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Preface

The prophetic literature of the Hebrew Bible aims to present the word of God 
to the human reader. The inherent difficulty of conveying messages from a 
force who transcends time and space to flesh and blood finds expression in 
the words of the prophets themselves:

הלוא כה דברי כאש נאם י', וכפטיש יפצץ סלע
Are not my words like fire, says the Lord, and like a hammer smashing a 
rock? (Jer 23:29)

The verse describes the overwhelming nature of the prophetic experience, 
and the imagery implies the difficulty of conveying its messages to humans.

One attempt at defining the nature of the prophetic experience, and the 
method of conveying these messages, is that of Maimonides. At the outset of 
his code (known as Mishneh Torah), he distinguishes between the prophetic 
experience of Moses and that of other prophets, and describes how the lat-
ter “see a prophetic vision only in a dream or a night vision, or by day after 
slumber falls over them,” so that their intellect can understand what they 
see. Furthermore, “That which is made known to the prophet in a prophetic 
vision, is made known to him by means of a parable, and then immediately 
the meaning of the parable becomes engraved in his mind, and he is aware 
of this meaning” (Maimonides, Hilkhot Yesode HaTorah, chapter 7).

The messages of prophets other than Moses, then, are conveyed by 
unique sort of interaction between God’s revelation and the prophet’s own 
intellect. In this interaction, God conveys the parable, but the interpretation 
of the parable takes place in the prophet’s own mind. Prophetic literature is 
therefore a process in which God’s intentions become messages intelligible 
to humans limited in time and space.
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xii   

This book focusses on interpreting the prophetic messages of Isa 1-39 
within the specific time and space of Judah in the Assyrian period. No doubt 
much of the text we now call Isa 1-39 contains editorial additions, but as I 
argue throughout this book, very substantial parts of the text derive from 
the period noted.

Does the correlation of this text to this specific period limit its timeless 
messages? These passages originally belonged to a specific historical con-
text, and understanding them within this context allows us to understand 
more fully how the prophet, living within his own historical period, chose 
to articulate the “meaning of the parable.” Understanding the historical 
circumstances that caused the prophet to formulate his message as he did 
provides more insight into the “meaning of the parable.” This insight allows 
us to better assess how this message can be applied in our own time.

This historically-motivated understanding of prophetic literature is 
characteristic of the classic medieval Jewish Bible interpreters. Fate, in the 
form of Assyriological and archaeological research, has given our genera-
tion a degree of understanding of the Assyrian period unsurpassed since 
antiquity. Following in the footsteps of these interpreters, this book applies 
this knowledge to our understanding of Isa 1-39. I sincerely hope that it will 
contribute to a fuller understanding of its messages.
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