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Glorious Zion, our Mother: Readings in Isaiah 
(Conspectus, or Abridged) 
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Henri Blocher 
Vaux-sur-Seine, France 

• SUMMARY 

The author gives a series of readings from four parts of 
Isaiah (49:14-23; 54; 65; 66) based on sermons given 
at the FEET conference, Altenkirchen, August 2000. 
There is an unashamed use of the New Testament to 
clarify the theological meaning of the Zion tradition as 
found in these prophetic texts. Issues arising include: 
the church and the state; the benefits of the salvation 

* * * * 
• ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 

Der Autor bietet Auslegungen zu vier Teilen des 
jesajabuches (49, 14-23; 54; 65; 66), die auf Predigten 
basieren, die im August 2000 auf der FEET-Konferenz 
in Altenkirchen gehalten wurden. Das Neue Testament 
wird ungeniert zur Erhellung der theologischen 
Bedeutung der Zionstradition, wie sie in den Texten 
begegnet, herangezogen. Unter den Problemkreisen 
sind: Kirche und Staat; die Vorteile der angebotenen 

* * * * 
• RESUME 

Ce texte reprend de maniere abregee le contenu 
d'etudes bibliques donnees a la conference de I' AETE a 
Altenkirchen, en aout 2000, sur quatre sections du livre 
d'Esa·ie (49.14-23 ; 54 ; 65 ; 66). H. Blocher n'hesite 
pas a faire appel au Nouveau Testament pour eclairer 
la signification theologique de la tradition de Sion telle 
qu'on la trouve dans ces textes. Au fil du ~exte, il ab~rde 
les themes suivants : le raf?port entre I'Eglise et I'Etat, 
les beneficiaires du salut (Es 54) qui etait annonce au 

* * * * 
'THE JERUSALEM that is above is free, and 
she is our mother' (Gal 4:26, NIV): when the 
Apostle identifies New Testament believers as the 

offered (Is 54), as prophesied in Isaiah 53; the perma
nence of grace; a definition of 'joy'. The present people 
of God should take note of the fulfilment of prophecy 
already among them and not despair. Zion may feel 
abandoned and barren yet in her believers find comfort. 
Through detailed exegesis certain promises are shown 
to be addressed to Gentiles rather than to diasporic 
Jews as some recent scholarship would argue. 

* * * * 
Errettung Ues 54), wie sie in jes. 53 prophezeit sind; die 
Permanenz der Gnade; eine Definition von IFreudel. 
Das gegenwartige Gottesvolk soli die sich bereits unter 
ihnen vollziehende Erfullung von Prophetie registrieren 
und nicht verzweifeln. Zion mag sich verlassen und 
unfruchtbar flihlen, aber Glaubende finden in ihr Trost. 
Durch detaillierte Exegese wird gezeigt, dass einige 
Verhei&ungen an Heiden gerichtet sind und nicht an 
Diaspora-juden, wie in Teilen der neueren Forschung 
gesagt wird. 

* * * * 
chapitre 53, le caractere permanent de la grace, la 
nature de la joie. Le peuple de Dieu d'aujourd'hui doit 
prendre note de la part des propheties deja accomplie 
et y puiser encouragement. Sion peut parfois se sentir 
abandonnee et sterile, et pourtant trouver du reconfort 
en considerant les croyants. L'auteur se livre a une 
exegese detail lee pour montrer que, contrairement ace 
que pensent certains specialistes de nos jours, diverses 
promesses du prophete concernent les non Israelites, et 
non pas les Juifs exiles. 

* * * * 
citizens of the glorious City of Promise, when he 
quotes, in the next verse, from the later prophecies 
oflsaiah (Is 54: I), we should not miss the clue in 
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our reflections on the church - these should not 
proceed in isolation from the background and 
preparation of Old Testament prophecy. And no 
one will deny that the latter part of Isaiah's book 
offers us the richest development of the 'Zion' 
theme. Our Scripture readings, accordingly, have 
selected aspects and segments of that develop
ment, keeping an eye for ecclesiological relevance. 

It is a striking feature of Isaiah's composition 
that passages on the Community (Zion) usually 
follow those on the Servant. Oracles which depict 
the individual Servant and his work often end with 
what may be called, after F.F. Bruce, 'connecting 
links,' 1 bridges between them and their contexts; J. 
Alec Motyer uses the word 'tailpieces' (and 'con
firmatory comment') for the same2

; the theme of 
the Community is to be discerned either in those 
verses or in those which follow and into which 
the 'tailpieces' lead. We shall thus consider, as our 
first two 'lessons,' the passages that follow the 
two longest Servant 'Songs,' Isaiah 49:14-23 (the 
connecting link, part of the second Servant Song, 
being 49:7-13, picturing the New Exodus along 
the desert road), and Isaiah 54, which Motyer 
even considers as the 'tailpiece' of the fourth, the 
major, Servant Song, 52:13-53:12. Chapters 65 
and 66 will then provide our last two passages; 
Motyer, again, sees them as the tailpiece to the last 
oracle concerning the Anointed Conqueror, who 
corresponds to the Servant, the main figure in the 
last section of the book. 3 

We aim at canonical truth, and more essentially 
so than even the approach of so-called 'canonical 
criticism': drawing on New Testament illumina
tion of meaning and obeying the analogy of faith 
as our guide. Since the purpose of our readings 
is also devotional, we shall excuse ourselves from 
technical argument and references; we shall not 
discuss alternative views - and we beg those who 
belong to another hermeneutical school (especially 
the dispensationalist one) to bear with our definite 
orientation; hopefully, they may accept something 
of our proposals under the category of 'secondary 
application' (their suggestion in several cases of 
New Testament quotations of the Old). 

Isaiah 49:14-23 - Surprised by Grace 
As a consequence of the work of the Servant 
whom God sends to lead back and gather Israel 
(Is 49:5), in connection with the New Exodus (vv. 
8ff), the prophet brings to the people comfort from 
Him who cannot deny himself 
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Zion is found in low spirits, she seems to suffer 
from an abandonment syndrome (Is 49:14). Her 
despondency is her reaction to the Babylonian 
exile - which Isatah, according to traditional 
conviction and in the words of Ecclesiasticus (Sir) 
48:24, 'through a mighty inspiration' (pneumati 
megaliJ) 'saw' as future, so as to be able to 'com
fort those who were mourning in Zion. '4 The city 
lies in ruins after 

3 the terrible sieges of 597 and 587 B.C. (v. 
19a): Zion is bereaved and barren (v. 21 ), she has 
been deprived of the protection ofher God and of 
her population, together with the God-given insti
tutions which were supposed to channel the bless
ings of life. Our relationship to 'Zion' allows us 
to extend, beyond the first historical reference of 
the words, their pertinence to other trials and 
depressing conditions of God's people. We are 
warned that only 'through many hardships' are 
we to move into the Kingdom (Acts 14:22 ). 
More specifically, does not this pair, 'bereaved and 
barren,' come easily to mind when one considers 
the present state of the Christian church in West
ern Europe? Has the Lord forsaken us? We do 
sympathise with Zion 's complaint. 

The prophet does not resort to cheap optimism: 
'Just cheer up!' Actually, the Servant himself was 
tempted by discouragement (Is 49:4 ). Mysteri
ously, there seems to be a law that requires that 
all human expectations be ruined before divine 
comfort can break through (Is 6:1lff; Dan 12:7). 
Then is the God of comfort revealed, the Faithful 
One, who cannot forget those he has chosen, 
to whom he has bound himself irrevocably. He 
remains faithful for he cannot deny himself(2 Tim 
2:13). Can a mother forget her baby (Is 49:15)? 
Even if she did ... Admirable realism of Scripture, 
so free from current stereotypes about the mater
nal 'instinct'! Scripture knows that, in the sinful 
state of humankind, even that instinct may be dis
figured, repressed, reversed. It does happen. But 
never with the Lord: he remains ever faithful in his 
tender, motherly, care of his own. 

'See, I have engraved you on the palms of 
my hands ... ' (Is 49:16a). George Adam Smith 
sharply comments that God has done on himself 
what he has forbidden by law5: Leviticus 19:28 
proscribes making cuts or gashes or putting tattoo 
marks on oneselfl This is not the only place. In 
Isaiah 50:1, God cancels a divorce which he did 
pronounce, and in Jeremiah 3:14,22, he breaks 
the Deuteronomy 24 rule and offers to take back 
the repudiated wife (see vv. 1 and 8). Of course, 
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it is metaphorical language, but with a deliberate 
provocation. The intention is to reveal the stupen
dous 'excess' of grace, beyond mere law. 

The Lord's faithfulness shows Zion she is not 
bereaved, and a singular blessing goes with it that 
remedies to her barrenness: a multitude of unex
pected children. The prophet describes the affiux 
of new children, streaming into Zion from every 
corner of the earth.6 

The emphasis falls on surprise: 'Where do these 
come from?' Zion did not bear them (v. 21). Are, 
then, these unexpected children only Israelites 
'according to the flesh' returning from their places 
of exile? A mere remnant was to return, sear yasuv 
(Is l0:2lf; cf. 7:3), 'one from a town and two 
from a clan' (Jer 3:14). Are then the Gentiles here 
the mere carriers of the new sons and daughters? 
The characteristic word and image is used which is 
found in Isaiah 11: l 0, the 'banner of the peoples,' 
with the promise that the nations would seek the 
Branch of J esse, would rally to him, and so it is 
interpreted in Romans 15:12. This agrees with 
the so-called 'universalistic' strain in the book of 
Isaiah (see 2:2f; 19:18-25; 42:6d; 44:5; 45:22; 
49:6 ). The unexpected multitude consists in chil
dren not according to the flesh but to the Spirit. 
Zion receives them not of nature but of Grace. 
Surprised by grace. 

Thus is Zion our mother. Not allegorically, but 
heilsgeschichtlich. 

Restored Zion will not only adopt swarming 
myriads of Gentile citizens (fellow-citizens with 
the saints), she will receive authority over all king
doms. Kings and queens will provide assistance and 
nurture to Zion's children and will bow before her 
in acknowledgement of her dignity (Is 49:23). 

The only literal fulfilment so far may be observed 
in the history of the church, however corrupted 
and distorted the form of this allegiance has 
been. The thorny issue of the relationship between 
church and State is near at hand ... Isaiah's proph
ecy is not explicit enough to settle the matter. It 
is noteworthy that a parallel prediction in Isaiah 
60:14 is interpreted in Revelation 3:9 of the con
version of antichristian Jews who will be converted 
to Jesus and will recognise that the church in Phil
adelphia is the beloved City of the Lord. Yet, we 
may not ignore the stimulus, here, to a renewed 
reflection on the political qimension of church 
life. 

The main concern of our text is the universality 
of the Lord's recognition and glory: 'And all flesh 
shall acknowledge that I am the Lord, your Sav-

iour and your Redeemer' (Is 49:26b)- all flesh, 
geographically and otherwise. It entails for Zion 
and for us, the adopted children of Zion, that we 
reject the 'ghetto' mindset, that we disown a dual
ism between the spiritual realm and the pursuits 
of cultural ends. It entails what may be called 
the 'catholicity' of the church: that is the ability 
to embrace the whole gamut of human interests, 
including arts and sciences and politics. Zion may 
claim Terence's famous words: Humani nihil a me 
alienum puto. 

Isaiah 54 - Assured of Peace 
Isaiah 54, among obvious bonds of kinship with 
the previous passage, unfolds even more emphati
cally the promise of Zion's miraculous children. 
But the chapter adds, as a new feature, the contrast 
between the Two Women, the one who reaped the 
privileges and honour of motherhood, who could 
look down on the other one, and the woman who 
was barren and bereaved. Biblical stories spring 
up in our memories. We remember the rivalry of 
Hannah, yet her husband's beloved, and Peninnah 
( l Sam l ), and of Rachel and Leah, the unequal 
sisters. We remember the founding father's house
hold, Abraham's. Isaiah 54:3 brings to mind the 
promise made to Abraham about Sara and her off
spring (Gen 17:16; cf. Gen 28:14, also echoed by 
Isaiah, and Is 51:12 already). It does not bewilder 
us, therefore, when we read that the Apostle dis
cerned the Sara/Hagar pattern in Isaiah 54, and 
plainly identified Hagar with the earthly, legalistic, 
Jerusalem and Sara with our mother (Gal 4). 

Isaiah 54 also follows Isaiah 53 ... There is 
an essential link with the IVth Servant Song, the 
prophecy of the Servant's vicarious chastisement, 
atoning sacrifice, and subsequent triumph- which 
he shares with the 'many' (harabb£m). Calvin did 
not miss the connection: 'After having spoken of 
the death of Christ, the prophet passes on with 
good reason to the Church: that we may feel more 
deeply in ourselves what is the value and efficacy of 
His death'; and G. A. Smith, who quotes Calvin's 
statement, adds perceptively: 'It is the seed and the 
many whom chapter liv reveals. '7 This link may 
help us to receive the message in a spirit of mar
velled gratitude and personal appropriation. 

Never more. Beginning in verse 4 (Is 54), 
the Lord speaks the language of emotion, both 
burning and tender, to assure Zion that she will 
never suffer again rejection. She was like a widow, 
deserted and distressed, )azuvd and )asuvd (v. 
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6). The exile meant the loss of the three pillars 
of the Old Dispensation: the loss of the land, of 
the throne and of the Temple. It is remarkable 
that God does not dwell on the rightful motives 
of his wrath. He sounds as if he had forgotten 
them - almost. He concentrates on soothing and 
healing the wounds that still hurt, instilling peace 
and confidence in the storm-battered one. There 
is a time for targeting guilt, and there is a time for 
pure consolation ... 

What guarantees the promise 'never more' is 
the force of the Lord's conjugal passion. Two 
words are repeated for emphasis in verses 7-10, 
'tenderness' (root rhm, vv. 7,8,10) and 'constancy, 
benevolence, lea! love' (hesed, vv. 8,10). God is 
moved - he is deeply involved in the relationship 
- and he remains immovable in his love, more 
unchanging than the obvious symbols of immu
tability, the enduring mountains and hills (v. 10). 
This paradoxical combination is the basis of our 
confidence, the foundation of our peace. Every
thing would become radically precarious if God 
was subject to change in himself, if he were similar 
to the fickle gods of the heathen or the minus god 
of Process theology and kindred 'open' doctrines. 
But he would be a stranger, unable to comfort us, 
if he were not able, somehow, to be affected by 
our own suffering.8 

If Galatians 4 warrants us drawing a line to 
ecclesiology, how are we to interpret the oath 
'never more'? The first soJa, that of A.D. 70, shows 
that the promise was not made to the earthly 
Jerusalem. It must be read in the perspective of 
the New Covenant (Heb 8:13 is seldom given its 
proper weight: it tells us plainly that the time of 
Jeremiah's prophecy, the time of the Exile, sig
nalled the agony of the Old Covenant as such, 
which was marked as obsolete, pepalaioken, by the 
Word of God, doomed to disappear). 

The promise 'never more' belongs to the new
ness of the New Covenant, unlike the one con
tracted in the Sinai desert (Jer 31:32). Of the New 
Covenant church, Jesus says that the gates of hades 
shall not prevail against her (Matt 16:8). Under 
the New Covenant, judgement is a thing past, 
behind us, and God himself ensures that all the 
children of his holy City shall know him personally 
and persevere to the end. This may be called the 
infallibility of the church. 

No weapon against you. Attacks there will be, 
however, weapons forged against Zion, sharpened 
accusations (Is 54:15,17). Ours is a time of attacks 
upon Christendom (not in Kierkegaard's sense, 
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which was a defence of true Christianity): the 
biblical tradition is openly denounced and charged 
with the capital sins of restrictions of individual 
freedom, self-fulfiltnent, tolerance and pluralism, 
the gods of this age. 

All attacks will fail and the guns of hatred mis
fire. God controls what is happening, both the 
making of weapons at all stages and their unmak
ing (Is 54:16 ). Not only his passionate tenderness 
and constancy: his sovereignty is the foundation of 
our peace. We can rest and work with assurance 
because ofwhat God is, because he IS. 

But what of the contradiction of experience? 
Do we not see that the enemy's weapons prove 
dreadfully effective, that attacks work awful dam
ages and cause many to fall- even among evangel
ical theologians? The answer is the usual answer, 
because it is true: the promise is for faith and hope. 
The import of the promise is eschatological; at the 
End, we shall see, and say: 'All is well and all is well 
and all manner of things is well.' And of the total 
victory, we enjoy the earnest already, on this side 
of the veil. We do see the tokens of final triumph: 
remarkable answers to prayer, improbable deliver
ance, souls saved, and also supernatural wisdom in 
the apologetic rebuttal of current lies. The gates of 
death prevail not. God maintains his Seven Thou
sand witnesses, some conspicuous, some hidden, 
also in our own days. 

All your sons divinely taught. Zion's walls, from 
foundations up to battlements are made of precious 
stones, unmixed with viler material (Is 54:llf): 
the whole population of the City is being taught 
directly by God (v. 13a). It was not so in Old Tes
tament Zion: only a 'remnant' had the knowledge 
of the Lord, many were still 'uncircumcised in 
heart' (Jer 9:26 ). The perspective that New Cov
enant Zion will be characterised by purity of mem
bership is dear to Isaiah; it is hinted at in 4:3, 
since all survivors, whose names are written in the 
book of life, will be 'called holy' (compare the 
LXX here, hagioi klCthesontai, and Rom 1 :7, kte
tois hagiois); in 35:8, no unclean person will travel 
the New Exodus highway; in 60:21, then will all 
the people be righteous. It is confirmed in the 
New Covenant 'charta,' Jeremiah 31:34 (hence 
the 'infallibility' of the church). 

Our Lord Jesus himself quoted from Isaiah 
54:13, 'They will all be taught of God,' in his 
discourse on the Bread of Life (John 6:45). He 
referred the teaching to the secret vocatio through 
which the Father draws us to Christ, the Son and 
Saviour. He did not introduce thereby some form 
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of speechless mysticism but he pointed to God's 
initiative in the most intimate depth of our inner 
beings. Yet the mysterious operation that makes us 
the people of glorious Zion, that constitutes the 
church, is not restricted to the first moment oflife in 
the messianic age. Paul also broaches the theme as 
he tells the Thessalonians that they have been theo
didaktoi regarding brotherly love ( 1 Thess 4:9). 

The love that binds our hearts in Christian love 
fulfils the Isaiah 54:13 prophecy! Because of God 
who goes on teaching us in his own ways, because 
of God who holds the whole world in his hands 
and loves us with tender and unchanging love, 
great should be our peace! Great is our peace! 

Isaiah 65- Created Anew 
The concluding chapters in the book of Isaiah 
offers a sustained contrast between the two cate
gories, God's elect and the reprobate, his servants 
and impenitent sinners (e.g. 65:13ff). Chapter 65 
starts with that opposition: vv. 2ff denounce the 
self-willed people who will soon face divine ret
ribution; v. 1 tells the wonder of amazing grace 
towards Gentiles who had been left to their own 
ignorant ways, for ages and ages. 

Of course, the vast majority among modern 
scholars will perceive no contrast between vv. 1 
and 2, and consider that the addressee in v. 1 is 
the same as in v. 2, stubborn Israel, with the same 
complaint expressed (so also NIV). But we rather 
follow J. Alec Motyer, Joseph Addison Alexander. 
.. and the apostle Paul, whose exegesis of the pas
sage in Romans 1 0:20f is one of the plainest in his 
epistles. 

Here are some of the arguments. 'I was found' 
(v. 1) would hardly be adequate for rebels and their 
fate (the parallel verb, 'I revealed myself,' [NIV] 
could be understood of 'objective' revelation 
before closed eyes, but, probably, it also involves 
subjective reception as does 'I was found'). Even 
more difficult for the modern interpretation is the 
clause 'a nation that did not call on my name' 
(NIV). Did not Israel call on the Lord's name? 
Isaiah 48:1, though a rebuke, states 'You take 
oaths in the name of the LORD and invoke (yaz
kiru) the God oflsrael' (NIV)Y And 'a nation that 
did not call ... ' is already a modified, easier, text, 
for the Masoretic reading is passive (pual ), qord, 
'that is not called.'10 In the passive form, the phrase 
means 'belonging': it is used for Israelites in Isaiah 
43:1 ( niphal) and for nations when incorporated 
into the messianic kingdom in Amos 9:12 (quoted 

Acts 15: 17). This Masoretic reading should not 
be dismissed lighthandedly: lectio difficilior. It 
was maintained by Jewish scholars despite their 
embarrassment with it. The great Rash!, ofTroyes, 
tried to get around the difficulty: They treated the 
Lord as if they were not called by his name; David 
Qimhi saw that one could not wander so far from 
the text and he suggested that the Israelites were 
unwilling to be so called - a hypothesis wholly at 
variance with historical fact, as Alexander, who 
quotes from the Rabbis, observes.U Billerbeck 
cites the great haggadist R. Tan.huma bar Abba 
(c. 380 A.D.) who applied Isaiah 65:1a to Rahab 
the harlot and Ruth the Moabitess, and he thinks 
that the LXX, though it reads an active participle 
( qorP), also presupposes a reference to Gentiles. 12 

Paul's exegesis is not devoid of support! 
There obtains a symmetry between Isaiah 65:1-2 

and the conclusion of the conclusion, 66:22-24, 
with the two categories contrasted in ultimate des
tiny.13 The message of that dominant antithesis is 
the complementary truth of 'catholicity': division, 
also, occurs, as a result of human choice (faith 
or obstinate defiance), and, deeper than human 
choice, as a result of divine choice, since it is God 
who causes to find him those who did not seek me: 
'You would not seek me if you had not found me 
already.' 14 In line with our main theme, however, 
we now concentrate on the blessing promised by 
the God of Amen (Is 65:16) to Zion and her chil
dren. 

Radical, total, newness. New things will be 
introduced that are contrary to the former things, 
that is to the painful experience of history. This 
will be true 'objectively,' for God says: 'The past 
troubles will be ... hidden from my eyes' (Is 
65:16, NIV); this will be true 'subjectively,' for 
they will be remembered no more by the recipi
ents of God's blessing (v. 17). The change will 
transcend any mere repairment, it will affect the 
roots of being, it will be a new creation (v. 17). 

'New creation' stands out as one of Isaiah's 
grand contributions. After possible hints (42:9, 
and a use of barti' for the 'new things' heralded 
in 48:6f), and before 60: 19f foresees such a new
ness that sun and moon will disappear from the 
economy of the universe (the allusion to the Flood 
in 54:9, symbolic de-creation, may also be men
tioned) the theme is unfolded as a development 
of the New Exodus vision in 51:9-16_15 The New 
Exodus reaches such proportions, it is so total and 
radical, that it is equivalent to a New Creation. In 
51:16, the Servant, who is clearly identified by 
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the opening words 'I have put my words in your 
mouth and covered you with the shadow of my 
hand' (NIV, cf. 49:2), the New Moses who is to 
lead the New Exodus, is addressed as the Agent 
of that work: 'to plant heavens and to found 
earth.' 16 

One can perceive echoes in the later prophets 
(Jer 31:22, with the verb 'create'; Zech 14:6fand 
the 'unique' day) but the main response to Isaiah 
is heard in the New Testament: in Matthew 19:28, 
with the 'regeneration of the universe,' and mainly 
in the book of Revelation (21:1 taking up the 
words ofls 65) as well as in Paul's epistles. Paul's 
perspective may even help us to understand the 
unexpected choice of the verb 'to plant' in Isaiah 
51 :16Y Paul shows that the New Creation is 
spread over time, it starts with Christ's own res
urrection, as the New Adam (1 Cor 15, esp. 
20f,45ff), it touches us through the ministry of 
the Holy Spirit (Gal6:15; 2 Cor 5:17) and we also 
enjoy its 'firstfruits' (Rom 8:23), though its con
summation awaits the end of the age. Thus the 
germinal image is appropriate, which Isaiah was 
led to use (with the Branch, ff_emak of 4:2 and the 
'new things' germinating [tiimaknd] in 42:9, and 
also the verb in 44:4 and 61: 11 ; and the kindred 
images of the neff_er in 11 :1 and of the yoneq of 
53:2). 18 It must be a process because the object 
of the New Creation is the Older one redeemed, 
involving both continuity and transfiguration. And 
so it to be viewed the church in its relationship 
to the world: the church is New Creation human
kind, implying both her catholicity and her divi
sion from the older, rebellious, race. 

Creation and joy. Therefore, be glad and rejoice 
(Is 65:18). In Jerusalem recreated, there will be no 
more weeping and crying ( v. 19). The first part of 
this last verse shows that the gladness of the people 
is a sharing in the Lord's own joy. We may com
pare with the New Testament emphasis on joy as 
the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22) and as the con
tents of the Kingdom (Rom 14: 17). Throughout 
the book of Acts, joy is a keynote of church life 
(2:46; 8:39; 13:52 ... ).It is an ecclesiological 
determinant. 

What does 'joy' mean? Commentaries and dic
tionaries often fail to elucidate. We suggest that (a) 
Joy is a passion, an experience that one undergoes 
(whereas 'happiness' is an objective condition; in 
the sentence 'We were happy, then, but we did not 
know,' replacing 'happy' by 'joyful' would create 
nonsense). It implies passivity; it is impossible just 
to decide to be joyful. This gives the lie to our 
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illusions of pure self-sufficiency; it witnesses to 
the 'eccentric' structure of human existence. (b) 
Joy is a positive passion, approved of by our better 
self, and that can•count as a fulfilling experience. 
Thomas Aquinas discerned the component of 
favourable judgement in his analysis of joy19 and 
Spinoza defined it as 'a passion through which 
the soul grows into a greater perfection.'20 This 
highlights the dynamic character of our creatureli
ness: humanity is not fully realised, it may blossom 
or it may shrivel, it may actualise its potentialities 
or it may fall into malfunction and atrophy. And 
it presupposes a scale of values; even Nietzsche 
was sensitive to the tie that binds joy to eternity: 
'Pain begs: Be gone! But every joy wills eternity, 
Wills deep, deep, eternity. '21 (c) Joy is an expansive 
emotion: it fills the person, it swells and overflows. 
Apart from rare exceptions, joy is an inter-personal 
or group experience, shared and catching. This 
again points to the 'eccentric' structure, and a 
close link with love appears. Spinoza, again, defines 
love as 'a joy that is accompanied by the idea of an 
external cause'22

; we all know that a good index of 
love is the joy of the beloved's presence. 

Joy is essentially human. The mystery is that it 
should also be divine (it is the same mystery which 
we already encountered: God the Immovable is 
moved). 

Victory over evil. One main factor of superabun
dant joy, and so new, is the total suppression of 
evil. 'They will neither harm nor destroy on all 
my holy mountain' (Is 65:25, NIV). The reference 
to the mountain is not restrictive, as if the rest of 
the world were still engulfed in violence and cor
ruption: the parallel passage 11 :9 shows that the 
whole earth will be filled by the blessing. All frus
trations will be forgotten ( 65:22f); the symbols of 
enmity will be reconciled ( v. 25ab ); the curse on 
the primeval Serpent will be accomplished (v. 25c) 
-the work of the Devil undone (1 John 3:8). 

'Throughout this passage,' Motyer sensitively 
comments, 'Isaiah uses aspects of present life to 
create impressions of the life that is yet to come. 
It will be a life totally provided for (13 ), totally 
happy (19cd), totally secure (22-23) and totally at 
peace (24-25). Things we have no real capacity to 
understand can be expressed only through things 
we know and experience. ( ... ) one would be but 
a youth were one to die aged a hundred! This does 
not imply that death will still be present (contra
dicting 25:7-8) but rather affirms that over the 
whole of life, as we should now say from infancy 
to old age, the power of death will be destroyed. '23 
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Even residual sin and death would generate tears, 
as they always do- but this is excluded (v. 19b). 
There will be no more harm nor damage. Those 
who harbour scruples over the literal reading of 
v. 20b may remember that the imperfect tense in 
Hebrew does service for conditional, hypothetical 
(unreal), meaning as well. 

Do the children of Zion experience the bless
ings oflsaiah 65 now? Undeterred by paradox, we 
dare answer: yes. In germinal form, corresponding 
to the present stage in the process of the New Cre
ation, as 'firstfruits' for the 'inner man,' they do 
know the power of the harmony to come. Heredi
tary enemies reconciled, spiritual sons and daugh
ters never to be lost, toil not vain in the Risen 
Lord, fruit that will last unto eternal life, and the 
Devil already defeated: if this were not found in 
the church, might she still be called the church? 

Isaiah 66 - Soothed And Sent 
The contrast between the two categories along the 
people, which is carried through into final destiny 
(Is 66:22-24), would warrant the title 'slain or 
sent' (cf. vv. 16c and 19). Since our focus is Zion 
and her children, ours will be soothed and sent (vv. 
1lfand 19). 

The last chapter in the book introduces new 
thematic elements: persecution of those who are 
on the Lord's side (v. 5 ); a description of the 
recipients of divine blessing, 'those who tremble 
at his word' (vv. 2,5, also found in Ezra 9:4) -
a reminder of the utmost seriousness with which 
we are to receive the Word of our Lord and of 
the sense of awe that is fitting before him, also 
under the New Covenant: as those who have come 
to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, to 
the church of the first born, we are called to 'wor
ship God acceptably with reverence and awe, for 
our God (also) is a consuming fire' (Heb 12:28f, 
NIV). Our comments, however, on this composite 
chapter must be both synthetic and selective. 

The prophet dwells on Zion)s motherhood, 
again. There is a renewed emphasis on comfort, 
on tender care, even cuddling or fondling ( 66:11-
12). 'As a man ('is} whom his mother comforts, 
thus will I, myself, comfort you': this literal trans
lation24 brings out the wonderful realism of Scrip
ture. Free from stereotypes,,Scripture knows that 
men also, though they try to hide, stand in need 
of solace! God in a motherly role will provide it, in 
Zion. Is it relevant to recall that one of the most 
successful 'models' of the church today is that of 

the 'sharing and caring community'? 
Verse 8 (66:8) broaches the topic of the miracu

lous gift of Zion's children. 'Who has ever heard 
of such a thing?' matches the surprise of Zion in 
chapter 49. But there are two intriguing features. 
(a) There seems to be a difference between verses 
7 and 8: in 7 the singular is used, in 8 the plural 
form; in 7 the child is born before Zion's pains, 
in 8 as soon as they start; in 7 the maleness of 
the child is stressed (zakar),2" and this insistence 
is taken over in Revelation 12:5 (arsen) for the 
seed of the woman who was to crush the Serpent's 
head, for King Messiah as foretold in Psalm 2, for 
God's Son the Victor. It looks, at least, possible 
that v. 7 announces that Individual's coming and 
v. 8 the consequent birth of his miraculous broth
ers and sisters, 'the rest of the seed of the woman' 
(Rev 12:17), as the sequel ofthe Redeemer's: first 
the head, then the body (it is the proper order 
in most deliveries!). That would be the mystery 
inside the miracle. (b) Verse 9 sounds as a rebuttal, 
as a reply to objections born of doubt or ill-will. 
If we remember that Zion's unexpected children 
are drawn from all nations, and how first-century 
Jews were slow in accepting the divine move, we 
hold a telling illustration of the relevance of God's 
affirmation: despite human obstacles, he brings his 
design to fulfilment. 

The prophet then reveals the Remnant)s mis
sion to all nations. Verses 18ff powerfully proclaim 
the Lord's interest in all nations. His concern is 
a favourable one: he is going to gather them that 
they may see his glory, that they may hear of that 
glory of which they have been ignorant (v. 19), 
that all humankind may worthily worship the Lord 
(v. 23). 

Who are, then, the 'brothers' brought from 
all nations and offered to the Lord (v. 20)? The 
majority interpretation - old Jewish and modern 
Christian, including NIV- sees in them Israelites 
according to the flesh, coming back from their 
places of exile. But it raises difficulties, which older 
critical scholars such as Gesenius and Ewald had 
felt - they adopted the other understanding. Apart 
from the special interest in nations in chapter 66 
and in the whole book, we may point to impor
tant considerations. (a) Members of the Remnant 
(peletim) are sent to distant nations to make known 
to them the fame and glory of the Lord ( v. 19a): 
normally the Remnant represents the saved Isra
elites (they occupy, therefore, the central location 
here and are not viewed as scattered among the 
nations), and the contents of the mission seems 
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to be for the benefit of the nations involved. (b) 
The special promise 'Even (gam) from them I will 
take for priests, for Levites' (v. 21, most literally) 
would be strangely worded, indeed, if Israelites 
were referred to, therefore sons of Levi and Aaron, 
some of them. Because he sensed the difficulty, 
David Qimhi himself interpreted the verse of con
verted Gentiles. 26 (c) In the metaphorical sacrifice 
ofv. 20, the 'brothers' are the offering and, in the 
parallel correspondence, the Israelites are the offer
ers. As Odendaal evaluates, 'the only good sense 
which can be derived from the lengthy phrase is 
that the 'brothers' belong to the nations. ' 27 If this 
is so, the prophecy was exactly fulfilled in New 
Testament times: Jewish believers, members of 
the Remnant of Grace, were sent to all the nations 
and brought back to the Lord the firstfruits of the 
nations, new brothers and sisters 'in Christ' who 
had not previously heard of the Lord's fame nor 
seen his glory. As to the sign of v. 19a, Alexander 
thinks of the 'signs of an apostle.'28 Motyer feels 
quite sure that the sign 'can only be' the cross.29 

This interpretation, which calls to mind Constan
tine's In hoc signo vinces, may be more homiletical 
than exegetical - but, confessedly, the cross is the 
sign of God's paradoxical glory in human history. 

The first century Jew who worked more than 
any other (l Cor I5:10) to bring new children, 
from all nations, to the Lord described his apos
tleship in terms that seem to be borrowed from 
Isaiah 66:21: acting in the way of a priest 
(hierourgounta), with reference to the Gospel, 
to present the offering of the nations, well-pleas
ing, sanctified in the Holy Spirit (Rom 15:16). 
What a joy to discover that Campegius Vitringa 
(1652-1722) had already discerned the connec
tion.30 

The ecclesiological import is clear. Though we 
do well to heed Peter Beyerhaus' warning that the 
saying 'the church is the mission' is being used 
to blur the limit between church and world, we 
cannot insist too much on the missionary mandate 
of the church: Zion's children (first from Israel 
but, in turn, also their adopted brothers from the 
nations since these come to share the privileges 
and responsibilities of the 'saints') are sent into all 
the world, to bring back to the Lord new children 
of grace in ever growing numbers. 

The prophet foresees a regular ministry to 
honour the Lord's name. If the Lord is to take 
priests and Levites from among Gentile converts, 
of necessity a 'change of law' (Heb 7:12) must 
take place. In itself, it is literally impossible under 
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'fleshly' regulations, and Hebrews 7 plainly asserts 
that the Levitical priesthood was abolished. The 
promise does come true, however, inasmuch this 
priesthood was a 'type' and finds its fulfilment in 
its 'antitype.' Christ's priesthood, though non
Levitical, fulfils the Levitical figures (Heb 9-10). 
Being priests in Christ, all believers have a share in 
the anti typical service that answers to Aaron 's and 
the Levites'; in some respects, however, a distinc
tive correspondence, in the present economy, may 
be affirmed of the official ministry in the church 
- the ministry of prophets, teachers and pastors .. 
. 'From them' in Isaiah 66:21a may point to that 
special fulfilment and suggest God's institution of 
a regular ministry among Zion 's children in the 
messianic age. 

The same transposition from type to antitype is 
valid for the universal worship that is the horizon 
of Isaiah's last chapter, in v. 22. Regularity, care
fully constructed patterns in rhythmic repetition, 
seem to be involved in the acceptable worship 'in 
Spirit and truth.' New moons and sabbath being 
part of the 'shadows' that foreshadowed the 'body' 
which came in Christ, we are to understand the 
prophecy of their Christian antitypes (Col2:16f). 

The Sabbath is the main element in the inclu
sio that Motyer brings out with Isaiah 56:1-8, 
together with the extension of Covenant privileges 
and freedom of worship to foreigners ( 56:6-7), so 
that God's house becomes a house of prayer for 
all the peoples.31 There is another inclusio that 
encloses the whole book, with the prologue (chap
ter 1) and the final vision ( 65-66) responding to 
each other, as the vocabulary shows. 32 The sabbath 
and new moons of66:23 echo the ones of 1:13. 
The symmetry is that of antithesis: between sinful, 
earthly, Jerusalem, whom the prophet assimilates 
to Sodom and Gomorrah ( 1:10 ), whose offerings 
and celebrations the Lord abhors ( 1:14 ), and J eru
salem re-created, purged of her abominable dross 
and restored as the City of Righteousness, the 
Faithful City, glorious Zion our mother, whose 
liturgies will ever please the Lord. 

13 'New moon' is b.odef, from the root b.df 
that signifies newness; 'sabbath' means fulfil
ment, joyful and active rest on the basis of God's 
finished work, the fruit of which we are given to 
enjoy. Renewal,fulfilment: these two notes are the 
right ones to strike as a conclusion of our study of 
Zion's place in God's purposes. May the church, 
the pilgrim colony of glorious Zion our mother, 
know and show the power of that renewal and the 
earnest of that fulfilment! 
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