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In the last decades opinion concerning the origin of the book of Isaiah
(BI), as almost universally accepted since B. Duhm (1892), has begun
to waver. Some scholars no longer consider the book a combination
of three more or less independent documents, Proto-Isaiah (PI),
Deutero-Isaiah (DI) and Trito-Isaiah (TT), which have each experienced
their own redaction history. The book is, rather, the result of a
complicated process, in which extensive Vorlagen of what now are
called the three principal parts, have been joined together by means
of a sweeping redaction, which has attuned all the materials to each
other. The congress volume of the Colloquium Biblicum Lovaniense
XXXVII of 1987 (published in 1989), which was devoted to the
prophet Isaiah and his book, attests in many articles to this new
understanding.

The following cluster of facts is an argument for the idea that the
three principal parts of BI were not composed independently of one
another. While DI only speaks of ‘the Servant (of YHWH)’ (singular),
TI only speaks of ‘the servants (of YHWH)’ (plural), but on the
understanding that the first mention of the notion in the plural
comes precisely before the end of DI (54.17). In this way, the reader
learns, still within the compass of DI, in which form this cardinal
theme will be continued. This connection is not fortuitous. In the last
text involving the Servant, he is promised that ‘he shall see offspring’
(53.10), but when and how this will happen remains open. To this the
first text about ‘the servants of YHWH’ gives a provisional answer.
The city addressed in ch. 54 learns that its children will live as the
servants of YHWH on their own heritage (54.17: ‘This is the heritage
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of the servants of YHWH and their righteousness from Me’). ! And so
DI leaves the reader with a hint who these servants of YHWH are and
what their heritage is like.

If we readers want to understand properly how this question is
elaborated by TI, then we should also pay attention to two important
accompanying notions, which already in DI belong to the semantic
field of ‘the Servant’, namely ‘the offspring, seed’ (zerd®) and
‘righteous(ness)’ (saddig, s°ddqd, sedeq). The first notion, ‘the seed’,
has occasioned the turning of ‘the Servant’ to ‘the servants’ by taking
a turn itself in 53.10. Before the fourth Servant Song, Israel is
addressed as ‘the seed’ of the patriarchs (Abraham: 41.8; cf. 51.2;
Jacob-Israel: 45.19), which will itself have offspring (43.5; 44.3;
49.19), but from 53.10 on the promise of posterity regards the
Servant and the new city (54.3).2 The second notion, ‘righteous(ness),
occurs connected in a remarkable way with ‘the seed’ (45.25: ‘In
YHWH shall all the offspring of Israel find righteousness and boast’;
48.18f.: ‘Your righteousness would be like the waves of the sea and
your offspring like the sand’), but also with ‘the Servant’ and ‘the
servants’. For according to DI, God guarantees that the Servant will
excel in ‘righteousness’ and will transfer it to those who belong to
him, so that ‘righteousness’ will also become the essence of their life
(53.11f; 54.17).3

In this article we want to demonstrate that in his whole work TI is
occupied with the question of the servants of YHWH, until the last
place where the term is found in this corpus (66.14); indeed, that this
question is the centre of his interest. Our orientation is intrinsically
literary, because the historical-sociological background of the term
has been dealt with by others.* To this end we shall go through the
text of 56.1-66.14 according to the divisions set out in my
commentary (prologue: 56.1-8; sections: 56.9-59.21; 60.1-63.6; 63.7-
64.11; 65.1-66.14).

Announcement (56.1-8)

The prologue presupposes the issue of ‘the servants’ and gives the
concept a programmatic place (v. 6). YHWH announces ‘righteousness’
as the goal of his acting and unfolds his intention to his servants
(vv. 1f, 6f.). On the one hand they are depicted here, much more
concretely than in DI, as people who honour the sabbath and hold on
to the covenant, and who will therefore be gathered by God on his
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holy mountain and in his house of prayer; on the other hand this
category undergoes an expansion, because it appears that foreigners
can join themselves to YHWH in order to serve him. Here the concept
of ‘the servants’ acquires some connotations which were not
suspected at the end of DI. Therefore the subsequent passages of TI
will have to clarify the enlarged content of the notion.

However, our statement that ‘the servants’ is a fundamental term
for TI seems to be contradicted by the fact that after the prologue
we do not encounter the notion until 63.17 and in chs. 65-66 only in
an important concentration. Does this datum not mean that through
this term the prologue announces a topic which does not play a role
in the entire TI, but merely in the last chapters? We are not of that
opinion. The absence of the term in the two principal parts which
follow the prologue (56.9-59.21; 60.1-63.6), is rather a phenomenon
of aposiopesis. In these chapters ‘the servants’ are slowly but surely
constituted without mention of their name.

Aposiopesis (56.9-63.6)

After the promising vista of the prologue, the corpus of TI's
prophecies begins with a description of the sad situation in which the
people now live through the fault of their leaders (56.9). From there
the first principal part develops the theme of the contrast between
the righteous and the godless (56.9-59.21). In the second principal
part the latter play a magical role, but the former are shown their
place in God’s plans. In these righteous ones the servants take form
(60.1-63.6).

The first section: two progenies opposed (56.9-59.21)
In this section® YHWH settles up with ‘the seed of the adulterer and
the harlot’, the seed of deceit’ (57.3f.).

In ch. 57 the following is important. ‘The adulterer’ is not
described any further, but ‘the harlot’ is. The woman ‘on the high
and lofty mountain’ (57.7) forms with her sinful children, on account
of her adulterous behaviour and seeming ‘righteousness’ (v. 13), the
opposite of Zion, who is founded on true ‘righteousness’ and whose
children ‘are taught by YHWH’ (cf. 54.13f). Now the victims of that
sinful generation have a likeness to the Servant. They undergo his
destiny: they as well as he are ‘righteous’ (53.11; 57.1) and yet they
experience suffering. In the shepherds who all go their own way
(56.11) the heedlessness which the Servant has experienced is
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repeated (53.6). In the same way as he perished by the faithlessness
of his people (53.5, 8: pesa“), the righteous suffer through the
breaking of faith of the adulterous generation (57.4). In the same way
as he was taken away (53.8: lgh, pual), the righteous are snatched off
(57.1: ’sp, niphal). However, if these may enter into the peace (57.2),
it is thanks to him who bore the chastisement for their peace
(53.5).

After 57.13 the contrast between the righteous and the godless also
reminds one now and then of the Servant, but the most important
datum are the oppressed of ch. 59. In a confession they speak
repentantly (from v. 9 on), acknowledge their lack of ‘righteousness’
(vv.4, 9, 14) and then, when God’s ‘righteousness’ comes to help
(vv. 16f.), they are converted (v. 20). Having thus become righteous
themselves they are commissioned to make the voice of prophecy
resound further (v. 21). All this happens in terms referring to the
Servant (cf. v. 9 with 50.10 and v. 21 with 42.1; 51.16). They are also
promised offspring (‘seed’) so that until the third generation they will
testify to God’s covenant. Thus a break comes about between ‘the
seed of the adulterer and the harlot’ (57.3) and ‘the seed of your seed’
(59.21), bearer of God’s spirit and words. In these generations the
promise is realized that the Servant ‘shall see offspring (seed) and
prolong his days’ (53.10).

The second section: the righteous progeny in Zion (60.1-63.6)
In these chapters the prophet announces a righteous generation, in
which the promise to the Servant will come true. At first sight the
text as a whole has little to do with this theme, but that changes
when one discovers that the opening verses of ch. 60 (vv.1-3)
transfer the task of the Servant, which is, according to DI, to be ‘a
light to the nations’ (42.6; 49.6), to Zion (for the rest in a combined
reference to other texts of DI, such as 55.5 [‘You shall call nations
that you know not, and nations that knew you not shall run to you’]
and 52.15 [‘So he shall startle many nations, kings shall shut their
mouths because of him; for that which has not been told them they
shall see’]. Thus the invitation to Zion: ‘Arise. . ., for the glory of
YHWH has dawned upon you’ (60.3), corresponds to the promise of
the elevation of the Servant (52.13: ‘My Servant shall be exalted and
lifted up’).”

If one realizes that here Zion takes over the function of the
Servant, then one should obviously examine whether perhaps its
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inhabitants show the features of the offspring of the Servant. The
end of ch. 60 points in this direction: ‘Your people shall all be
righteous’ (v. 21). The inhabitants of the new Zion will be YHWH’s
true people. It is important that v. 21’s connection with v. 20 rests on
the covenant formula (cf. Lev. 26.12: ‘I will be your God and you
shall be my people’). As the first half of this formula (‘I will be your
God’) resounds in vv. 19b, 20b (‘YHWH will be your everlasting
light’), so the opening word of v. 21, ‘and your people’ (w*‘ammék;
many translations neglect the syndesis), reminds us of the second half
of it (‘and you shall be my people’). (‘People’ [‘am] in the singular
means in TI, at least indirectly, the people of the covenant: cf. 56.3;
57.14; 58.1; 62.10, 12; 63.8, 11, 18; 65.2f, 10, 18f., 22). Moreover, at
the beginning of the chapter the prophet has first connected the
rising light with God (vv. 1f)) and next with Zion (v.3). As the
nations go towards the light of YHWH, which shines over Zion, so the
people within the walls are the people of YHWH. For this people ‘shall
all be righteous’ (v. 21a). It is the effect of the initiative of YHWH,
who has appointed ‘righteousness’ as its rulers (v. 17). For the rest,
the word ‘righteous’ (saddig), in the only place where it occurs in T1I,
has characterized the loneliness and the oppression of those who
walk along the straight road (57.1).

The question of ‘the righteous seed’ is continued in ck. 61, which is
not astonishing if one realizes that here the speaker puts on the
features of the Servant as well as those of the Herald of Good
Tidings.® He addresses himself to ‘all who mourn’ (v. 3). There is a
strong similarity between what God had done to this person and the
effect of his preaching on his audience. As the spirit of YHWH rests on
him, so shall ‘the faint spirit’ of those who mourn depart (vv. 1, 3; cf.
42.1, 3: ‘fainting wick’). As he has been anointed, so must he bring
the oil of joy to those who mourn (vv. 1, 3). As he proclaims the good
tidings, so shall his audience start the song of praise (vv. 1, 3; cf. 60.6:
thillot yhwh y*basséri). The person speaking not only works as the
Servant, but through his service, he also passes his resemblance to
the Servant onto those who mourn. So they receive a new name
(v. 3). “To be called (with a name)’ (gr’) is TT’s for the transition to a
new existence, which is recognized as such (cf. 56.7; 58.12; 60.14, 18;
61.2, 6; 62.2, 4, 12; 65.15). The name at stake here runs: ‘oaks of
righteousness’ (v. 3a). For the meaning of this name, the next words
in v. 3b (‘the planting of YHWH, that he may be glorified’) refer us to
60.21b: ‘A shoot is the planting of YHWH, the work of my hands that
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I may be glorified’.® ‘Shoot’ and ‘oak’ are a contrast: a young, as yet
insignificant sprig opposite a deeply rooted, broadly grown and
therefore recognizable tree, around which one gathers (‘ayil/ ’éld/
’allén in this meaning: cf. Gen. 18.1; Judg. 9.6; 1 Kgs 13.14; Amos
2.9; 1 Chron. 10.12; sometimes a tree dedicated to God: Gen. 12.6;
35.4; Judg. 6.11, 19; Ezek. 6.13; Hos. 4.13; sometimes a metaphor of
arrogance: Isa. 1.30; 2.13). The connection of 61.3 with 60.21 is
strengthened by the fact that in the latter ‘the shoot’ refers to the
people that will consist entirely of righteous persons, while in the
former ‘oaks’ has the qualification ‘of righteousness’ (with the
article!). Apparently the mission of the speaker will bring to
fulfilment God’s promise of a people that is wholly righteous.

Furthermore there is on a secondary level a reference of the same purport to
ch. 57. There it is said of ‘the seed of the adulterer and the harlot’ (v. 3) that
‘it burns with lust among the oaks’ (v. §). We have seen that this generation
is the contrast of the Servant’s offspring. In 61.1-3 this same offspring
originates through the mission of the prophet and receives the name ‘oaks of
righteousness’. May we make a connection between ‘to burn with lust’
(haNNéHiMim) and the consolation (FNaHéM; 61.2) of those who mourn?
However that may be, fullgrown righteousness is the first fruit of the
consolation.

In 61.9 (‘Their offspring shall be known among the nations, and
their descendants in the midst of the peoples’) the question arises
why this promise does not simply apply to the people mentioned in
v. 8, but their ‘offspring (seed) / descendants’ (zera® / se*3sd’tm;
further in TI in 65.23, a text referring to 61.9). Now DI uses this
word pair in 44.3 (‘I will pour my spirit upon your offspring and my
blessing on your descendants’), a text to which 61.1 refers, and also in
48.19, where the Servant, sent with the spirit of YHWH (v. 16), tells
Israel that its offspring will flourish through righteousness. Thus the
background of this word pair in DI connects it very efficiently with
the primary interest of TI, the offspring of the Servant. The purport
of v. 9 is thus not that those to whom the promise of v. 8 is made are
themselves excluded from the recognition of the nations, but that the
promise must necessarily extend to the offspring.

Furthermore, the end of v.9 mentions what the nations will
acknowledge: ‘Surely, they are the offspring (seed) which YHWH has
blessed’. The root ‘to bless’ (brk) has not occurred before in TI, but
in DI God’s ‘blessing’ stands parallel with his spirit in 44.3, the text
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to which also the first half of v. 9 refers (cf. 51.2). From the fact that
v. 9 is connected with 44.3 through two notions, ‘offspring’ and
‘bless’, we conclude that here YHWH guarantees the gift of his
covenant and his spirit to the audience of the speaker, in whom we
may recognize the offspring of the Servant. This conclusion is
strengthened by the datum that this promise is announced in 59.21.
So it appears once more that the person who is sent gifted with God’s
spirit transfers his own features, through the fulfilment of his
mission, to those who mourn. In this way he makes them new
bearers of spirit.

The end of ch. 61 returns to this: ‘Surely, as the earth brings forth
its shoots and as a garden makes its offspring shoot up, so the Lord
YHWH will make righteousness shoot up and praise before all the
nations’ (v. 11). The word pair ‘brings forth its shoots/makes its
offspring shoot up’ (¢65i simhd / zérd ‘ehd tasmiak) corresponds to the
word pair ‘offspring / descendants’ in v. 9 (the same roots ys’ / zera®,
in reversed sequence). This figurative language announces that the
new order of righteousness will be visible in the offspring of the
prophet, who looks like the Servant and is already clothed, as a
pledge, with righteousness.!? Thus it appears again that TI concerns
himself with the Servant precisely in respect of the question: who are
his offspring, in whom does he go on living? The speaker of ch. 61
announces himself as a new apparition of the Servant, but he also
expects that his preaching will produce a similarity to the Servant in
his audience. The final goal of God’s actions is not the servant but
his descendants.

An important element in ch. 61 is also the final phrase: ‘praise
before all the nations’ (v. 11). In v. 9 God himself has assured that
this generation will secure worldwide fame because of the covenant
and the blessing it has received. (In ch. 60 this had already been
pictured in a colourful vision.) Verse 11b adds the following: the
promised righteousness is not something which the nations have
heard about without participating in it. For them it is not restricted
to the cognitive sphere, but it is a cosmic happening, comes forth
from the earth (v.11a) and therefore belongs to the earth. The
oppressed and those who mourn, encouraged to righteousness and
the praise of God by the preaching of the prophet, form the new
growth which YHWH causes to sprout. The nations will live in the
midst of these ‘oaks of righteousness’ (v. 3). In this way righteousness
becomes the life principle of this earth. Thus the prophet who is so



74  Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 47 (1990)

very concerned about the oppressed and those who mourn, acquires
in the end also significance for ‘all the nations’. In this chapter he has
begun as Herald of Good Tidings and Servant, and gradually he has
transferred his own features to his audience. At the end he rejoices
because the righteousness which YHWH effects in him and in his
audience is the beginning of a new cosmic order. The universalistic
interpretation of the servants of YHWH, which the prologue has
announced (56.6f), is realized here, albeit in the framework of quite
different topics.

In ch. 62 the question about the righteous offspring of the Servant
still continues to occupy TI. In vv. 1-2 he resumes the vision of ch. 60
and now he mentions Zion / Jerusalem explicitly as the place where
YHWH’s light and righteousness will reveal themselves as qualities of
the city. Therefore it is conceivable that the topic of ‘the seed’ passes
over into that of ‘the people of the holy place’ (vv. 10-12).1! In this
way the conclusion brings the theme of the righteous progeny further
to the point that was announced in the prologue: YHWH gathers his
servants in his house (56.6-8). The command to go through the
gateways is for ‘the watchmen’, those who are addressed in vv. 6f,,
who look after the interests of the oppressed (vv. 8-9). They are
summoned to go through the gateways that give access to the
sanctuary (v. 10ac), they must see to it that the road to the temple is
passable for their own people (v. 10aB-ba) and they should include
the nations in what must become a worldwide going up to God in
Zion (v.10bB). We know that righteousness is necessary for
admission to the sanctuary (cf. the literary genre of the ‘gate liturgy’:
Pss. 15; 24; Isa. 33.14-16).12 At the gateways this decision is made,
because behind the gates the recovered covenant is celebrated in the
praise of YHWH (v. 9). Therefore the summons of v. 10 implicates the
righteousness of those addressed, their acceptance by YHWH. These
are now ‘the people of the holy place’. The visionary drama
announced by the prologue is concluded. Now ‘the dispersed of
Israel’ are assembled in the house of YHWH, together with ‘the
foreigners’. Altogether they are ‘the servants of YHWH’ (56.6-8).

The passage 63.1-6 is the only one in TI in which the theme of the
offspring does not play a part, maybe because it has the function of
claborating certain aspects of ch. 59 in the light of chs. 60-62, to wit
the righteousness of YHWH towards the nations.!?

The conclusion of this cursory voyage through 56.9-63.6 is that the
question of ‘the servants of YHWH’ keeps our attention in this
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section, even though the term is not used. The absence of the term
itself is functional and therefore we can speak of an aposiopests.
Gradually the servants emerge from nowhere as a party through the
development of the concepts ‘righteousness’ and ‘offspring, seed’,
which changes into ‘people’ at the end. The chapters mentioned
contain one drama, in which the servants rise up from oppression
and sin in order to become the righteous offspring of the Servant. At
the end, after the anticipated entry into the sanctuary of Zion (62.10-
12), they are constituted as such.

Lament (63.17)

After the servants, without being mentioned as such, have, in the
vision of chs. 60-62, taken the place which is attributed to them in
the new Zion, they present themselves for the first time as such in
the lengthy penitential prayer which joins that vision (63.7-64.11). In
this prayer there is no question of that salvation to come, but of the
present misery of oppression, sin and obscuring of God, as it is said:
‘Return for the sake of thy servants, the tribes of thy heritage. Since a
little while they have dislodged thy holy people, our adversaries have
trampled the sanctuary’ (63.17-18).1* Specific aspects of the wording
locate this prayer in TT's primary point of focus.

The imperative ‘return’ (52b), addressed to God and without a
prepositional adjunct, occurs, to be sure, only in the language of
prayer (Pss. 6.5; 90.13; with a similar adjunct in Exod. 32.12; Num.
10.36; Pss. 7.8; 80.15),"° but it also belongs to the themes which
connect TI with DI. The only other place in Isa. 40-66 where there is
question of God’s returning (5#b), is the provisional end of DI: ‘For
eye to eye they see YHWH returning to Zion’ (52.8). It is true that
there the verb is followed by ‘to Zion’, but it is very noticeable that
this is missing in the plea of 63.17. If this verse had said: ‘Return to
thy servants’, nothing more than the traditional appeal to Israel’s
election would have been at stake, as we know this from the
collective lament (cf. Pss. 79.2, 10; 89.51; 90.13, 16). In the
expression which we now find, ‘for the sake of thy servants’ (F¥ma‘an
‘“bddekd), dominates a certain perspective. God must return not
because those who pray consider themselves as his faithful servants,
but in order that they really do serve him. There servitude is more a
goal in view than an existing reason.!6

It may cause some amazement that these prayerful people do not
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wish to stand as ‘sons’ (cf. 63.8: bdnim) opposite this Father (v. 16),
but as ‘servants’ (“°bddim). The explanation lies among other things
in the importance of the latter theme.!” Moreover, now that the term
‘servants’, after a lengthy preparation by means of an aposiopesis,
comes up again, it stands parallel to the word ‘heritage’ (nah®ld), with
which it was connected when it first appeared (54.17). In this way TI
refers explicitly to the text in which the theme first entered.

The expression parallel to ‘thy servants’, ‘the tribes of thy heritage’
(v. 17baB: sibré nah®litekd), strengthens our interpretation of the
preposition /fma‘an as ‘for the sake of”. Nowhere else in the Bible do
the words ‘tribe’ and ‘heritage’ occur in construct state (cf. Judg.
18.1; Ezek. 47.13, 22). In TI the word ‘tribes’ occurs only here; it
appears to take up a theme of DI. For according to 49.6 it is the
mission of the Servant ‘to raise up the tribes of Jacob’. This mission
is problematic enough even though, in a sense, it is too simple. The
Servant consequently receives the assurance, in a separate oracle of
salvation (49.7-12), that he will also perform this difficult task.!®
Does TI in 63.17 bring to the fore this aspect of the Servant’s
mission? It is certainly remarkable that the salvation oracle mentioned
above reckons it to be the task of the Servant ‘to apportion the
desolate heritages’ (49.8: Fhanhil n°hélét $6mémét). Moreover, in
54.17, where ‘the servants’ (plural) are mentioned for the first time,
DI assigns them a heritage. “This the heritage of the servants of
YawH (cf 57.13; 58.14). We determine that TI cannot tally the
present misery either with the mission of the Servant and YHWH’s
promise to him or with the status of the servants. In the last main
section this dilemma will receive a solution.

Vindication (ch. 65)

This chapter is central in TI as far as the theme of the servants is
concerned. The word occurs six times here in the form of ‘my
servants’ (vv. 8, 9, 13 [three times], and once as ‘his servants’ (v. 15).
Also topics which before were narrowly connected with ‘the servants’
return here: ‘blessing, to bless’ (vv. 8, 16, 23), ‘seed’ (vv. 9, 23), ‘my
people’ (vv. 10, 19, 22; of Jerusalem: v. 18; contrast vv. 2, 3).

The chapter contains YHWH’s answer to the preceding complaint
of the servants,”® on account of both the apparently editorial
connection of v. 1 to 64.11 and the tenor of the whole, which implies
that the oppressors of the servants are rejected and justice is done to
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the servants. This contrast dominates the beginning and the end
(vv. 2-16a, 21-24). For that matter, it is not the servants who are
spoken to, but the godless. YHWH’s sentence over the latter is his
answer to the complaint of the former. Therefore the translation of
vv. 1-2 must be: ‘T am ready to be sought by those who do not ask for
me, I am ready to be found by those who do not seek me. I say: “Here
am I, here am I” to a nation that does not call on my name. I spread
out my hands all the day to a rebellious people’.® The implicit
reference of these verses to 55.6 (‘Seek YHWH while he may be found,
call upon him he is near’) places ch. 65 in the larger context of TI
with DI. In 55.6 DI has ascertained that the salvation proclaimed by
him is within reach of those who sincerely ‘seek’ YHWH. In ch. 65
that view is taken up. God accuses the people who as a whole have
not taken that chance. However, he will now realize his salvation for
his servants, who continue the audience of ch. 55, though there not
mentioned by this name.2!

The parable of vv. 8-9 makes the theme of the servants explicit:
‘As the juice is found in the cluster, and they say: “Do not destroy it,
for there is a blessing in it”, so I will do for my servants’ sake, and not
destroy them all’. It is not the separation of good and bad fruits that
comes to the fore here; emphasis is laid on ‘the blessing’ which the
cluster contains. The image especially suggest that one wants to
obtain this blessing from the cluster. To this corresponds the
statement (v. 9) that YHWH ‘will bring forth offspring (“seed”) from
Jacob’ (ys” hiphil zera®; cf. 61.11, and other comparisons from the
vegetable sphere: 58.11; 60.21; 61.3, 9; 66.14).

Thus the tenor of the comparison agrees with the central theme of
TI, the subject matter which occupies him from the onset: in whom
is ‘the seed’ that is promised to the Servant realized (53.10)? This
central question was also the point of focus in the preceding
penitential prayer and it produces an important connection between
that prayer and our comparison: ‘for the sake of your/my servants’
(63.17; 65.8). There we explained this expression as an aim to be
achieved. God’s servants do not yet exist as a group apart, but YHWH
is busy creating it. That meaning is also valid here. YHWH does not
want to destroy the bunch of grapes, Israel, because in it his servants
are the juice, the blessing on which he has set his expectation.

To ‘the juice / the blessing’, which is iz the bunch of grapes (v. 8:
twice b°), corresponds ‘the seed / the inheritor’, whom God will make
to come forth out of ‘Jacob / Judah’ (v. 9a: twice min). Then, through
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the verb ‘to inherit’ (the same root yrs), this ‘inheritor’ is filled in as
‘my chosen / my servants’. Already in DI ‘chosen’ (bdhir) is a
synonym for the Servant (always in the singular: 42.1; [43.20]; 45.4),
in TI it only occurs here and in vv. 15, 22, always in the plural, as a
synonym for ‘the servants’. ‘Inheritor’ and ‘to inherit’ (yr$) also
belong to the semantic field of ‘the servants’ (explicitly in 63.17f,,
implicitly in 57.13; 60.21; 61.7). What they will inherit, ‘my
mountains’, refers to v. 7, because this offspring is in contrast to the
forefathers who brought smoke offerings ‘upon the mountains’ and
thus mocked YHWH, who had brought them into this country. The
expression, of course, remind us of YHWH’s statement that he will
gather his servants on his ‘holy mountain’ (cf. 56.7), to which TI
refers later in this chapter (vv. 11, 25; 66.20).

Moreover, the word pair ‘Jacob / Judah’ fits very well in this
contrast between the fathers and the offspring, the servants of God.
It may be somewhat astonishing that we do not find ‘Jacob / Israel’
here—the word pair which in DI embodies the development that
God’s people must undergo—, but ‘Jacob / Judah’ (‘Judah’ does not
occur any more in TI). However, it can be explained in the following
way. The latter word pair occurs also in DI once, in connection with
the progress of the generations (48.1). Now, elsewhere Judah is the
actual bearer of the blessings pronounced by the patriarch Jacob over
his sons (cf. Gen. 49.8-12), so much so that the expectation of the
new salvation is gradually restricted to the genealogical line of Judah
(Mic. 5.1ff;; Zech. 2.16). Therefore the word pair ‘Jacob / Judah’ fits
contextually well in the semantic configuration of ‘seed” and
‘blessing’ (v. 8).

Finally in this parable, in which all the words are beautifully
attuned to one another, the question arises about the function of the
word pair ‘inherit / dwell’ (yrs / $kn). TI alludes to the root ‘dwell’ in
the blasphemous pretension of the harlot on the mountain (57.7:
miskab) and uses it for God’s living in heaven and with the oppressed
(57.15). If the use here is for the staying of God’s servants on his
mountain, the latter promise resounds in it.

The actual vindication of ‘my servants’ and the judgment over the
apostates are found in vv.13-15. God describes the different
destination of these groups by means of five contrasts: to eat and to
be hungry, to drink and to be thirsty, to rejoice and to be put to
shame, to sing and to cry (/ wail), to leave one’s name for a curse and
to be called by YHWH by a different name. These word pairs stem
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from the literary genre of blessing and curse (cf. Deut. 28.1-26, 48; 2
Sam. 24.13; Ezek. 4.17; Amos 8.11; for these topics, separately or
together, cf. 1 Kgs 18.2; Isa. 1.29; 5.13; 8.21; 37.27; Jer. 5.12; 6.15;
42.14; Ezek. 19.13; Mic. 7.16; Pss. 34.11; 69.22; Lam. 4.4; 5.10; Neh.
9.20). However, they also have a connecting point in TI himself. The
prophet has indicated that YHWH considers the contrast between
people who have food and those who are hungry, between people
who drink and those who are thirsty, between people who rejoice and
those who are ashamed, to be a violation of the righteousness and
that once he will put an end to it (56.9ff; 58.7, 10; 61.7; 62.8f,;
65.21f; 66.5, 10).

The last contrast, between leaving one’s name as a curse and to be
called with a different name, deserves special attention on account of
our theme (vv. 15-16a). The servants receive a new name (cf. 56.5;
62.2). The context suggests that this name has a title of God, the so-
called theophoric element, as a component part, as most Israelite
names have. The ancient name ‘Isra-EI’ (Gen. 32.28: ‘For you have
striven with God’) can serve as an example here, maybe that it is
alluded to. The new name is not directly mentioned, but v. 16a does
mention how one will use the theophoric element thereof, ‘the God
of Truth’ (literally: ‘the God of Amen’), in benedictions (cf. Num.
5.22; Deut. 27.15-26; Jer. 11.5; Ps. 72.19; Neh. 9.6). The actual point
of this contrast is therefore that the name of the apostates and that of
the servants have opposite meanings. While the former is paramount
to death (v.15a), the latter implies God’s veracity (v. 16a). The
servants are called after a God who accomplishes what he has
announced, so that with him one can bless and swear safely. Here we
encounter a topic of TI: veracity is lacking in the people (59.4, 14£.),
but not in YHWH (61.8). The application of this concept here to
YHWH, who vindicates his servants, is closely connected with DI,
because for the latter God’s veracity especially comes to the fore in
the destiny of the servant Israel (42.3; 43.9f)).

The topic of God’s name also connects this passage to the
preceding penitential prayer. There it is said that the name which
YHWH of old had acquired (63.12, 14, 16), is no longer active over his
people (64.1), so that one no longer invokes him (64.6). The latter is
God’s reproach to those addressed in ch. 65 (v. 1). The confession of
his name by his servants (v. 16) will eventually make the preceding
complaint superfluous (cf. 56.6).

The conclusion of the chapter sets the whole, especially the
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preceding reversal of curses, in TI’s own perspective: ‘Surely, they
shall be the offspring of the blessed of YHWH and their descendants
with them’ (v.23b). The three principal words of the sentence,
‘offspring (seed)’, ‘to bless’ and ‘descendants’, play a part in the
central theme of TI: how does the offspring of the Servant come
about? For this aim, he already used them before, as we have seen,
with the connotations which they have received in DI. This
especially ensues from the following observations.

The promise of blessing for the servants is very similar to what
God has said about ‘the oppressed’, when he confirmed the speaker
of ch. 61, in whom we have discovered the features of both the
Herald of Good Tidings and the Servant: ‘Their offspring shall be
known among the nations and their descendants in the midst of the
peoples. All who see them, shall acknowledge them: “Surely, they are
the offspring which YHWH has blessed”’ (61.9). Thus 65.23
completes the identification of the oppressed with the servants of
YHWH. Their being blessed was at stake there in the context of the
mission of the Herald-Servant, here in that of the separation of the
apostates and the servants, which God accomplishes in the judgment.
In ch. 61 the blessed generation is still in the making and entrusted to
the Herald-Servant, who relates his mission, receives confirmation
from God and finally joyfully anticipates its fulfilment. In ch. 65 this
generation stands before us, completed, because its opponents, the
apostates, literally disappear here.

In v. 23 the words ‘the blessed’ and ‘offspring / descendants’ (zera“
/ se*sd’im) are so important that the chapter prepares us for them.
For the servants are ‘the blessing’ which YHWH spares in the cluster
of grapes of Jacob / Judah (v. 8). They also bear the name of the God
of Truth, with which one blesses oneself in the land (v. 16). As for
‘offspring / descendants’, one can easily see a line of related notions:
‘I will bring forth offspring’ (v. 9: y5” hiphil zera“) and the collocation
of ‘infant’, ‘youth’ and ‘to beget children’ (vv. 20, 23a). The threat to
the continuation of the generations, so common on earth, does not
concern the offspring of the Servant. The last words of the sentence,
‘and their descendants with them’, mean that the progeny of the
servants will not be lacking the blessing which these receive, in the
same way as God’s spirit will not leave the offspring, unto the third
generation, of those who were converted in Zion (59.21).

As a conclusion we ascertain that in ch. 65 the curtain falls over
‘the servants of YHWH’. The prologue brought the promise that God
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would gather on his holy mountain all those who wished to serve him
(56.6f). Israel itself has prayed that YHWH would return to make his
people his servants (63.17). Though the word ‘servants’ does not
occur between these two texts, the text certainly concerns them, each
time TI puts the gathering of the oppressed in Zion opposite the
downfall of the godless.

Therefore the prophecy of TI as a whole foresees a transforming of
Isracl by God. ‘The rebellious people’ (v.2: ‘am sorér; cf. v.3)
disappears from the stage, because those who left YHWH will exist no
more in the new world order. Their names remain as a swearword
(v. 15), they pass into oblivion, together with ‘the former troubles’
(v. 16), of which they are a part. The remainder of that people are the
servants of YHWH, the juice which is saved out of the bunch of grapes
(v. 8). They become the people of God (vv. 10, 18, 19). TI has
developed the most original message of his predecessor about the
Servant of YHWH in a no less original way by pointing out the
oppressed of Zion as the offspring of that figure, the servants of
YHWH. For the prophecy of DI had led to an enigma: in whom will
the promise, made to the Servant, be realized? TI announces that
this realization takes place now, insofar as there are people in Israel
who, in the midst of troubles, ask for God and invoke him (v. 1),
because it is sure that he answers and hears their prayers even before
they call to him (v. 24). Here it appears that the prayer of 63.7-61.11
must necessarily precede ch. 65. In those who say that prayer, the
servants of YHWH have risen (63.17).

It cannot be otherwise than astonishing that the theme of
‘righteousness’ (using words from the root sdg) is completely absent
in this chapter. It is difficult, of course, to explain why something is
not mentioned, but in ch. 65 the theme ‘righteousness’ can be missed,
because in the preceding chapter (63.7-64.11) the pain for the
absence of that quality is healed. The prayerful have confessed their
failing righteousness, while the prophetic leader has proclaimed his
confidence that YHWH will accept his mediation, while ‘he joyfully
works righteousness’ (64.5).22 This prayer has been realized
in ch. 65. Now that servants of YHWH, ‘the blessing’ in the bunch of
grapes of Israel (v. 8), have been found, the challenge to do
righteousness may be absent. These servants are a righteous
generation, of course, for the Servant can have no other offspring
(53.10f.).
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The Knowledge of the Servants (66.14)

From the preceding it is sufficiently apparent that the drama of ‘the
servants of YHWH’ ends with ch. 65. Therefore the question arises
why TI returns to this topic in the last chapter: ‘It shall be known
that the hand of YHWH is with his servants, and his indignation is
against his enemies’ (66.14). Does this brief notice bring something
new? It is true, the vindication of the servants is over, but 66.1-14
sheds a closer light on some aspects of it.

Thus 66.1-6 has perhaps been added because it seems that some
things were missing in ch. 65.2 First of all a direct addressing of the
servants. Here we notice the reversed direction of speaking of ch. 65.
There YHWH addresses himself zo the apostates and He speaks about
his servants (except v. 18a), here he speaks to those ‘who tremble at
his word’, about those who do evil. Next we miss the announcement
that the judgment is really about to happen. The passage sounds like
an answer to the complaint of the oppressed, for whom ch. 65 is a
distant vision, while they are challenged by their enemies that YHWH
shows his glory now (v.5), and feel the necessity that the temple
diverts all evil (vv. 3, 6). Before everything else the passage is an
encouragement of YHWH, mediated by the prophet, for people who
are in awe of God’s word (v.5a), but experience hostility from
opponents within their own circle (‘brethren’) and are taunted that
he must demonstrate his power. That sort of people will be ashamed
(v. 5b). For now already, from the town and the temple, one can hear
the voice of YHWH, who comes to judge (v. 6).2¢

Consequently, there are lines of connection between this text unit
and ch. 65, especially because of v. 4, which links up with the refrain
of the preceding chapter (vv.1, 12, 14), but also because of the
catalogues of sin (65.3-5, 11; 66.3) and the word pair ‘joy / shame’
(65.13; 66.5). Further, the passages are well connected thematically.
The guarantee that the servants ‘shall do no wrong about all my holy
mountain’ (65.25), is the point of contact for a new prophecy about
those who misbehave there, and about the character of YHWH’s
presence in his house (66.1f., 6). Finally, the theme ‘heaven and
earth’ forms a link (65.17; 66.1). One need not wait for the opening
up of the new heaven and the new earth to pluck up courage already,
even at the present state of the world, because this heaven and this
earth also reveal God’s power so manifestly that he can exercise
retribution over those who do evil.

Also the following passage, 66.7-14, brings additions considered
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necessary to ch. 65. The enigma of the woman who bears a child
before pains overcome her, must draw attention to Zion, where the
vindication of the servants shall manifest itself in a new multitude of
children and in true comfort. The theme of a miraculous child-
bearing (yld) itself is prepared in the promise of a blessed offspring
for the servants of YHWH (65.13; the root yld is further used in a
contrasting way in 57.4f.; 59.4). However, from the use of this root in
DI one can read that TI took the theme from his predecessor (‘to
beget children’: 45.10; 49.21; 54.1; ‘to be in travail’: 45.10; 51.2; 54.1).
Therefore, commentators agree that our passage builds further on
49.21 and 54.1-3. Precisely in these texts there is question of the fact
that Zion produces children in a miraculous way, albeit from a
different point of view. Both passages speak of many children;
moreover the former speaks of their origin and the latter about the
contrast with the preceding childlessness. In 66.7f. the focus of
attention is not the multitude of children, but the sudden and quick
birth. This element is introduced by the context, especially by the
opponents’ insistence that YHWH must at last demonstrate his glory
(v. 5). However, one may assume that TI, for this contextual point,
uses DI's way of speaking in 54.1: ‘you who have not been in travail’
(/6 hald). What there, according to the parallelism, only means ‘you
who did not bear’, has here been transposed in a creative, literary
manner into ‘to bear without travail’.?’

Furthermore, in this passage the theme of consolation, so
important in DI as well as in TI, is connected with the unique
representation of Jerusalem, which as a mother suckles her children.
In this way the metaphorical language links up with v. 8, where Zion
bears her children without effort, but it goes one step further. Those
addressed are no longer lookers on at Zion’s successful delivery; they
themselves become her children by participating in her joy (vv. 10-
11). This is also the only place where Zion itself grants consolation.
Everywhere else the comfort comes from God (40.1; 49.13; 51.12;
57.18; 61.2 [by the mediation of the speaker]; 66 13) and often Zion is
the recipient (51.3, 19; 52.9; 54.11). This coincides with the fact that
Zion is still a suckling of nations and kings in 49.23; 60.16, but is now
a mother. Thus the theology of Zion in the second half of BI reachs
its climax here. YHWH, who lets Jerusalem produce new offspring in
a miraculous way, also enables it to suckle the offspring. The city is
the habitat of consolation for the progeny promised to the Servant.

At the climax of the passage YHWH gets up to speak while the
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subject matter remains the same: Jerusalem. In v. 12 (‘I will make
prosperity flow upon her like a river and the wealth of the nations
like an overflowing stream’),”® commentators generally read a
reference to the promise with which the Servant presents himself:
‘Then your peace would be like a river and your righteousness like
the waves of the sea’ (48.18). Besides the verbal correspondence
(48.18: kanndhdr Flomekd; 66.12: kfndhdr $élom) the following
should be noticed. What is there a wish of the Servant,”’ becomes
fulfilled here, in prophetic perspective, in Jerusalem for the benefit of
its inhabitants, ‘the servants’ (v. 14).

When, in this way, YHWH comforts his people, his servants will
recognize his hand in what he accomplishes (v. 14). It is a general
prophetic theme that God’s intervening in history leads to ‘knowledge’
(yd‘) of him (1 Kgs 8.60; 20.13, 28; Isa. 37.20; Jer. 16.21; Ezek. 25.5;
29.9, 16; Hos. 2.22), also in TI and DI (60.16; 61.9 and 41.20; 43.10;
45.6; 49.23, 26; 52.6). Furthermore, it has been said by TI himself
that ‘the hand (ydd) of YHWH’ is capable and ready to bring salvation
(59.1; 60.21; 62.3; 64.7; 65.2; 66.2), otherwise following DI (41.20;
43.13; 49.2, 22; 50.2; 51.16; God’s ‘hand’ as a punishing instrument:
51.17). However, the primary background of this statement is the
theme of DI that the servant—both Israel, which must still make the
choice, and the suffering righteous one—comes to know YHWH
through his vicissitudes (43. 10: ‘“You are my witnesses”, says
YHWH, “and my servant, whom I have chosen, that you may know
and believe me and understand that I am He”’; 53.11: ‘He shall be
satiated with his knowledge’;?® Cyrus also gets acquainted with
YHWH through what he does to his servant Jacob [45.3f]).
Therefore, TI obviously sees it as the ultimate consequence that ‘the
servants of YHWH’ get to know him because of the salvation brought
to them. For his prophecy is precisely about this question, whether
and how YHWH will prove himself in the salvation which he has
promised to the Servant and his seed (53.10; 56.6; 63.17; 65.8f.,
13ff).

In this connection, the wording of v. 14 deserves our attention in a
more specific way: ‘The hand of YHWH shall be known to his
servants’ (w’ndd‘é yad yhwh ‘et “bddéw). Basing oneself on the
unique occurrence of the preposition ‘4t in combination with this
verb, one has often proposed the following translation: ‘It shall be
known that the hand of YHWH is with his servants’ (RSv).? That
explanation is not far-fetched, because YHWH himself has said: ‘I
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dwell in the high and holy place, and also with (’ez) him who is of a
contrite and humble spirit’ (57.15; cf. the use of the same preposition
in 57.8; 59.12; 62.11; 63.3, 11; 64.4; 65.23; 66.10). His servants,
Zion’s children, will acknowledge this, when his consolation is given
to their motiher. TI’s preaching, an elaboration of DI's message of
comfort, is accomplished here.

Summary

We may briefly summarize our reading of Isa. 56.1-66.14. It appears
that the theme of ‘the servants of YHWH’ is introduced in the last
chapters of DI (53.10; 54.17) on the one hand and programmatically
announced in the prologue of TI (56.6) on the other hand. In the
following chapters it is carefully elaborated. There is no passage,
except 63.1-6, in which the theme does not play a central part,
whether or not the expression, ‘the servants of YHWH’, itself occurs.
It is indeed missing in the larger section of 56.9-62.12, but here we
are confronted with a deliberate aposiopesis. Some terms in this text
complex that are closely connected with ‘the servants’, i.e. ‘seed’” and
‘righteousness’, prepare for the mention of ‘the servants’ (63.17). The
actual decision about their destiny, their vindication by YHWH, is
given in ch. 65.
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