH will be a  ―wreath 

of glory‖ for the remnant of his 

people;  YHWH will be a spirit  

of justice to the one who ―sits 

upon judgment‖ 

(28:9) Whom will he teach 

knowledge 

(28:16-17) The ―stone‖ YHWH 

has established in Zion;    

Justice= line; Righteousness= 

leveling instrument 

(28:29) Praise of YHWH: he 

has done wondrously in 

counsel--great in wisdom 

Chapter 29 A Woe vs. Jerusalem 

(29:9-12) Prophets 

don‘t see; ―sealed 

scroll‖ can‘t be read  

(29:13-17) Condemns 

those who try to hide 

counsel too deep for 

YHWH 

(29:1-4) Jerusalem (Ariel)=Burnt 

Offering 

(29:3) Siege walls against it 

(29:6-8) YHWH visiting in storm, 

fire, armies 

(29:13-17) ―On that day‖ the  

deaf will hear the words of  the 

scroll; the blind will see out of 

gloom and darkness; 

the needy of adam will rejoice    

in the Holy One of Israel 

(29:20-21) the tyrant = gone 

--the scorner will come to an  end 

(29:22-24)  

--those who wandered= will  

know understanding 

--those who murmur = will    

learn insight 
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 Sinful State Judgment of YHWH Exaltation of YHWH 

Chapter 30 (30:1-5) Condemns 

―stubborn sons‖ who 

make counsel, but not 

YHWH‘s; who have gone 

down to Egypt 

(30:9-11) Deceptive sons 

don‘t heed YHWH‘s 

Torah;  

appeal to Egypt for help 

(30:6-32)Beasts of the Negeb; 

flying serpent;Egypt‘s  help  is 

empty; call: write on scroll  

(30:12-17)Destruction;left like 

signal on a hill 

(30:27-28) YHWH‘s Spirit 

overflowing wadi to the neck 

(30:29-32) YHWH‘s majestic 

hand, arm: storm, fire 

(30:18-21) Future Blessing: 

Grace shown; your eyes will  see 

your teacher; ears hear a voice 

(30:22-26) Jerusalem will put away 

idols; will serve the  adamah; 

YHWH will heal wounds 

Chapter 31 Condemnation of   those 

in Jerusalem who appeal 

to Egypt  for help 

(31:1-3)They do not look 

to the Holy One of Israel 

(31:2) YHWH‘s hand is 

stretched out for judgment 

(31:8) Assyria will fall by the 

sword, but not of man 

(31:9) YHWH‘s furnace is in 

Jerusalem 

(31:4-9) YHWH will come down 

to Mount Zion to defend it 

Chapter 32 (32:5-14)The corruption 

of scoundrels 

(32:13) The adamah produces 

thorns and briars because of 

corruption 

(32:1-4)  A king reigning in 

righteousness; officials ruling for 

justice 

(31:1-4) Eyes that see won‘t close; 

ears that hear will listen 

Heart will understand for knowing 

(32:5-14) The noble one who 

counsels noble things 

(32:15-20) Future Salvation 

--YHWH‘s Spirit poured out; the 

desert = a garden; the orchard = 

forest; justice will settle in the 

desert;righteousness in the garden 

--The work of righteousness = 

peace; its service = security 

--The people of YHWH will 

dwell in peace and security  

Chapter 33  (33:1) YHWH will ―destroy the 

destroyer‖ 

 (33:7-12) Sorrow; the land 

wastes away/YHWH lifted up; 

there will be burning 

(33:13-14) ―Sinners‖ in Zion 

are in dread of consuming 

fire 

(33:2-6) Praise to YHWH who 

shows grace/salvation;YHWH‘s 

spoil being gathered; YHWH is 

exalted; Zion filled with 

righteousness and justice;YHWH 

will be the firmness; a treasure of 

salvation, wisdom, knowledge 

(33:15-24) The one who walks in 

righteousness will dwell on high 

―Your eyes will see the king in his 

beauty;‖ YHWH is king; plunder/ 

spoil divided; ―The lame: 

plundered of plunder” 

Chapter 34 Edom‟s Destruction 

 

(34:8-15) A ―day of 

vengeance for YHWH‖ 

(34:16-17) Read the scroll of 

YHWH; gathering of the elect 

Chapter 35  Exaltation of YHWH 

(35:1-4) The desert in bloom; they will see the glory of YHWH 

(35:4) The day of vengeance of YHWH = salvation for his elect 

(35:5-6) Blind eyes seeing; deaf ears hearing 

(35:8-10) Highway of Holiness; the redeemed will walk upon it 
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 Sinful State Judgment of YHWH Exaltation of YHWH 

Chapter 36 (36:1-22) Assyria‘s 

boasting 

(36:6-7) Assyria 

claims Hezekiah‘s has 

sinned by relying on 

Egypt and tearing 

down YHWH‘s altars 

(36:1-22) Assyria claims its 

attack is YHWH‘s will 

(36:15) Hezekiah claims YHWH 

will deliver Jerusalem 

Chapter 37 (37:8-13) Assyria‘s 

futher boasting against 

YHWH‘s power to 

save 

(37:21-29) YHWH 

accuses Assyria of 

pride 

(37:3) A day of distress for 

Jerusalem 

(37:21-29; 33-35) YHWH 

judges Assyria for its 

arrogance 

(37:36-38) Destruction of 

Assyrian army; the murder of 

Sennacherib 

(37:1-4) Hezekiah appeals to 

YHWH, consults Isaiah 

(37:5-6-7) Isaiah tells Hezekiah 

not to be afraid 

(37:14-20) Hezekiah‘s second 

prayer to YHWH 

(37:21-29; 33-34) Isaiah 

prophecies Assyria‘s failure 

(37:30-32) A remnant from 

Jerusalem will survive 

Chapter 38 Episode concerning 

Hezekiah‟s sickness 

 (38:1-22) Hezekiah prays to 

YHWH concerning his sickness, 

and recovers; Hezekiah responds 

with praise 

Chapter 39 Episode concerning 

envoys from Babylon 

(39:1-4) Hezekiah 

displays riches to 

Babylon envoys 

(39:5-7) Isaiah prophecies 

about coming Babylonian 

Exile 

(39:8) Hezekiah‘s days will be in 

peace 
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