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Isaiah 6: The calling of Isaiah

The text of Isaiah 6 is relatively constant throughout translation except for a couple very important ambiguous terms. The first of these occurs in verse two where seraphim are said to be flying around the throne of the LORD. The seraphim are only mentioned this once in the entire Bible. While they may be related to the cherubim or angelic messengers that frequent Biblical text, the seraphim in particular are not mentioned. The ambiguous nature of the seraphim is carried on into verse three where the texts do not agree as to whether it is one seraphim calling out to another or whether all of the seraphim are calling out praises to Yahweh. Most Biblical texts have one seraphim calling to another, but then in verse four shifts to the plural. Thus is would appear the seraphim fly around above Yahweh singing his praises as a collective group as oppose to a singular occurring exclamation from one seraph to another.

The nature of the seraphs is once again called into question with the ritualistic act of purification in verse five. The texts are unclear at to whether or not the seraph is able to hold the coal brought from the altar. While all texts claim that the seraph brought the coal away from the altar with a pair of tongs, some of the texts have the seraph holding the coal in his hand as he places it to the lips of Isaiah. If the seraph is indeed holding the coal in his hand it may tell us something of his nature.


The next two ambiguities call the entire selection into question. The first of these is the act of purification. When the seraph touched the coal to Isaiah’s lips, he claim that his guilt has been taken away and that something has happened to his sins. Translations differ as to whether Isaiah’s sins have been purged, forgiven, blotted out, or atoned for. These are all very different meanings. To have one’s sins purged it to be purified, to be forgiven seems not of an act of benevolence as oppose to an ritualistic act of purification, to have ones sins blotted out would to have them removed as if they had never occurred, and to have them atoned implied something done on the part of Isaiah in order to reconcile his sins. All of these meanings are very different and carry separate theological claims. 


In the final section of this tripartite text, it is unclear as to who is speaking to Isaiah since in some texts he is capitalized and in others it isn’t. Therefore is the seraph or Yahweh talking to Isaiah, but many times before in the Old Testament, Yahweh speaks to his people through various beings be they cherubim, angels, or bushes. Thus, theologically is irrelevant whose mouth is speaking because the message is clear that of Yahweh.


What is not irrelevant is the content of Yahweh’s message. Yahweh command Isaiah to tell his people either to keep listening and seeing, but don’t understand or comprehend, or that his people have listened and not understood or comprehended. The tenses of this entire section are very ambiguous. It is hard to tell whether Yahweh is telling his people that they should shut their eyes, ears, and heart or else they will be healed or whether he is saying that they have shut their eyes and ears and heart and if they continue to so then they will not be healed. Thus is Yahweh giving his people a warning or passing judgment? This question is tottering on the use of past, present, and future tense in this passage as well as the phrase “otherwise” or “lest” or “so that”. Is this a warning message of hope or a message of doom?


Simply, the 6th chapter of Isaiah is a tripartite story of the majestic sovereignty of Yahweh, the calling of Isaiah, and prophecy. It is not that unlike the other stories of prophets being called. In many of the call stories there is an aspect of ritual followed by an initial prophecy (see Samuel, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel). In order to understand the full complexity of this text, one must begin to examine it in the order in which it is presented.

The author begins this text with the setting: “In the year that King Uzziah died,” In addition to setting the time and place of this chapter, this seemingly simple statement reveals a crucial theme of what is to come. King Uzziah was the King of the southern kingdom of Judah from 783 BCE until his death in 742 BCE. Thus, one knows immediately that this vision occurred in the year 742 BCE. It is important to note that King Uzziah did not serve as king up until that point. In 750 BCE Uzziah contracted leprosy and thus lived his remaining 8 years in isolation. Due to his phenomenal success as King, Uzziah retained his title even though his son, Jotham, took control as the regent of Judah. According to the Chronicler, Uzziah died of leprosy inflicted upon him by Yahweh for attempting to burn incense on the altar. Despite the successful and faithful King that Uzziah had become, this at of pride led to his doom. Thus Isaiah opens this story of call and prophecy by setting the stage during 742 BCE after a King has died from an illness that he incurred through disrespect to Yahweh. This reminder of the failure of kingship and monarchy seems to allude to the presence of the deuternomistic writer which viewed the failure of monarchy as the cause of the exile.

The first section of Isaiah 6 continued through verse four describing the presence of Yahweh. Isaiah described Yahweh as being seated on a throne “high and lofty” and that the hem or train of His robe filled the temple. The temple to which Isaiah is referring would be the temple that was built by Solomon. It was believed at that time that Yahweh Himself lived in the temple within the “Holiest of Holies.” The reference to the hem of his cloak refers to the immeasurable power of Yahweh. In the ancient word the hem of one’s cloak was a sign of power and prestige, therefore the grander the hem the more powerful and wealthy, thus the fact that Yahweh’s hem to filled the temple of Solomon is to say that His power and prestige is immeasurable. 

It is very important to note that Isaiah saw Yahweh. In previous encounters with Yahweh, Yahweh does not appear directly to his prophets and people. In the wilderness, Yahweh appeared in the pillar of smoke and appeared to Moses in a burning bush. Thus for Isaiah to actually “see” Yahweh Himself and not through an apparition of one of His angelic messengers is extremely unique. This may also explain the appearance of the seraphs in verse 2. The seraphs are described as flying above Yahweh. It is important to note that this is the only appearance of seraphs in biblical text; therefore one must pay close attention to the description of them. Isaiah describes the seraphs as having six wings which they used to cover their faces, feet, and to fly. The seraphs cover their faces in order to shield themselves from the might of Yahweh, because no one could see the face of Yahweh and live (exodus 33).  

The item of real note is the covering of the feet. Why would the seraphs cover their feet as they fly? In the ANE to go barefoot was a sign of destruction, poverty, or holy ground.  The seraphs may cover their feet in order to preserve their purity and holiness in the presence of Yahweh, but most likely they cover their feet for the same reason that they cover their faces, for protection. If the seraphs are flying above Yahweh (which would make their feet closest to Him) and the might of Yahweh is so great that the priests in the temple had to wear protective clothing in order to shield themselves from the might of Yahweh, then it would make sense for the Seraphs to shield their feet from his terrible might and splendor. This interpretation is constant with the theme of this first section which stresses the might and power of Yahweh. Yahweh is so mighty that not only can seraphs not look at Him, but their feet cannot even withstand his glory without being protected.
Isaiah continues by describing one seraph calling out the praises of Yahweh to another, but then changes the number of people involved when he described the shaking door posts. Isaiah states that “one called to another” by then states that “the pivots on the thresholds (the door posts) shook at the voices of those who called”. Thus it is unclear at to how many of the seraphs are singing the praises of Yahweh, most likely Isaiah refers to one seraph in order to depict the greater picture of the seraphs calling individually to one another as oppose to calling together in one voice to Yahweh or Isaiah himself for that matter. 
It is important to not the natural result of this appearance of Yahweh. Isaiah ends this first section of the text by describing the result of this theophany. Due to the voices of the seraphs calling the pillars or door posts of the temple shake and is filled with smoke. This use of smoke is regard to theophany of Yahweh brings to mind the pillar of smoke in Exodus, but also reminds one of the fires of anger that is portrayed in other biblical texts.


Thus ends the first section of the text. This section largely devoted to the theophany of Yahweh. The images of the high throne, the hem of his robe and his attendance immediately brings to mind Yahweh as the sovereign God. It is interesting to note the implied theology of this first section that not only is Yahweh King, but that He is King eternal. The section begins with “In the year the King Uzziah died...” Thus even though Kings come and go, the King Yahweh is eternally present. This is perhaps an instance of the Yahwist writings being redacted by later Deuternomistic writer. The Yahwist portrays Yahweh as King whose glory fills the earth, and the Deuteronomist adds to this by saying Yahweh is the King above other Kings who strikes down even the best of Kings, like Uzziah, but remains ever powerful. Thus, Yahweh does not get his power from Kings.

The second section of this chapter is the denial and ritual of call. As in the case of Moses and Jeremiah, there is an initial denial of prophetic calling. Moses, Jeremiah, and , as we now see, Isaiah directly refute God’s call claiming to be sinful, or not good at speaking. Isaiah exclaims his despair for being a man of unclean lips who lives among a people of unclean lips. This despair is warranted for according to Exodus, none could see Yahweh and live. Moses himself was only allowed to see the backside of God, thus Isaiah knows that he is doomed for having beheld the face of Yahweh.  

The next part is most important in revealing the nature of Isaiah. Isaiah exclaims that he is not only a man of unclean lips but also lives among a people of unclean lips. This exclamation reveals that Isaiah was aware of the sins of his people even before he was called to be a prophet, and that e acknowledges his own sin as well. Thus Isaiah is not some self righteous boob, but a man of humility who acknowledges the sovereignty of God before his people.

Isaiah’s exclamation of despair is followed by a ritualistic act. Once again, this is an act that is typical of prophetic calling stories in the Old Testament. Moses was given leprosy and healed, Jeremiah was touched on the mouth, and Ezekiel was made to eat the scroll that contained the word of God. Isaiah has a coal placed upon his lips by one of the seraphs. It is interesting that the action was done by a seraph. Once again there is an emphasis on the seraph being the tenant of God, for while Yahweh himself touch Jeremiah and made Ezekiel eat the scroll, He uses a seraph to purify Isaiah. While all of the mentioned call stories have an aspect of ritual to them, the purification of Isaiah has a very strong emphasis on the cultic nature of this purification process. The seraph is described as taking the coal from the altar with tongs, thus obeying the strict cultic law. This seems to speak of a priestly influence on this text. Once again the reader is reminded of King Uzziah who did not obey the cultic practices and was killed for his transgressions. This text stresses the importance of obeying the rituals of cultic law.

The ritual ends with the seraph placing the coal on Isaiah lips and declaring that his guilt has been taken away and his sins are removed. Once again the use of the seraph is profound. It seems as if Yahweh must be speaking through the seraph, but it the seraph that does the actual placing of the coal as well as the words of forgiveness and freedom. Once again the work of the priest, the intercessor between God and man is stressed. 
Isaiah’s acceptance of God’s commission completes the second section of this chapter, but this either verse seems extremely uncharacteristic of the entire chapter. Up unto this point in the story all of the action of Yahweh as been done through an intercessor, the seraph, but now Yahweh is speaking to Isaiah directly. There are two possible explanations for this strange occurrence. The first is that the Lord would not speak to Isaiah until he had been properly cleansed through the ritualistic act described previously. This is a possibility, but due to the incredible emphasis on the ritualistic act and actions of the seraph, it seems strange that there is no mention of this act being a required purification to speak to Yahweh. Thus, it seems more likely that this was added in later. It seems that it was most likely added in later. It seems that this calling of Isaiah may have been added to the scripture at the same time as the calling of Samuel. The words are nearly identical, “Here I am!” This enthusiastic response to the call of God is not seen in the calling of Jeremiah, Moses, or Ezekiel. Thus it would seem likely that this was added in later. 

Further support for this addition comes in the beginning of the third section which begins in verse nine. The prophetic message which completes the tripartite calling of the prophets begins with the words “And he said,” The fact that “he” is not capitalized suggests that it is the seraph who is speaking and not Yahweh. Thus, if one were to eliminate verse eight, the story of the seraph as the intercessor for the majesty of Yahweh continues untarnished.
This final section is the conclusion to the prophetic calling. After most of the prophetic calling stories there is an actual prophecy that the specific prophet is supposed to deliver unto the people. This prophecy seems to be split into two parts, the prophecy and the time table.

The prophecy itself is quite strange. Yahweh begins by telling Isaiah to tell the people to keep listening and seeing but to not comprehend or understand. He then tells Isaiah to make their hearts dull, and then tells them to shut their ears and eyes or else they will turn and be healed. This is a hard pronouncement because at first glance it seems as if God is passing judgment. Yet in this case the King James Bible seems to add clarity to this matter by putting aspects of this verse in the past tense. When in the past tense one receives the message that the people have seen and heard but did not comprehend or listen. Thus the message of the Lord is for the eyes and ears and mind of people to be shut in order that they might stop seeing and hearing that which has led them astray. Once their eyes and ears and minds are shut, only then can they turn and be healed. This makes more sense when put in the greater perspective of the chapter as a whole. The chapter has been discussing God as sovereign over all who cannot be seen or touched or approached, and that Kings who sin against God are punished. Thus, what can be touched, and seen, and heard must be of human Kings (who sin) and not of God. Thus they must close off those things that lead them toward human Kings and thus be left with the healing presence of Yahweh.
This chapter ends with Isaiah asking how long the eyes and ears and minds of people must be shut out to which the Lord replied that it will last until the land is empty “without inhabitant”. This seems very Deuternomistic as a foreshadowing or explanation of the exile. According to the Deuternomistic writer, the exile was brought about by Kings and the exile marks the end of the age of Kings. Therefore if people are being led astray by Kings then they will need to close off their eyes and ears and minds until the time when Kings will not lead them astray, the time of Exile. The exile left the land utterly desolate.
It is very important to not the final sentence of the piece. The final verse of this chapter says that if even a tenth remains in the land it will be burned again, like the stump of a great tree. The speaking then ends and there is a small sentence that reads “The holy seed it its stump.” This final message is one of hope and promise. The tree is Israel which has been exiled from the land, but the connection to the land remains for Israel’s stump, the holy seed remains. Thus there is a message of hope for the Israelites, which God is waiting for them in Israel in the stump, the remains of what used to be.

