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First and foremost, Thank you to Lady Sacks for attending this event. It is truly a privelege and a 

 .to be able to honor the memory and legacy of Rabbi Sacks Zichrono  Livracha with you זכות

Thank you to Dr. Harry Sieratzky who not only organized this entire event, but also provides 

constant friendship and generous support to Hebrew University and the Revivim Program 

specifically. I would also like to mention Harry’s mother Barbara Sieratzky Zichrona Livracha, 

who dedicated her life to encouraging Jewish education. Barbara also graciously contributed to 

Revivim, and had wonderful relationships with students throughout the years.   

Thank you to Rabbi Daniel Epstein and the Marble Arch Synogogue for hosting this event and 

welcoming us to your community so warmly.  

Thank you to the Hebrew University in general and the Revivim program specifically. Revivim 

is a unique teachers program. On the one hand the program pushes us to academic excellence, while 

on the other hand ensures that we stay grounded, stay relevant, and stay sensitive to each and every 

student that we come in contact with. 

Thank you to Professor Noam Mizrachi who meticulously guided me throughout every step of 

my research.   

Thank you to my wife Penina who constantly supports, challenges, and encourages me and us to 

take on new challenges. 

And of course thank you all for coming and joining us here tonight.  

It is a great honor, and a truly humbling experience to be standing and speaking where Rabbi Sacks 

once stood. One of the first pieces of his that I ever came across was a small booklet for Yom Kippur 

called Letters to the Next Generation, and there was one particular paragraph which stuck with me 

both out of my appreciation for its sensitivity to the meaning of a single word in Hebrew and for its 

profound meaning. The word in question is MASHBER, about which Rabbi Sacks writes the 

following: 

The Chinese ideogram for ‘crisis’ also means ‘opportunity’. Perhaps that’s why the Chinese have 

been around so long. Only one lanugague I know goes one further, and that is Hebrew. The Hebrew 

word for ‘crisis’ is mashber, which also means a birthing-stool. In Hebrew, crises are not just 



opportunities; they are birthpangs. Something new is being born. That’s why Jews have survived 

every crisis in 4,000 years and emerged even stronger than they were before.  

Viewing crisis as an opportunity and as birthpangs has served the Jewish people for thousands of 

years, and has manifested itself through different avenues. It is my hope that the following findings 

of my research can give voice to one such avenue. The avenue which I would like to explore is how 

a crisis can spur a dialogue between texts- specifically, Isaiah chapter 13.  

To provide some context, the book of Isaiah tells stories and prohpecies of the prophet Isaiah, who 

is lives in Jerusalem. Moreover, the prophecies in his book cover almost 200 years of history, both 

before and after the destruction of the first Temple. My research focuses on the 13th chapter of 

Isaiah.  

I would like to ask two central questions: 

1) What is the crisis that Isaiah 13 is referring to? 

2) How does Isaiah 13 grapple with this crisis? 

In order to answer the first question, we must begin by understanding the context of Isaiah 13. Isaiah 

13 is an oracle or prophecy of doom directed to Babylon. In all the books of the latter prophets, there 

is a section dedicated to foreign nations, as you can see enumerated in the tables on the screen. Also, 

as can be seen, Babylon is the opening oracle of this large unit in the book of Isaiah.  

Furthermore, as we will elaborate in a few minutes, the prophecy in chapter 13 is unique as it 

consists of two sections: one universal, as can be seen for example by verse 11:  

“I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to the arrogance of 

the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless.” 

and one particular, as can be seen by verse 19:  

“Babylon, the jewel of kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be overthrown by 

God like Sodom and Gomorrah.” 

Why is the prophet prophesying doom to Babylon? What incurred the wrath of the prophet to say 

such things to Babylon? In the year 586 BCE the Babylonian empire destroyed the temple and exiled 

the Jewish people, as we will also begin to commemorate tomorrow. Since then, Babylon has 

attracted many prophecies awaiting its demise. Not only was it to be punished, but it was hoped that 

it would get what it deserved – at least what it had done to the Jewish people – מידה כנגד מידה, or 

an eye for an eye. 

These sentiments are portrayed by the following two verses (amongst other examples): 



Jeremiah 51:24  

“But I will requite Babylon and all the inhabitants of Chaldea For all the wicked things they did to 

Zion before your eyes – declares the Lord.” 

Psalms 137:8 

8  “Daughter Babylon, doomed to destruction, happy is the one who repays you according to what 

you have done to us.” 

The verse from Psalms is particularly instructive as the beginning of this psalm is far more well 

known: ישבנו גם בכינו על נהרות בבל שם  בזכרנו את ציון  

“By the rivers of Babylon, we sat and wept when we remembered Zion.” When we picture the exiles 

we picture a people weeping by a river awaiting a return, but there is another sentiment in the same 

chapter: Anger, and a desperate desire to witness the fall and punishment of Babylon.  

These sentiments were also depicted in a painting by John Martin, an English painter in 1831. The 

painting depicts the destruction of Babylon based on prophecies such as Isaiah 13 and Jeremiah 50–

51. As can be seen in the painting, both heaven and earth come together in order to destroy Babylon.  

But as we say in Hebrew:   הציפיה האכזבה  –כגודל  גודל   meaning the greater the expectation, the 

greater the disappointment.  

While the prophecies hope for such a destruction, the contemporary historical records tell a very 

different story. What is important about these sources is not only that they are contemporary but 

also complimentary. The two sources are from two different perspectives: One, the Cyrus Cylinder 

is from the Persian (conquerors) perspective, whereas the other the Nabonidus Chronicle is from the 

Babylonian (conquered) perspective. According to the sources available, it seems quite clear that 

Babylon was not destroyed, plundered or exiled. Rather, Babylon simply capitulated and 

surrendered. 

This can be seen clearest by the following two Akkadian sources: 

The Cyrus Cylinder reads: 

“He (Marduk) made him (Cyrus) enter his city Babylon without fighting or battle.” 

“When I entered Babylon in peaceful manner, I took up my lordly abode in the royal palace amidst 

rejoicing and happiness … My vast army moved about Babylon in peace.  

The Nabonidus Chronicle reads:  

“On the sixteenth day … the army of Cyrus entered Babylon without a battle.” 



“Cyrus entered Babylon. The wine containers were filled before him. There was peace in the 

city, Cyrus proclaimed peace.” 

If we put ourselves in the exile’s shoes for a moment, it could very well be that witnessing the fall 

of Babylon, without any semblance of destruction or what had happened to their temple, sealed the 

deal in a sense – the destruction of the temple and the exile were meant to be. In a way it was a re-

destruction of the temple and a re-exile of the Jewish people, an affirmation that it was meant to be.  

How could it be that the prophecies failed to come to fruition? How could it be that those who 

destroyed the temple and exiled the people were ‘let off easy’? How could it be that God did not 

inflict upon them ‘an eye for an eye’ as he had said he would? 

It is precisely in these moments of crisis where the prophet must step in and not just predict history, 

but rather attempt to shape history and use this moment as a birthing stool.  

After understanding what the crisis is, we have to explore the question: how does Isaiah chapter 13 

grapple with this crisis?  

We now return to the prophecy, and as stated before – there are two parts to this prophecy – one 

section which deals with a universal destruction, that has nothing to do with Babylon, and the other 

section is particular and very specific about Babylon’s destruction. 

Throughout the Bible there is a very small but significant scribal practice which designates a literary 

unit. This practice is simply leaving a small or large indentation between verses. Simply put, what 

comes before the indentation (פרשה/פרשייה) is one literary unit, whereas what comes after the 

indentation/break is another literary unit and one can argue what the relationship is between the two 

units.  

It is interesting to see that in all modern printed versions of the book of Isaiah both sections of the 

prophecy appear as one single unit in the text. Thus for example we can say in a modern printing 

of the Koren publication, and in this picture of the Aleppo Codex. As opposed to this, if we turn to 

the oldest extant copy of the book of Isaiah – The Great Isaiah Scroll from Qumran, one of the most 

well preserved Dead Sea Scroll, dated to the first century BCE, we see that the scribe had a tradition 

of splitting the prophecy into two sections, precisely where the universal prophecy transitions into 

the particular prophecy. 

But if we take a closer look at these two sections of the prophecy, we can see that there is a very 

subtle dialogue that is happening between them. There are many examples, but here I will suffice 

with three. The subtle dialogue is expressed by using the same term in both sections, but in a 

different way. 



1) The Hebrew word גאון, pride, appears in both sections. In the universal section though it 

refers to the pride of the arrogant, whereas in the particular section, it refers to the 

Babylonians (who are also known as Chaldeans). 

2) The word קרוב, near, also appears twice, once in each section. Whereas in the universal 

section, what is near is the day of the Lord. A day that is meant to bring an end to all the 

wicked. In the particular section, the word near refers to the end of Babylon. 

3) Lastly, the word צבי in Hebrew has two meanings: one being beauty, the other being gazelle. 

In the universal section, the word is used in the latter sense, whereas in the particular section 

it is used in the former. 

Now that we have seen the subtle dialogue between the two sections of the prophecy, the question 

arises – what is the nature of this dialogue?  Do we see a process of specification? Meaning, is the 

particular section responding and interpreting the universal section on Babylon?Or do we see here 

a process of generalization? Meaning is the universal section responding and reinterpreting the 

particular section?  

Logically, both options exist and both options have been put forth. That being the case, I would like 

to opt for the second option, seeing here a process of generalization of a specific prophecy. I believe 

that the dialogue between these texts take on an entirely new meaning in light of the crisis brought 

about by the fact that Babylon was not destroyed as promised.  

This crisis brought with it both opportunity and birth pangs as Rabbi Sacks wrote: 

The opportunity was to transfer the prophecy from referring to a specific enemy to the very concept 

or entity of evil and wickedness. The prophecy is now not limited to one Babylonian enemy, but 

rather comes to tell the people that one day evil itself will be eradicated and good will prevail. This 

may also explain this prophecies placement at the beginning of the unit to the foreign nations. Isaiah 

is saying: even if the nations will not fall as promised they are but manifestations of evil.  

The opportunity though, brings with it birth pangs. What are the birth pangs here? Underlying this 

interpretation is a difficult and complex lesson to stomach, and that is: Divine crime and 

punishment does not always follow human expectation. Although we may yearn for a proper ‘eye 

for an eye’, that does not mean that God’s will will bend to human desire. This lesson is a painful 

one, because as humans it is far more simple for us to look at others and ask – why did they not get 

punished, what about their punishment? It is far more difficult to shift the focus on us and ask – 

how will we respond? How will we deal with things that we don’t understand?  

The time since Rabbi Sacks passing has been a turbulent one, filled with all too many crises. 

Although he is no longer with us, I hope that we can all cling to his outlook on crisis and find the 

way to transform them into opportunities. Thank you very much. 
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Prophecies to foreign nations

Ezekiel 25 – 29 Jeremiah 46 – 51 Isaiah 13 – 23 

AmonEgyptBabylon
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What is in Isaiah 13?

2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the gates of 

the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have summoned my 

warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my triumph. 4 Listen, a noise 

on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! Listen, an uproar among the 

kingdoms, like nations massing together! The LORD Almighty is mustering an army 

for war. 5 They come from faraway lands, from the ends of the heavens—

the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for 

the day of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the Almighty. 
7 Because of this, all hands will go limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will 

seize them, pain and anguish will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. 

They will look aghast at each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is 

coming—a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and 

destroy the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light. 
11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to 

the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 12 I will make 

people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 13 Therefore I will 

make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its place at the wrath of 

the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like a hunted gazelle, like 

sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own people, they will flee to 

their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust through; all who are caught 

will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be dashed to pieces before their eyes; 

their houses will be looted and their wives violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

13 1A prophecy against Babylon that Isaiah son of Amoz saw:

Universal Particular



What is in Isaiah 13?

2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the gates of 

the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have summoned my 

warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my triumph. 4 Listen, a noise 

on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! Listen, an uproar among the 

kingdoms, like nations massing together! The LORD Almighty is mustering an army 

for war. 5 They come from faraway lands, from the ends of the heavens—

the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for 

the day of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the Almighty. 
7 Because of this, all hands will go limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will 

seize them, pain and anguish will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. 

They will look aghast at each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is 

coming—a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and 

destroy the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light.
11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will

put an end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride

of the ruthless. 12 I will make people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the 

gold of Ophir. 13 Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth will 

shake from its place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning 

anger. 14 Like a hunted gazelle, like sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to 

their own people, they will flee to their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be 

thrust through; all who are caught will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be 

dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be looted and their wives 

violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

13 1A prophecy against Babylon that Isaiah son of Amoz saw:

Universal Particular



What is in Isaiah 13?

2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the gates of 

the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have summoned my 

warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my triumph. 4 Listen, a noise 

on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! Listen, an uproar among the 

kingdoms, like nations massing together! The LORD Almighty is mustering an army 

for war. 5 They come from faraway lands, from the ends of the heavens—

the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for 

the day of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the Almighty. 
7 Because of this, all hands will go limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will 

seize them, pain and anguish will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. 

They will look aghast at each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is 

coming—a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and 

destroy the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light. 
11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to 

the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 12 I will make 

people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 13 Therefore I will 

make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its place at the wrath of 

the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like a hunted gazelle, like 

sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own people, they will flee to 

their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust through; all who are caught 

will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be dashed to pieces before their eyes; 

their houses will be looted and their wives violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians,

will be overthrown by God like Sodom and

Gomorrah. 20 She will never be inhabited or lived in through all 

generations; there no nomads will pitch their tents, there no 

shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But desert creatures will lie there, 

jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

13 1A prophecy against Babylon that Isaiah son of Amoz saw:

Universal Particular



Why a prophecy of doom to Babylon?

2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the gates of 

the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have summoned my 

warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my triumph. 4 Listen, a noise 

on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! Listen, an uproar among the 

kingdoms, like nations massing together! The LORD Almighty is mustering an army 

for war. 5 They come from faraway lands, from the ends of the heavens—

the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for 

the day of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the Almighty. 
7 Because of this, all hands will go limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will 

seize them, pain and anguish will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. 

They will look aghast at each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is 

coming—a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and 

destroy the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light. 
11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to 

the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 12 I will make 

people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 13 Therefore I will 

make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its place at the wrath of 

the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like a hunted gazelle, like 

sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own people, they will flee to 

their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust through; all who are caught 

will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be dashed to pieces before their eyes; 

their houses will be looted and their wives violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

13 1A prophecy against Babylon that Isaiah son of Amoz saw:



586 B.C.E – Destruction and Exile



The hope for Babylon’s demise
:24ירמיה נא 

ל ל וּלְכ ֹ֣ י לְבָב ֶ֜ ִּ֨ מְתִׁ לַּ ת וְשִׁ ֵ֧ ים א  שְדִִּׁ֗ י כַּ ֹ֣ ם׀ יֽוֹשְב  עָתָָ֛ וּכָל־רָֽ ר־עָשׂ֥ ה   אֲש  ם יְהוָֽ ו ם נְאם יכ   ינ  ֽ וֹ  לְע  ּ֖ו ִִׁ  בְ

Jeremiah 51:24 

But I will requite Babylon and all the inhabitants of Chaldea For all the 

wicked things they did to Zion before your eyes – declares the Lord.

:קלזתהלים 

ל8 ב ֶ֗ ת־בָּ י בַּ ָ֥ ר  שְּׁ ה אַּ ָ֥ ד֫וּדָּ שְּׁ ךְהַּ ָ֑ ם־לָּ ל  שַּ יְּׁ ךְש  מוּל ֶ֗ ת־גְְּּׁ֝ ווּ׃א  לְּׁ ְְּּׁ לָּ  ָ֥ מַּ גָּ  ש 

Psalms 137:8 

8 Daughter Babylon, doomed to destruction, happy is the one who

repays you according to what you have done to us.



 - The hope for Babylon’s demiseקלזתהילים 

ל וַּהֲרוֹת ל, א  עַּ ב  ווּ--בָּ בְּׁ ם יָּשַּ ם, שָּ כִיווּ-גַּ ווּ:    בָּ ר  זָּכְּׁ ת, בְּׁ .צִיּוֹן-א 

ל הּ-ב  עַּ תוֹכָּ בִים בְּׁ לִיווּ--עֲרָּ יווּ,  ְָּּ רוֹת  .כִנֹּ

יווּ לוּווּ שוֹב  א  ם שְּׁ י, ג  כִי שָּ ר  יווּ--שִיר-דִבְּׁ ל  תוֹלָּ הוְּׁ ָָּ : ִִׂמְּׁ

ווּ .מִשִיר צִיּוֹן,    שִירוּ לָּ

יךְ ת--ד  א  הוָּה-שִיר-וָּשִיר א  ל:    יְּׁ ת , עַּ מַּ דְּׁ ראַּ .ו כָּ

ם-ה  אִם לִָּ רוּשָּ ךְ יְּׁ  ָ כָּ שְּׁ מִיוִי--א  ָ יְּׁ כַּ . ְִּשְּׁ

ק בַּ שוֹוִי-ו   ְִּדְּׁ כִי, לְּׁ ִָ כִילֹּא -אִם--לְּׁ ר  כְּׁ זְּׁ :א 

עֲל ה-אִם ת, לֹּא אַּ ַּם-א  לִ רוּשָּ ל--יְּׁ תִי, עַּ ָָּ .רֹּאש ִִׂמְּׁ

הוָּה ר יְּׁ כֹּ י אֱדוֹם, ז  זְּׁ ו  ת--לִבְּׁ ם, א  לִָּ רוּשָּ :יוֹם יְּׁ

רִים מְּׁ אֹּ רוּ , הָּ רוּעָּ ד--עָּ הּ, עַּ סוֹד בָּ יְּׁ .הַּ

ת ל-ָ  בַּ ב  ה,    בָּ דוּדָּ שְּׁ :הַּ

ל ם שַּ יְּׁ י ש  ר  שְּׁ ךְ-אַּ ת--לָּ ךְ-א  מוּל  ווּ, גְּׁ לְּׁ ְְּּׁ לָּ מַּ גָּ .ש 

י ר  שְּׁ ץ , ט  אַּ וִפ  ז וְּׁ  ָ ֹּא יּ תש  יִךְ-א  לַּ לָּ ל--עֹּ ע-א  לַּ סָּ .הַּ

1  By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we 

remembered Zion.

2  There on the poplars we hung our harps,

3 for there our captors asked us for songs, our tormentors 

demanded songs of joy; they said, “Sing us one of the songs of 

Zion!”

4  How can we sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign 

land?

5  If I forget you, Jerusalem, may my right hand forget its skill.

6 May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth if I do not 

remember you, if I do not consider Jerusalem my highest joy.

7 Remember, Lord, what the Edomites did on the day Jerusalem 

fell. “Tear it down,” they cried, “tear it down to its foundations!”

8 Daughter Babylon, doomed to destruction, happy is the one 

who repays you according to what you have done to us.

9  Happy is the one who seizes your infants and dashes 

them against the rocks.





Contemporary historical sources

The Nabonidus Chronicle

(6th Century B.C.E.)

Babylonian

The Cyrus Cylinder 

(6th Century B.C.E.)

Persian

Babylon was not destroyed



Contemporary historical sources

The Cyrus Cylinder 

(6th Century B.C.E.)

Persian

“He (Marduk) made him (Cyrus) 

enter his city Babylon without 

fighting or battle.”

“When I entered Babylon in peaceful 

manner, I took up my lordly abode in the 

royal palace amidst rejoicing and 

happiness … My vast army moved about 

Babylon in peace. 



Contemporary historical sources

The Nabonidus Chronicle

(6th Century B.C.E.)

Babylonian

“On the sixteenth day … the army 

of Cyrus entered Babylon without a 

battle.”

“Cyrus entered Babylon. The wine 

containers were filled before him. 

There was peace in the city, Cyrus 

proclaimed peace.”



The two major questions:

What 

is the crisis that 
Isaiah 13 is 

grappling with?

How 

does Isaiah 13 
grapple with it?



What is in Isaiah 13?

2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the gates of 

the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have summoned my 

warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my triumph. 4 Listen, a noise 

on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! Listen, an uproar among the 

kingdoms, like nations massing together! The LORD Almighty is mustering an army 

for war. 5 They come from faraway lands, from the ends of the heavens—

the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for 

the day of the LORD is near; it will come like destruction from the Almighty. 
7 Because of this, all hands will go limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will 

seize them, pain and anguish will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. 

They will look aghast at each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is 

coming—a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and 

destroy the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light. 
11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to 

the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 12 I will make 

people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 13 Therefore I will 

make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its place at the wrath of 

the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like a hunted gazelle, like 

sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own people, they will flee to 

their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust through; all who are caught 

will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be dashed to pieces before their eyes; 

their houses will be looted and their wives violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

13 1A prophecy against Babylon that Isaiah son of Amoz saw:

Universal Particular



Two 
prophecies – 

one unit



Two 
prophecies – 

one unit





The Great Isaiah Scroll







A dialogue 
between the 
universal and 

particular

Universal (vss. 2–16) Particular (vss. 17–22)

פִיל11 שְּׁ רִיצִים אַּ ת עָּ אֲוַּ גַּ אוֹן ז דִים וְּׁ בַּ ְִּי גְּׁ הִשְּׁ וְּׁ

I will put an end to the pride of the 

arrogant

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ תוְּׁ ר  א  כוֹת  ְִּפְּׁ לָּ מְּׁ בִי מַּ ל צְּׁ ב  בָּ

דִים  ְִּׁׂ אוֹן כַּ גְּׁ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms, proud 

splendor of the Chaldeans

ילִילו6ּ י יָּבוֹאה  דַּ ד מִשַּ שֹּ הוָּה כְּׁ רוֹב יוֹם יְּׁ  כִי קָּ

Howl! For the day of the Lord is near

כו22ּ ש  ֹּא יִמָּ יהָּ ל יָּמ  הּ וְּׁ בוֹא עִ ְָּּ רוֹב לָּ קָּ וְּׁ

Her [Babylon] hour is close at hand; 

Her days will no be long

בִי 14 יָּה כִצְּׁ הָּ ָוְּׁ מֻדָּ

Then like gazelles that are chased … 

Each man shall turn back to his people

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ כוֹת וְּׁ לָּ מְּׁ בִי מַּ ל צְּׁ ב  בָּ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms



A dialogue 
between the 
universal and 

particular

Universal (vss. 2–16) Particular (vss. 17–22)

בַּ ְִּי 11 הִשְּׁ אוֹן זֵדִים וְּׁ רִיצִים  גְּ ת עָּ אֲוַּ גַּ וְּׁ

פִיל שְּׁ אַּ

I will put an end to the pride of the 

arrogant

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ תוְּׁ ר  א  כוֹת  ְִּפְּׁ לָּ מְּׁ בִי מַּ ל צְּׁ ב  בָּ

דִים שְּ אוֹן כַּ גְּ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms, proud 

splendor of the Chaldeans

ילִילו6ּ י יָּבוֹאה  דַּ ד מִשַּ שֹּ הוָּה כְּׁ רוֹב יוֹם יְּׁ  כִי קָּ

Howl! For the day of the Lord is near

כו22ּ ש  ֹּא יִמָּ יהָּ ל יָּמ  הּ וְּׁ בוֹא עִ ְָּּ רוֹב לָּ קָּ וְּׁ

Her [Babylon’s] hour is close at hand; 

Her days will not be long

בִי 14 יָּה כִצְּׁ הָּ ָוְּׁ מֻדָּ

Then like gazelles that are chased … 

Each man shall turn back to his people

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ כוֹת וְּׁ לָּ מְּׁ בִי מַּ ל צְּׁ ב  בָּ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms



A dialogue 
between the 
universal and 

particular

Universal (vss. 2–16) Particular (vss. 17–22)

פִיל11 שְּׁ רִיצִים אַּ ת עָּ אֲוַּ גַּ אוֹן ז דִים וְּׁ בַּ ְִּי גְּׁ הִשְּׁ וְּׁ

I will put an end to the pride of the 

arrogant

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ תוְּׁ ר  א  כוֹת  ְִּפְּׁ לָּ מְּׁ בִי מַּ ל צְּׁ ב  בָּ

דִים  ְִּׁׂ אוֹן כַּ גְּׁ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms, proud 

splendor of the Chaldeans

ילִילו6ּ י יָּבוֹאקָרוֹב כִי ה  דַּ ד מִשַּ שֹּ הוָּה כְּׁ יוֹם יְּׁ

Howl! For the day of the Lord is near

כוּקָרוֹבוְּׁ 22 ש  ֹּא יִמָּ יהָּ ל יָּמ  הּ וְּׁ בוֹא עִ ְָּּ לָּ

Her [Babylon’s] hour is close at hand; 

Her days will not be long

בִי 14 יָּה כִצְּׁ הָּ ָוְּׁ מֻדָּ

Then like gazelles that are chased … 

Each man shall turn back to his people

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ כוֹת וְּׁ לָּ מְּׁ בִי מַּ ל צְּׁ ב  בָּ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms



A dialogue 
between the 
universal and 

particular

Universal (vss. 2–16) Particular (vss. 17–22)

פִיל11 שְּׁ רִיצִים אַּ ת עָּ אֲוַּ גַּ אוֹן ז דִים וְּׁ בַּ ְִּי גְּׁ הִשְּׁ וְּׁ

I will put an end to the pride of the 

arrogant

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ תוְּׁ ר  א  כוֹת  ְִּפְּׁ לָּ מְּׁ בִי מַּ ל צְּׁ ב  בָּ

דִים  ְִּׁׂ אוֹן כַּ גְּׁ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms, proud 

splendor of the Chaldeans

ילִילו6ּ י יָּבוֹאה  דַּ ד מִשַּ שֹּ הוָּה כְּׁ רוֹב יוֹם יְּׁ  כִי קָּ

Howl! For the day of the Lord is near

כו22ּ ש  ֹּא יִמָּ יהָּ ל יָּמ  הּ וְּׁ בוֹא עִ ְָּּ רוֹב לָּ קָּ וְּׁ

Her [Babylon’s] hour is close at hand; 

Her days will not be long

יָּה כִ 14 הָּ בִיוְּׁ ָצְּ מֻדָּ

Then like gazelles that are chased … 

Each man shall turn back to his people

ה19 תָּ יְּׁ הָּ ל וְּׁ ב  בִיבָּ כוֹת צְּ לָּ מְּׁ מַּ

And Babylon, glory of kingdoms



2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the 

gates of the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have 

summoned my warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my 

triumph. 4 Listen, a noise on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! 

Listen, an uproar among the kingdoms, like nations massing together! 

The LORD Almighty is mustering an army for war. 5 They come from faraway 

lands, from the ends of the heavens—the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—

to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for the day of the LORD is near; it will 

come like destruction from the Almighty. 7 Because of this, all hands will go 

limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will seize them, pain and anguish 

will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. They will look aghast at 

each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is coming—a 

cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and destroy 

the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its 

light. 11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an 

end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 
12 I will make people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 
13 Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its 

place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like 

a hunted gazelle, like sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own 

people, they will flee to their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust 

through; all who are caught will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be 

dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be looted and their wives 

violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

What is the nature of this dialogue?
Generalization or Specification



2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the 

gates of the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have 

summoned my warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my 

triumph. 4 Listen, a noise on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! 

Listen, an uproar among the kingdoms, like nations massing together! 

The LORD Almighty is mustering an army for war. 5 They come from faraway 

lands, from the ends of the heavens—the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—

to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for the day of the LORD is near; it will 

come like destruction from the Almighty. 7 Because of this, all hands will go 

limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will seize them, pain and anguish 

will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. They will look aghast at 

each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is coming—a 

cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and destroy 

the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its 

light. 11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an 

end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 
12 I will make people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 
13 Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its 

place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like 

a hunted gazelle, like sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own 

people, they will flee to their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust 

through; all who are caught will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be 

dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be looted and their wives 

violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

What is the nature of this dialogue?
Generalization or Specification

Specification



2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the 

gates of the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have 

summoned my warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my 

triumph. 4 Listen, a noise on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! 

Listen, an uproar among the kingdoms, like nations massing together! 

The LORD Almighty is mustering an army for war. 5 They come from faraway 

lands, from the ends of the heavens—the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—

to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for the day of the LORD is near; it will 

come like destruction from the Almighty. 7 Because of this, all hands will go 

limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will seize them, pain and anguish 

will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. They will look aghast at 

each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is coming—a 

cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and destroy 

the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its 

light. 11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an 

end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 
12 I will make people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 
13 Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its 

place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like 

a hunted gazelle, like sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own 

people, they will flee to their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust 

through; all who are caught will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be 

dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be looted and their wives 

violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

What is the nature of this dialogue?
Generalization or Specification

Generalization



2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the 

gates of the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have 

summoned my warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my 

triumph. 4 Listen, a noise on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! 

Listen, an uproar among the kingdoms, like nations massing together! 

The LORD Almighty is mustering an army for war. 5 They come from faraway 

lands, from the ends of the heavens—the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—

to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for the day of the LORD is near; it will 

come like destruction from the Almighty. 7 Because of this, all hands will go 

limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will seize them, pain and anguish 

will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. They will look aghast at 

each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is coming—a 

cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and destroy 

the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its 

light. 11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an 

end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 
12 I will make people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 
13 Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its 

place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like 

a hunted gazelle, like sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own 

people, they will flee to their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust 

through; all who are caught will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be 

dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be looted and their wives 

violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

What is the nature of this dialogue?
Generalization or Specification

Generalization

Specification



2 Raise a banner on a bare hilltop, shout to them;beckon to them to enter the 

gates of the nobles. 3 I have commanded those I prepared for battle; I have 

summoned my warriors to carry out my wrath—those who rejoice in my 

triumph. 4 Listen, a noise on the mountains, like that of a great multitude! 

Listen, an uproar among the kingdoms, like nations massing together! 

The LORD Almighty is mustering an army for war. 5 They come from faraway 

lands, from the ends of the heavens—the LORD and the weapons of his wrath—

to destroy the whole country. 6 Wail, for the day of the LORD is near; it will 

come like destruction from the Almighty. 7 Because of this, all hands will go 

limp, every heart will melt with fear. 8 Terror will seize them, pain and anguish 

will grip them; they will writhe like a woman in labor. They will look aghast at 

each other, their faces aflame. 9 See, the day of the LORD is coming—a 

cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and destroy 

the sinners within it. 10 The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 

show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its 

light. 11 I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an 

end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. 
12 I will make people scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir. 
13 Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake from its 

place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 14 Like 

a hunted gazelle, like sheep without a shepherd, they will all return to their own 

people, they will flee to their native land. 15 Whoever is captured will be thrust 

through; all who are caught will fall by the sword. 16 Their infants will be 

dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be looted and their wives 

violated.

17 See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for 

silver and have no delight in gold. 18 Their bows will strike down 

the young men; they will have no mercy on infants, nor will they 

look with compassion on children. 19 Babylon, the jewel of 

kingdoms, the pride and glory of the Babylonians, will be 

overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah. 20 She will never be 

inhabited or lived in through all generations; there no nomads will 

pitch their tents, there no shepherds will rest their flocks. 21 But 

desert creatures will lie there, jackals will fill her houses;

there the owls will dwell, and there the wild goats will leap about. 
22 Hyenas will inhabit her strongholds, jackals her luxurious palaces. 

Her time is at hand, and her days will not be prolonged.

What is the nature of this dialogue?
Generalization or Specification

Generalization





Opportunity – God was not referring to a 

particular nation, but rather the very entity 

of evil and wickedness. 



Prophecies to foreign nations

Ezekiel 25–29 Jeremiah 46–51 Isaiah 13–23 

AmonEgyptBabylon

Moab and SeirPhilistinesPhilistia

EdomMoabMoab

PhilistiaAmmonitesDamascus

TyreEdomEgypt

SidonDamascusDesert of the Sea

EgyptKedarDumah

ElamBearav (In the Steppe)

BabylonValley of Vision

Tyre



Opportunity – God was not referring to a 

particular nation, but rather the very entity 

of evil and wickedness. 

Birthpangs – Divine crime and punishment 

does not always follow human expectation.



Textual Innovation 
in Times of Crisis: 

Understanding 
Isaiah 13


