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Isaiah 36:1-37:20
The Challenge to One’s Faith

Purpose:  To encourage God’s people how to respond when their faith in God is challenged by unbelievers.
Introduction:  When you have determined by God’s grace to live for Him no matter what the cost, opposition often arises.  The temptation is to be reduced to despair.  How can we respond when the obedience to that very faith is opposed by others?  We see in chapters 36-37 the living out of the truths taught in chapters 13-35: trust in God alone.
1) The setting for the unbeliever’s challenge—36:1-3
a) The 14th year of Hezekiah 29-year reign would be 701 BC (Ussher has 711 BC)
i) See the parallel account in 2nd Kings 18:13-ff and 2nd Chronicles 32:1-ff written by Isaiah (2nd Chronicles 32:32).
ii) After he had restored the true worship of Yahweh (2nd Kings 18:4-6)
b) The Rabshakeh was an officer in Sennacherib’s court.  Sennacherib was trying to win all of Palestine for himself (2nd Chronicles 32:1)
c) Lachish is located @ 30 miles SW of Jerusalem, guarding the road to Egypt.
d) The roles of Eliakim and Shebna have been reversed as God said (22:20-23)
2) Sennacherib challenges Hezekiah through the Rabshakeh—36:4-22

a) The Rabshakeh speaks for Sennacherib—36:4-10
· His speech is typical of the warfare tactics of the day: day, insulting, and intimidating

i) He ridicules their misplaced confidence in Egypt for horses—36:4-6, 8-9
ii) He ridicules them for placing their confidence in Yahweh—36:7, 10
(1) He claims Yahweh has sent Sennacherib to destroy them, which was ultimately true (Isaiah 8:7-8; 10:5-6).

b) The Jewish leaders request he speak in Aramaic instead of Hebrew—36:11
c) The Rabshakeh challenges the people of Jerusalem—36:12-20

i) Hezekiah cannot deliver you—36:14

ii) Yahweh cannot deliver you—36:15

(1) Wicked men regard confidence in God as foolishness.

iii) Claims that Sennacherib is more trustworthy than God or your king—36:16-17

(1) He will treat you well, after he deports and resettles you
iv) He blasphemes Yahweh by comparing Him to other gods—36:18-20
(1) This contradicts his earlier claim (36:10) that he is acting on Yahweh’s behalf

(2) He spoke many other things against Yahweh (2nd Chronicles 32:16, 19)
(3) The religion of the northern tribes, who were destroyed 20 years earlier, was not even noticeable to the Assyrians as the worship of Yahweh. (EBC 6:239)
(a) Our neighbors know what our true religion is.

d) The trio of Jews leave without responding to the Rabshakeh—36:21-22

i) As Calvin once said, “Contending for truth can sometimes produce a strife that obscures the truth.” (Oswalt, 1:644)
3) Hezekiah responds to the Rabshakeh—37:1-7
a) By going in mourning to Yahweh’s temple—37:1
i) He had struggled with faith earlier (2nd Kings 18:14-16).

b) By contacting Yahweh’s spokesman Isaiah—37:2-5
· Shows the respect which he had for Isaiah.  What a testimony to God’s grace.
i) Hezekiah admits his failure and helplessness—37:3

ii) Hezekiah thinks Yahweh will hear and rebuke the Assyrians—37:4a

iii) Hezekiah asks Isaiah to pray for the remaining remnant—37:4b

(1) It is not recorded that Isaiah does indeed pray for them.

c) Yahweh graciously reveals His plan to Hezekiah through Isaiah—37:6-7

i) Don’t fear the Assyrians.
ii) God reveals the future, both immediate and distant (20 years later).
4) Sennacherib responds—37:8-13

a) Libnah was a Levitical city, closer to Jerusalem (1st Chronicles 6:54, 57).
i) Near the valley leading to Jerusalem

b) By fighting against the Ethiopians—37:9a

i) Sennacherib had defeated the Egyptian army before moving to Lachish.  Now the Egyptians fight again.
ii) Tirhakah was a notorious conqueror in the land south of Egypt

c) By writing to Hezekiah in which he attacks Yahweh—37:9b-13

i) Tells Hezekiah to avoid being deceived by Yahweh—37:10
ii) Tells Hezekiah that Yahweh is like all other gods—37:11-13
5) Hezekiah responds to Sennacherib by praying to Yahweh—37:14-20

a) He reads Sennacherib’s letter and took it before Yahweh in the temple—37:14
i) As we would take such a letter to our closest friend.

ii) Instead of answering the letter, he asks Yahweh to answer it, because it is God’s honor and glory that are at stake! (Gill)

iii) Unlike his father Ahaz!  And unlike the recorded prayers of the Egyptians who claimed they deserved to be helped.
b) He prays to Yahweh with a repentant heart—37:15-20

i) Recognizes Yahweh’s uniqueness—37:16a  “Yahweh of hosts, God of Israel, who is dwelling with the cherubim (God is close by, i.e. over the ark in the holy of holies), You are the God, You alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth.
(1) Not just over Judah, but over all nations, including Assyria and its army.

ii) Recognizes the character of Yahweh—37:16b-17 You have made the heavens and the earth.  17 Turn Your ear, O Yahweh, and hear.  Open Your eyes, O Yahweh, and see.  And hear all the words of Sennacherib that he sent (by the Rabshakeh) to mock the living God.
(1) The Creator has the authority over all He creates.
(2) He is the God who hears (without ears) and sees (without eyes) all things.

iii) Recognizes the powerful work of the Assyrians—37:18-19  Truly, O Yahweh, the kings of Assyria have made desolate all the nations and their lands, 19 and have put their gods into the fire … And they have destroyed them.

(1) From God’s perspective, the Assyrian victories are overinflated.  The reason for the victories was because of the character of the false gods.

iv) Recognizes the character of the other “gods”—37:19b …because they were no gods, but the work of the hands of men, wood and stone…
(1) The true God, characterized by otherness, cannot be represented by the things of this world.

v) Recognizes Yahweh’s uniqueness—37:20  Now therefore (because of Sennacherib’s past actions  toward other peoples and their gods, and because of his current threats toward Yahweh’s people and their God), O Yahweh our God, save us from his hand, that all the kingdoms of the earth may know that You alone are Yahweh.
(1) The deliverance of God’s people from the hand of Sennacherib would prove Yahweh to be infinitely superior to the “no gods” of the other nations Sennacherib to glory in destroying. (Alexander, 2:64)

(2) “We can talk easily of the importance of God’s being glorified until we are hurting.  Then it is of chief importance that we be delivered, and how God is perceived in it all is of no consequence.  All too often our well-being is the end and God is only a means to that end.  Here Hezekiah demonstrates the opposite: God is the end and deliverance is the means.” (Oswalt, 1:655-656)
6) Summary and applications

a) Always take the matter to God in prayer.

i) True prayer faces the facts, but interprets them theologically. (EBC, 6:231)

ii) God commonly uses the gratuitous provocation of the godless to provoke saints to transforming prayer. (Waltke, O.T. Theology, p. 627)

b) Always be more concerned with God’s reputation than your own.
Isaiah 37:21-38
Purpose:  To encourage God’s people regarding the powerful God who answers prayer.
1) God responds through revelation given to Isaiah because of Hezekiah’s prayer—37:21-22a
a) Sennacherib had spoken to Hezekiah about Yahweh.  Hezekiah had spoken to Yahweh about Sennacherib; now Yahweh speaks to Hezekiah about Sennacherib…God has the final word on our nature and destiny…  It is what God says about you and me which is of ultimate importance. (Oswalt, 1:659)
2) God’s revealed response concerning Sennacherib—37:22b-29

a) Three-fold mocking of Sennacherib by the people of Jerusalem—37:22b

i) The description of Jerusalem—a helpless victim before a swaggering rapist
ii) The attitude of Jerusalem—mocking her impotent attacker
b) Questioning accusations from the true God—37:23  23 Whom have you mocked and reviled?  And against whom have you raised your voice and lifted up your eyes on high?  Against the Holy One of Israel.

c) God knows Sennacherib’s words and plans—37:24-25
i) Sennacherib, through the letters given to Hezekiah through Rabshakeh, mocked the Sovereign (Adonai) God (37:14)
ii) God knows with precision what was said and the attitude behind it.
(1) Sennacherib claimed to both provide water where there was none, and to exhaust vast supplies of water wherever he went.
d) Sennacherib’s relationship to God’s purpose—37:26-27

i) Sennacherib’s past actions were predetermined by God—37:26-27
(1) God determined these things long before Sennacherib existed (“long ago…from days of old”)
(a) “…he is not responding to unfolding events, but that events reveal his own long-intended purpose” (ESV Study Bible)
(2) God brought his purpose to fruition at just the right time (“Now…”)
(3) God determined to use Sennacherib to accomplish His purpose (“that you should be…”) [remember Isaiah 8:6-8; 10:5-6]
ii) In the present and future—37:28-29
(1) God knows everything about Sennacherib—28 And I know your sitting down (where he lives) and your going out and your coming in (all he does), and your raging against Me (what he says).
(2) God restrains and removes Sennacherib
(a) Using the same imagery of what the Assyrians did to their captives.
3) Direct revelation for Hezekiah—37:30-35

a) God will restore normal agricultural cycles—37:30

i) This was a sign of remembrance of God’s work

b) God will preserve the remnant—37:31-32
i) Sennacherib’s invasion had removed over 200,000 Jews from the land and had devastated the land itself (Isaiah 1:7-8)
ii) Only the true God can defend His city, no human effort.
c) God will defend Jerusalem—37:33-35
i) Prohibiting Sennacherib’s intentions, redirecting Sennacherib’s movements, defending Jerusalem for the ultimate purpose (“for My own sake” which Sennacherib mocked) and a secondary purpose (“for the sake of David My servant” demonstrating loyalty to His covenant with David [2nd Samuel 7:12-16])
ii) “Repentance and trust do not cause the deliverance; rather, the cause is God’s faithfulness to his own character.” (Oswalt, 1:666-667)
4) God judges Sennacherib and his army—37:36-38 (a fulfillment of Isaiah 31:8-9)
a) God destroys part of Sennacherib’s army and removes him from the area—37:36-37

i) “and they arose early in the morning…” could refer to the people of Jerusalem or to the rest of Sennacherib’s army at Libnah or the force around Jerusalem
ii) The news of this destruction is probably the report prophesied in 37:7
iii) This is result of the plans of the great king of whom Rabshakeh had boasted.

iv) Sennacherib returns home, not as a satisfied conqueror, but with shame of face.

v) Remember Daniel 4:37 and Nebuchadnezzar’s own remarks about God.

b) God destroys Sennacherib 20 years later—37:38 (as prophesied in 37:7)
i) Sennacherib received no protection in the temple of his god whom he was worshiping, while Hezekiah did receive protection from the God into whose temple he went for prayer.
(1) Sennacherib may have thought he was well away from Jerusalem, but he was not away from Jerusalem’s God.  (Oswalt, 1:670)

ii) Secular reports of this event indicate these two sons were jealous that Sennacherib had chosen their younger brother Esarhaddon instead of them.

5) Summary and applications

a) Because God has an eternal purpose to accomplish, we are to pray to Him

i) He has determined to answer prayers that He enables His people to offer according to His will.

b) Because God was mocked, God protects His glory jealously.
c) Because God destroyed Sennacherib’s army, God gets the glory ultimately.
i) King Hezekiah and Jerusalem could do nothing to protect themselves.

ii) God has chosen Israel and Jerusalem, He alone can and will protect it.

(1) All other gods are powerless to do anything.
Isaiah 38:1-22
Purpose:  To challenge believers regarding Godward prayer
1) The context of the prayer is that of terminal illness—38:1-3

a) 1 In those days, Hezekiah became sick to the point of death.

i) See 2nd Chronicles 32:24-26; 2nd Kings 20:1-11
ii) Before the deliverance from Sennacherib mentioned in Isaiah 36-37, because of the promises to deliver and to protect Jerusalem in 38:5.
b) Settle your final affairs—And Isaiah the prophet, the son of Amoz, came to him and said to him, “Thus says Yahweh: ‘Give instructions to [Piel impv.] your household, because you are dying and you will not recover.’”
c) Hezekiah prays—2 And Hezekiah turned his face to the wall and prayed to Yahweh, 3 and said, “Please, Yahweh, remember [Qal impv.] now …
i) Requests Yahweh to remember two things about his life:
(1) how I have walked before you in faithfulness and with a whole heart,
(2) and have done what is good in your sight.”
ii) And Hezekiah wept with great weeping.
(1) His response to God’s sovereignty was not stoic fatalism, but a deep-seated, emotion-filled request.
(2) Perhaps because …

(a) He had no children to carry on the family line?  Manasseh is not born for another 3 years.

(b) He was young (@ 39 years old)

(c) His death during the Assyrian crisis would leave the nation without a king.

iii) He did not ask for healing, protection, or deliverance.  He is perhaps appealing to the warning of punishment in God’s covenant with David (2nd Samuel 7:14)
d) NB:  We have no promise that every terminal illness of every believer will be reversed simply because God reverses the illness of Hezekiah.  Sometimes God in His wise mercy takes His children home through the illness, and sometimes in His wise mercy, He reverses the illness.  The choice is His and His alone.
2) God answers Hezekiah’s prayer—38:4-8

a) Recognition of his prayer—38:4-5a

i) 4 And the word of Yahweh came to Isaiah, saying 5 to go and say to Hezekiah, “Thus says Yahweh, the God of David your father: ‘I have heard your prayer; I have seen your tears.

ii) This is a reminder of God’s covenant with David.  Thus, this is not a change of mind, but rather the opposite (i.e. faithfulness to His Word).
iii) God knows and sees all with infinite perfection.

iv) What grace demonstrated in Isaiah that he responds different from Jonah.

b) Answers to prayer regarding two desperate situations—38:5b-6
i) Hezekiah had simply prayed, “Remember…”.

ii) Prolonging of Hezekiah’s life—Behold, I am adding to your days fifteen years.
(1) Hezekiah was only 38-39 years old at the time of this event

iii) Protection of Jerusalem—6 And from the hand of the king of Assyria, I will deliver you and this city; and I will protect this city.
(1) See the parallel account in 2nd Kings 20:6 for the reason for these acts of God.

c) The sign—38:7-8
i) 7 This is to you the sign from Yahweh that Yahweh will do this thing that he has promised: 8 Behold, I am causing the shadow on the steps, which has gone down on the sun dial of Ahaz, to go backwards ten steps.”

ii) So, the sun turned back ten steps the steps it had gone down.
(1) This was also acknowledged in Babylon—2nd Chronicles 32:31

iii) Exactly how God did this does not matter; it was a miracle.
3) The psalm of Hezekiah concerning his illness and recovery—38:9-20

a) Introduction by the man who stared death in the face—38:9

i) 9 A writing of Hezekiah, the king of Judah, after he had been sick and had recovered from his sickness:
b) Hezekiah anticipates death—38:10-16 [an appeal to God against God]
i) Recognition of the brevity of life and the finality of death—38:10-11  10 “I said, ‘In the middle (lit. “quiet”) of my days I must depart to the gates of Sheol, I have been summoned for the remainder of my years.’  11 I said, ‘I will not see Yah, Yah in the land of the living; I will look no more upon man among the inhabitants of the world.
ii) Recognition of God’s direct involvement in his illness—38:12  12 My dwelling is plucked up and is removed from me like a shepherd’s tent; like a weaver I have rolled up my life; He (Yahweh) cuts me off from the loom; from day to night You (Yahweh) bring me to an end;
iii) Recognition of the reality of his suffering—38:13-14a  13 I have calmed (lit. “smoothed”) myself until morning; like a lion, so He breaks all my bones; from day to night you bring me to an end.  14 Like a swallow or a crane I chirp; are weary I moan like a dove; my eyes have grown weary with looking upward.
iv) Recognition of God’s sovereignty—38:14b-16  O Sovereign, I am oppressed; be my guarantor [Qal impv.].  15 What can I say?  For He has spoken to me, and He Himself has done it.  I will walk slowly all my years because of the bitterness of my soul.  16 O Sovereign, by these things [God’s words and deeds mentioned in 38:14] men live, and in all these is the life of my spirit.  O restore me to health [Hiph. impf.] and make me live [Hiph. impv.].
(1) He cries out to his Oppressor to save him.

c) Hezekiah demonstrates gratitude for the benefits of suffering—38:17-20

i) Greater maturity and forgiveness from a tender-loving God—38:17  17 Behold, it was for my completeness that I have great bitterness; but You have loved [i.e. spared] my soul from the pit of destruction, because You have cast all my sins behind Your back.
(1) “When God pardons sin he casts it behind his back, as not designing to look upon it with an eye of justice and jealousy.  He remembers it no more, to visit for it.  The pardon does not make the sin not to have been, or not to have been sin, but not to be punished as it deserves.  When we cast our sins behind our back, and take no care to repent of them, God sets them before his face, and is ready to reckon for them; but when we set them before our face in true repentance, as David did when his sin was ever before him, God casts them behind his back.”  Matthew Henry
ii) Recognition of God’s faithfulness—38:18-19  18 For Sheol cannot thank You; death cannot praise You; those who go down into the pit cannot hope concerning Your faithfulness (reliability, dependability).  19 The living, the living, he thanks You as I do this day.  Father makes known Your faithfulness to the children.
(1) Hezekiah apparently did not understand the concept of a future resurrection as Isaiah did (26:19).

(2) Hezekiah was childless at the time of this writing, but God’s covenant with David promised ongoing descendents.
(a) Given Manasseh’s apostasy, did Hezekiah pass these truths on to his son?

iii) Confidence in Yahweh’s revealed will—38:20  20 Yahweh will save me [grammar indicates emphatic, imminent rescue], and we will sing my music with stringed instruments all the days of our life in the house of Yahweh.”
(1) Hezekiah enjoyed musical instruments (2nd Chronicles 29:25-30)

(2) Life is not long enough to give God the praise that is due Him.
4) Explanation of the healing itself—38:21-22

a) 21 Now, Isaiah said, “Let them take a cake of figs and apply to the boil that he may recover.
i) The healing from this terminal illness was not in the figs, but in God.
b) 22 And Hezekiah said, “What is the sign that I will go up to the house of Yahweh?”
i) How can he reconcile the two seemingly contradictory words from Yahweh in 38:1 & 38:5?

(1) He took God literally, and needed clarification, not confirmation.

ii) And how will he know it will take places?  Compare with 2nd Kings 20:5, that he would go up to the temple on the 3rd day.
5) Summary and applications

a) Prayer is usually a response to God’s revealed will.
b) Prayer is a demonstration of our submission to God’s revelation.

c) Prayer is rooted in our confidence in God’s sovereign faithfulness.
Isaiah 39:1-8

Purpose:  To challenge the people as to the need for consistent trust in God.
Introduction:

Remember that Hezekiah battled with pride (2nd Chronicles 32:23-26).  He is all too easily diverted from his trust when the pressure is removed.
See the parallel accounts in 2nd Kings 20:12-19 and 2nd Chronicles 32:31

This introduces Babylon, which nation is the primary adversary in Isaiah 40-66.

1) The setting for a disaster—39:1-2

a) Flattery attempted—39:1  1 At that time (@ 703-702 B.C., i.e. prior to chapters 36-37) Merodach-baladan, the song of Baladan king of Babylon, had sent letters and a gift to Hezekiah when he heard that he had been sick and recovered.
i) Remember that the Babylonians were somehow aware of God’s sign (of his healing) given to Hezekiah—2nd Chronicles 32:31
ii) Merodach-baladan was attempting to regain control of Babylon from the Assyrians.
b) Flattery successful—39:2  2 And Hezekiah rejoiced over them, and showed them the house of his treasures—the silver, and the gold, and the spices, and the precious oil, and all the house of his weapons—even all that was found in his storehouses.  There was not a thing that Hezekiah did not show them in his house or in his entire realm.
i) An act of great vanity and political short-sightedness.  (Buksbazen, p. 297)

ii) How flattering for little Judah to have Babylon’s attention.  In other words, “Yes, I would make a powerful ally, wouldn’t I?”  (Chisolm, p. 92)

iii) These resources are the object of desire of the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Persians. (Harman, p. 262)

iv) Here was a ready-made opportunity for Hezekiah to glorify God before these pagan Babylonians, to tell of His greatness and of His grace.  Instead he focused on himself.

2) The warning of impending disaster for flirting—39:3-8
a) A time of questioning—39:3-4  3 Then came Isaiah the prophet to king Hezekiah, and said to him,…
i) NB the wise approach of Isaiah to his king.  He does not seek information so much as he seeks to lead Hezekiah to realize the enormity of what he has done.
ii) Question # 1—“What did these men say,
(1) Hezekiah does not answer this question
iii) Question # 2—and from where did they come to you?”

(1) An honest answer—And Hezekiah said, “From a far country they have come to me, from Babylon.”
iv) Question # 3—4 And he (Isaiah) said, “What have they seen in your house?”

(1) An honest answer—And Hezekiah said, “They have seen all that is in my house.  There is not a thing that I did not show them in my storehouses.”
(a) Yahweh commanded the Israelite kings not to accumulate wealth (Deuteronomy 17:17) to prevent foreign nations from desiring it.

v) NB, they came as part of a test from Yahweh to reveal what was in Hezekiah’s heart (2nd Chronicles 32:31).
b) A prophecy—39:5-8

i) The source of the prophecy—39:5 5 Then Isaiah said to Hezekiah, “Hear [Qal impv.] the word of Yahweh of hosts:
ii) The content of the prophecy is directed at the dynasty—39:6-7

(1) The timing of the fulfillment is indefinite—the days are coming when…
(2) Plundering of the royal treasury—39:6  6 ‘Behold, the days are coming when all that is in your house and that which your fathers have stored up until this day, will be carried to Babylon.  Not a thing will be left,’ says Yahweh.
(a) I.e. Since they have seen all, they will take all.
(b) Emphasizes poor stewardship on Hezekiah’s part.
(3) Captivity and jeopardizing of the royal dynasty—39:7  7 ‘And some of your own sons who will descend from you, whom you will father, will be taken away and they will be eunuchs (unable to father their own children?) in the palace of the king of Babylon.’

(a) Hezekiah had no son at the time of this prophecy.  This was a sign of hope (fulfilling the covenant with David) and punishment for sin.
(b) See the fulfillment of this approximately 100 years later in 605-586 BC (2nd Kings 24:12-16; Daniel 1:1-7)

(i) What Sennacherib could not accomplish, Babylon will, by God’s will.

(c) They would be enslaved to the very people Hezekiah was flirting with for political alliance.

(4) The mention of the Babylonian exile helps lay the groundwork for 40-66.

iii) Hezekiah’s response to the prophecy—39:8
(1) Can be interpreted positively or negatively.  I choose the positive.

(2) Hezekiah’s respectful, submissive response—39:8a  8 Then Hezekiah said to Isaiah, “The word of Yahweh that you have spoken is good.”

(a) Hezekiah recognized his sin and repented of his pride (2nd Chronicles 32:26).
(3) Hezekiah’s grateful response—39:8b  And he said, “Surely there will be peace and security in my days.”
(a) This was evidence of his confidence in God’s promise to protect the city in his lifetime (38:6).

(b) A demonstration of God’s mercy to little Judah and her human king.
3) Summary and applications

a) Pride, whether in the heart of a believer or that of an unbeliever, is still sinful.
b) Trust must be a way of life, not just a “lucky rabbit’s foot” to be rubbed when times are tough.
c) Trust in good human beings is just as unsure as trust in bad human beings.  People will fail us; God will not.
d) Sin rarely affects only the individual; its consequences are usually more widespread.
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