Session 18

Isaiah 18:1-20:6 | Cush, Egypt, and the
Folly of Trusting the Nations

Isaiah Oracle by Oracle | Dr. Randy White

Isaiah 18-20 forms a connected group within the burdens against the nations. Cush and Egypt
were attractive allies to the smaller states threatened by Assyria, but Isaiah shows that neither
nation controlled its own future. Chapter 18 tells distant Cush to watch while the LORD quietly
prepares to cut down the gathered power and later receive a present at Zion. Chapter 19 moves
from Egypt’s political, religious, environmental, and economic collapse to an unmistakable future in
which Egypt knows and worships the LORD. Chapter 20 then fixes the lesson in Isaiah’s own day:
Egypt and Cush would be carried away by Assyria, leaving those who trusted them ashamed and
without refuge.

The chapters must therefore be read on two horizons. The Assyrian crisis supplies the near
setting and a real historical judgment. Yet the worship, reconciliation, and international blessing of
Isaiah 18:7 and 19:18-25 reach beyond that crisis to the LORD’s future ordering of Israel and the
nations. Judah’s immediate duty was not to trust an alliance whose members God would humble;
the larger prophetic certainty is that those same Gentile lands will finally come under the LORD’s
righteous rule.

Cush summoned to watch the LORD’s work (vv.18:1-7)

e Verse 1 — Isaiah addresses the distant difficult expression. The KJV preserves

land beyond the rivers of Ethiopia. The the image of covering or overshadowing
chapter opens toward Cush, the region south wings, which may evoke the land’s winged
of Egypt associated especially with Nubia and insects, swift sails, protective reach, or some
the upper Nile country. feature now difficult to recover. Verse 2

e “Woe” can introduce doom, lament, or immediately mentions light river craft, but

a summons that arrests attention. The
following verses do not announce Cush’s
simple extermination; they call the land
and ultimately the whole world to observe
what the LORD will do.

“The land shadowing with wings” is a

the text does not require one explanation
to the exclusion of all others.

¢ “Beyond the rivers of Ethiopia” uses

Ethiopia for biblical Cush. The plural rivers
suits the Nile and its upper tributaries.
From Judah’s viewpoint the land lies
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beyond Egypt and the familiar lower Nile.

o Cush was not a vague symbol for Africa as
a whole. During Isaiah’s era Cushite rulers
gained control of Egypt and formed what
is commonly called Egypt’s Twenty-fifth
Dynasty. That political union helps explain
why chapters 18-20 repeatedly join Ethiopia
and Egypt.

e Verse 2 — Cush sends ambassadors
by river in light vessels. The picture
is of energetic diplomacy moving along the
waterways toward other threatened lands.

e “Vessels of bulrushes” were light craft

made from papyrus or comparable reeds.

Exodus 2:3 uses the same plant term for
the ark in which Moses was placed. The
light construction made such boats suitable

for rapid river travel.
3

e “The sea” need not be the Mediterranean.

Isaiah 19:5 can call Egypt’s great river a
sea, and the parallel mention of waters fits
the Nile system.

e “Go, ye swift messengers” may quote

or redirect Cush’s own diplomatic activity.

Rather than secure an anti-Assyrian
coalition, the envoys are sent with the
LORD’s message to the formidable nation
described in the remainder of the verse.

e “A nation scattered and peeled” is
repeated in verse 7 and marks the people
as prominent in the oracle. The KJV
portrays a people spread out and stripped
or made bare. The underlying expressions
are unusual, and proposed renderings such
as tall, drawn out, or smooth-skinned
show that the exact physical description
is disputed.

o “Terrible from their beginning
hitherto” identifies a people long feared
rather than a weak population needing
human rescue. Cush had an ancient
reputation and, in Isaiah’s day, exercised
royal power over Egypt.

“A nation meted out and trodden
down” continues the difficult description.
It may picture a people measured,
disciplined, or subjected; the important
contrast is that the nation impressive
to human observers remains under the
LORD’s measurement and control.
“Whose land the rivers have spoiled”
may describe a land divided by waterways
or periodically swept by their force.
The rivers that sustain the country also
determine its geography and movement.

e Verse 3 — The whole inhabited world is
told to watch and listen. Cush’s diplomatic
mission becomes the occasion for a universal
announcement.

“All ye inhabitants of the world, and
dwellers on the earth” expands the
audience far beyond Judah and Cush. The
LORD’s action against imperial power
displays His government over every nation.
“When he lifteth up an ensign on
the mountains” uses the familiar military
signal raised where it can be seen at a
distance. Isaiah 5:26 and 11:12 likewise use
an ensign to summon or gather peoples.
“When he bloweth a trumpet, hear
ye” adds the audible signal to the visible
one. No nation will be able to claim that
the LORD’s intervention was hidden or
insignificant.

The unnamed “he” may be the LORD
raising His signal or the hostile power
assembling under a banner. In either
case, the peoples are commanded to attend
because the LORD controls what follows.

e Verse 4 — The LORD watches quietly
from His dwelling place. Human embassies
hurry and armies gather, but divine silence is
not divine absence.

o “I will take my rest” does not mean

that God is indifferent or inactive. He
remains composed and unthreatened while
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the appointed development proceeds toward
judgment.

“I will consider in my dwelling place”
pictures steady observation. The LORD
does not need hurried counsel, foreign
intelligence, or an emergency alliance.
“Like a clear heat upon herbs” and
“like a cloud of dew in the heat of
harvest” describe quiet atmospheric forces
Heat and
moisture bring the crop toward maturity

that operate without noise.

while the observer may see no dramatic
intervention.

The harvest imagery prepares for verses 5-6.
God allows the hostile purpose to develop
until the exact moment at which He cuts it
down.

e Verses 5-6 — The LORD cuts down the

prolonged and public defeat rather than a
temporary setback.
In Isaiah’s historical setting, the unnamed
growth may represent Assyria, the power
against which Cush was seeking allies. The
LORD would then be telling Cush to
cease its anxious diplomacy and watch
Him cut down the threatening empire
before its purpose matured. Because
verses 5—6 do not name the vine, however,
the image may more broadly include
any gathered power—Cushite, Assyrian,
or international—that appears ready to
accomplish its purpose apart from the
LORD.
o Isaiah 37:36 supplies a later, striking
example of an Assyrian host cut down

before it could harvest Jerusalem,

mature scheme before its harvest. The though chapter 18 does not name that

gathering power approaches apparent success, event explicitly.
but God intervenes before it can enjoy the e The worldwide summons and harvest
fruit. imagery also permit a farther pattern:

e “Afore the harvest” places the judgment the nations may gather and appear ripe

at the point of ripeness but before
possession. The enemy’s plan blossoms
and its grape begins to form, yet expected
success never arrives.

“He shall both cut off the sprigs with
pruning hooks, and take away and
cut down the branches” makes God
the husbandman who controls the vine.
Imperial growth is not beyond His reach;
He prunes it as easily as a worker tends a
vineyard.

“They shall be left together unto
the fowls of the mountains, and to
the beasts of the earth” presents the
aftermath as unburied bodies exposed to
scavengers.  Similar covenant-judgment
language appears in Deuteronomy 28:26
and Jeremiah 7:33.

The birds summer upon the slain and

the beasts winter upon them, emphasizing

for victory, but the LORD determines
when their purpose is cut off (Joel 3:9-17;
Zechariah 12:2-9).

e Verse 7T — The formidable Cushite
people will bring a present to the LORD
at Zion. The chapter ends not with Cush
erased but with Cush acknowledging the God

whose name dwells in Jerusalem.

The people are described with essentially
the same difficult expressions used in
verse 2. The repetition identifies the
present-bearers with the distant nation
addressed at the beginning.

“A present unto the LORD of hosts”
is tribute or an offering of homage. The
nation once active in its own diplomacy
finally recognizes the authority of Israel’s
God.

“To the place of the name of the

LORD of hosts, the mount Zion”
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keeps the prophecy geographically and
covenantally anchored. Cush is blessed by
coming to the LORD at Zion; Zion is not
displaced by Cush.
Psalm 68:31 similarly says, “Ethiopia
shall soon stretch out her hands unto
God.” Zephaniah 3:10 speaks of worshipers
from beyond the rivers of Ethiopia bringing
the LORD’s offering. These passages
establish a broader prophetic expectation
of Cushite participation in future worship.
e Psalm 68:31 confirms the biblical
expectation  that  Ethiopia  will
acknowledge Israel’s God and participate
in worship associated with Jerusalem,
although the Psalm by itself does not
determine when this must occur.

related offering from beyond Ethiopia’s
rivers within the worldwide judgment,
conversion of the nations, restoration
of Israel, and reign of the LORD in
Zion. Zephaniah therefore provides
the stronger basis for seeing the full
realization of Isaiah 18:7 in the future
kingdom.

¢ The conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch
in Acts 8:26-39 shows the gospel reaching
an individual connected with Ethiopia, but
it does not exhaust Isaiah’s national and
Zion-centered prophecy.

e Verse 7 supplies a far horizon for the
chapter. The near Assyrian crisis cannot by
itself account for the nations’ final homage
at the appointed place of the LORD’s name.

e Zephaniah 3:8-20 places a closely

Egypt’s gods, government, and economy brought down (vv.19:1-15)

e Verse 1 — The LORD comes into Egypt against another army but Egypt before the
in judgment. The nation famous for ancient LORD.
power, temples, and gods cannot stand when e Verses 2-4 — Egypt collapses internally
Israel’s God enters the scene. and then falls under a fierce ruler.

e “The burden of Egypt” places the Social conflict, failed counsel, and oppressive

chapter within Isaiah’s series of weighty
pronouncements against nations. Egypt’s
history as Israel’s former oppressor and its
current attraction as a political ally both
make the burden important for Judah.

e “The LORD rideth upon a swift

cloud” uses royal and divine-war imagery.

He needs no chariot supplied by Egypt;
creation itself bears Him swiftly to
judgment (Psalm 18:9-12; 104:3).

e “The idols of Egypt shall be moved at
his presence” reverses Egypt’s religious
claims. Gods carried in processions or fixed
in temples tremble before the living LORD.
e “The heart of Egypt shall melt” moves
from idols to people. National courage fails
because the crisis is not ultimately Egypt

government form a chain of judgment.

e Verse 2 — “Egyptians against the
Egyptians” describes civil disintegration.
Brother, neighbour, city, and kingdom turn
against their own counterparts until the
nation consumes its strength from within.

o Egypt was often divided between regional
powers and rival dynasties. Isaiah’s
wording can embrace a real period of
civil conflict without requiring one isolated
battle to fulfill every clause.

¢ Verse 3 — “The spirit of Egypt shall
fail” means the nation’s inner resolve is
emptied out. Political instability is followed
by the collapse of national confidence.

e “I will destroy the counsel thereof”
identifies the LORD as the One frustrating
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Egypt’s policy. Advice fails because no

strategy can overturn His purpose.

e Egypt turns to “the idols, and to the
charmers, and to them that have
familiar spirits, and to the wizards.”
Religious expertise multiplies as wisdom
disappears. The nation consults the very
system whose idols tremble in verse 1.

e Verse 4 — “A cruel lord” and “a
fierce king” describe the oppressive rule
into which Egypt is delivered. The near
referent may be an Assyrian conqueror or
another harsh ruler permitted by God, but
the verse does not name him.

e “I will give the Egyptians over”
identifies the LORD as the decisive actor.
The cruel lord is the instrument, but
Egypt’s subjection occurs because the
LORD delivers the nation into his hand
as an act of judgment.

e Verses 5-10 — The failure of the Nile
system breaks Egypt’s economy. Isaiah
traces judgment from the river to vegetation,
fishing, textiles, and managed ponds.

e Verse 5 — “The waters shall fail from
the sea, and the river shall be wasted
and dried up.” The Nile could be called
a sea because of its size and the expanse
created by its flooding. Egypt’s apparent
permanence depended upon water it did
not create.

e The language may describe severe
drought, diminished inundation, silting,
or a judgment greater than ordinary
environmental fluctuation. The prophecy’s
point is not a modern hydrological
timetable but the LORD’s ability to remove
Egypt’s life-source.

e Verse 6 — The waterways become
foul and empty. “The rivers” and “the
brooks of defence” include the branches,
channels, and canals by which Nile water
was distributed and the land protected and

sustained.

Reeds and flags wither when the waters fail.
These plants provided habitat and useful
raw material, so their disappearance signals
both ecological and economic collapse.
Verse 7 — Cultivated land beside
the river withers and blows away.
“The paper reeds” points to papyrus or
river vegetation; the verse then broadens
to “every thing sown by the brooks.”
Agriculture disappears with the irrigation
system.

Verse 8 — Fishermen mourn because
river and net produce nothing. Both
hook fishing and net fishing fail. Isaiah
includes workers whose livelihood depended
directly upon healthy water rather than
royal policy.

Verse 9 — Textile workers are
confounded. Fine flax and woven cloth
were major Egyptian products. The drying
land reaches the skilled worker because the
raw material no longer grows.

Verse 10 — The purposes, sluices,
and fish ponds are broken. “Purposes”
carries the idea of foundations or supports:
the arrangements upon which this part of
Egyptian life rested collapse.

“All that make sluices and ponds
for fish” describes those who managed
enclosed waters, channels, or pools for
livelihood. The Hebrew line is difficult and
has received widely different explanations,
but the KJV gives a coherent continuation
of verses 5-8: the managed water economy
fails along with the natural river.

The sequence is deliberate. When the
LORD judges the Nile, palace, temple, field,
riverbank, workshop, and fishing pond all
feel the result.

e Verses 11-13 — Egypt’s celebrated
wisdom proves foolish. The royal
counselors cannot identify, much less prevent,
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the LORD’s purpose.

Verse 11 — “The princes of Zoan are
fools.” Zoan, also called Tanis, was an
important city in the northeastern Nile
Its

prestige cannot make foolish advice wise.

delta and a seat of royal counsel.

“I am the son of the wise, the son
of ancient kings” exposes the counselors’
boast in inherited learning and courtly
pedigree. Egypt’s ancient traditions and
accumulated wisdom could not reveal or
overturn what the LORD had purposed
against the nation.

Verse 12 — Isaiah challenges the wise
men to declare what the LORD has
purposed. The test is prophetic, not
academic: if they are truly wise, they
must explain the divine purpose governing
Egypt’s crisis.

Verse 13 — “The princes of Zoan
The leaders of

the northeastern Delta have reached the

are become fools.”

condition already pronounced in verse 11;
their supposed wisdom has produced folly.
“The princes of Noph are deceived.”
Noph is Memphis, a principal city of Lower
Egypt and a major center of political and
religious life near the Delta’s southern head.
Egypt’s established counselors from Zoan
to Memphis are themselves led astray.
“They have also seduced Egypt.’
Those who are deceived become the means
by which the nation is deceived. “Seduced”
is older English for deceived, enticed, or
led out of the right way; it does not
require the word’s common modern sexual
sense. Second Kings 21:9 says Manasseh
“seduced” Judah to do evil, and Ezekiel
13:10 says false prophets “seduced” the
people by promising peace.

“Even they that are the stay of the
tribes thereof” identifies these counselors
as the cornerstones or leading supports of

Egypt’s social order. Their standing makes
the seduction national: those upon whom
Egypt relies for direction turn every division
of the country out of the right course.

e Verses 14-15 — A perverse spirit leaves

every level of Egypt helpless. The nation’s

inability is comprehensive, from its leaders to

its lowest subjects.

Verse 14 “The LORD hath
mingled a perverse spirit in the
midst thereof.” “Spirit” is the Hebrew
ruach and refers here to an influence or
disposition of perverseness, distortion, and
confusion—not to intoxicating drink. The
verb “mingled” can be used of mixing a
drink, and the following comparison to a
drunken man develops that imagery, but
the thing God mingles into Egypt’s midst
is a perverse spirit.

Egypt staggers “as a drunken man
staggereth in his vomit.” The picture
is intentionally degrading: the nation
renowned for order and wisdom cannot walk
a straight course or escape the consequences
of its own confusion.

Verse 15 — Neither head nor tail,
branch nor rush, can accomplish
anything. Isaiah 9:14-15 uses head and
tail for high and low leadership, while
branch and rush contrast the lofty with
the common.

The verse does not teach that every
Egyptian loses all ability to perform
ordinary labor. It means no class or
institution can produce the saving work
Egypt needs when the LORD has brought
its supports down.

Judah therefore has no rational basis for
trusting Egypt. A nation unable to govern,
counsel, feed, employ, or deliver itself
cannot be Judah’s savior (Isaiah 30:1-7;

31:1-3).
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Egypt turns to the LORD and joins the kingdom blessing

(vv.19:16-25)

e Verses 16-17 — Egypt fears because it

recognizes the LORD’s purpose. The

repeated phrase “in that day” begins a

new movement and carries the prophecy from

collapse toward conversion and blessing.

e Verse 16 — “Egypt shall be like
unto women” describes the collapse of
the courage expected from Egypt’s fighting
men. Before the shaking hand of the LORD,
the nation’s warriors and rulers tremble
helplessly instead of standing against the
coming judgment.

e Egypt fears “because of the shaking
of the hand of the LORD of hosts.”
The hand directs the judgment; Assyria
or any other human instrument remains
subordinate.

e Verse 17 — “The land of Judah
shall be a terror unto Egypt.” This
is a remarkable reversal. Egypt once
terrorized Israel, but Egypt will tremble
when Judah is named because it recognizes
the LORD’s purpose centered upon that
land and people.

e The terror does not require Judah to
become an imperial aggressor. Egypt fears
“because of the counsel of the LORD
of hosts, which he hath determined
against it.” Judah matters because
Judah’s God has spoken.

e Verse 18 — Egyptian cities adopt the

language and allegiance of the LORD’s
land.
identification with Israel’s God.

Fear begins to turn into open

e “Five cities” should be allowed to stand

as the number Isaiah gives. Because
the cities are not named, attempts to
identify a complete historical list remain

speculative. Five may also represent a

significant beginning rather than the whole
nation at once.

“Speak the language of Canaan” refers
naturally to Hebrew, the language of the
land in which the LORD had placed Israel.
“Swear to the LORD of hosts” means
pledge allegiance to Him and bind oneself

by His name (Deuteronomy 6:13; Isaiah
45:23). Egypt’s mouth no longer consults
charmers and idols; it confesses the LORD.
“One shall be called, The city of
destruction” is the KJV and Masoretic

reading. It can signify a city marked by the

destruction of its former idolatrous order or
one whose name memorializes the judgment
through which Egypt was brought to the

LORD.
A small number of Hebrew witnesses and

several translations read “city of the sun,”
commonly associated with Heliopolis. The
difference turns upon very similar Hebrew
spellings. The KJV follows the received
Hebrew wording destruction, which also
fits the chapter’s movement: false Egypt is
torn down before worship of the LORD is
established.

e The verse should not be reduced to the
later presence of Jewish communities in

Egypt.
historical anticipations, but the following

Such communities may supply

verses describe Egypt itself knowing the
LORD and joining Assyria and Israel in
divine blessing.

e Verses 19-20 — Egypt will bear public

signs of allegiance to the LORD. Worship

appears in the midst of the land and witness

at its border.

¢ Verse 19 — “An altar to the LORD
in the midst of the land of Egypt”
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announces public worship at Egypt’s center.

The pagan altars implied in verses 1 and
3 give way to an altar identified with the
LORD.

“A pillar at the border thereof to
the LORD?” marks the nation’s entrance

and boundary with a testimony to Him.

This is not the forbidden idolatrous pillar
of Egypt’s old religion; the text explicitly
dedicates it to the LORD as a witness.

The altar and pillar need not be identified
with the Great Pyramid, an obelisk now

standing, or any other existing monument.

The passage supplies neither dimensions
nor a historical structure by which such
claims can be established.

The presence of an altar outside

Jerusalem raises a legitimate question.

Deuteronomy 12:5-14 forbade Israel from
establishing competing sacrificial centers
after the LORD chose His sanctuary. Isaiah
19, however, concerns Egyptians in their
own land, and the prophecy itself identifies
the altar as “to the LORD?” and as His
“sign” and “witness.” Verse 21’s sacrifice
and oblation make a real worship altar
likely.

The altar should therefore be understood
as a divinely authorized feature of Egypt’s
future place in the kingdom, not an
unauthorized rival to Jerusalem. Zion
remains the center from which the LORD’s
law goes forth (Isaiah 2:2-4), Cush brings
its present to Mount Zion (Isaiah 18:7), and
the nations come to Jerusalem to worship
the King (Zechariah 14:16). Isaiah does
not explain the precise administration of
Egypt’s altar, but its existence does not
displace Jerusalem.

Verse 20 — “It shall be for a sign
and for a witness unto the LORD of
hosts.” The public objects testify that
Egypt belongs under His authority.

Egypt cries because of oppressors, and
the LORD
a great one,”

and
them.
The language may include a historical

sends ‘“a saviour,

who delivers

deliverer as a pattern, but the surrounding
far-reaching conversion and international
peace point ultimately to Messiah’s
righteous deliverance.

The LORD who smites Egypt in verses 1-15
is also the LORD who hears Egypt’s cry.
Judgment is not His final purpose for the
nation.

e Verses 21-22 — The LORD reveals
Himself to Egypt, receives its worship,

and heals it. The repetition of know makes

conversion explicit.

Verse 21 — “The LORD shall be
known to Egypt, and the Egyptians
shall know the LORD.” This is
more than Egyptian awareness that Israel
has a national deity. It is reciprocal
covenant-style language of revelation,
acknowledgment, and worship.

“They shall do sacrifice and oblation”
uses the language of ordered worship.
Sacrifice commonly involves a slain
offering; oblation is a gift or meal offering.
Egypt’s allegiance becomes visible and
costly.

“They shall vow a vow unto the
LORD, it”

sharply with failed Egyptian counsel. Their

and perform contrasts
word to the LORD is no longer empty;
worship produces faithful performance.

Verse 22 — “The LORD shall smite
Egypt: he shall smite and heal it.” The
same God performs both actions. The blow
exposes false trust and brings the nation to
the point at which healing can be received.
“They shall return even to the LORD”
uses the language of turning or repentance.
Egypt’s future is not secured by native
religion but by return to the God revealed
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through Israel.

“He shall be intreated of them” means
He will receive their appeal and respond
favorably. The nation that sought wizards
in verse 3 finally seeks the LORD and is
healed.

e Verses 23-25 — Former enemies worship
together under the LORD, with Israel
in their midst. The prophecy culminates in

reconciliation that no Assyrian-era treaty ever

achieved.

Verse 23 — A highway joins Egypt
and Assyria. In Isaiah, a highway
often pictures divinely ordered access and
unhindered movement (Isaiah 11:16; 35:8;
40:3).

Egypt and Assyria represent Israel’s great
southern and northeastern powers—the
former oppressor and the present invader.
The LORD does not simply keep them
apart; He removes the hostility that made
the highway dangerous.

“The Egyptians shall serve with the
Assyrians” most naturally means that
they serve the LORD together in the
context of verses 19-21. Shared worship
replaces imperial rivalry.

Verse 24 — Israel becomes “the third
with Egypt and with Assyria.” Israel is
not absorbed into either Gentile power, nor
are the nations erased. Three identifiable
peoples share a divinely ordered blessing.
“Even a blessing in the midst of
the land” recalls God’s promise that all
families of the earth would be blessed
through Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3). Israel’s
restored position becomes beneficial to
former enemies rather than oppressive
toward them.

Verse 25 — The LORD gives each
nation a striking title: “Egypt my
people, and Assyria the work of my
hands, and Israel mine inheritance.”

Future Kingdom grace reaches nations with
long records of idolatry and oppression.

Calling Egypt “my people” does
not cancel Israel’s identity as “mine
inheritance.” The verse distinguishes
the three while blessing all three. It is
therefore a poor foundation for replacement
theology; the prophecy depends upon Israel
remaining Israel and occupying the central

place assigned in verse 24.

e “Assyria the work of my hands”

boastful
The empire that treated nations as its

reverses Assyria’s autonomy.
workmanship will finally be acknowledged
as God’s own work.

No event in Isaiah’s lifetime fulfilled the
full description. Egypt did not nationally
know the LORD, Assyria did not join Egypt
in worship, and Israel did not become the
peaceful third blessing between them. The
language requires a far kingdom fulfillment
under Messiah’s rule.

Isaiah elsewhere foretells the destruction
of Assyria’s army, imperial glory, and
oppressive yoke (Isaiah 10:16-19, 33-34;
14:24-25; 31:8-9), but not the extinction
of every Assyrian. Historically, Nineveh
fell and the empire disappeared, while the
people and territorial designation continued
Isaiah 19:25 itself
requires that distinction: the proud empire

under later rulers.

is destroyed, but Assyria as a people and
land remains for future blessing as “the
work of my hands.”

The passage should not be weakened into
a general hope that religious people from
hostile countries can cooperate. It names
Egypt, Assyria, Israel, the LORD of hosts,
sacrifice, healing, and a highway. Literal
nations are brought into a literal divine
order centered upon the LORD’s purpose
for Israel.
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Isaiah’s sign against confidence in Egypt and Cush (vv.20:1-6)

e Verse 1 — The capture of Ashdod gives
the prophecy a precise Assyrian setting.
The chapter moves from the far blessing of
Isaiah 19:18-25 back to a dated event in
Isaiah’s ministry.

e “In the year that Tartan came unto
Ashdod?” refers to the Assyrian campaign
against the Philistine city. Tartan is a title
for a high Assyrian military commander
rather than the man’s personal name; the
same title appears in 2 Kings 18:17.

e “When Sargon the king of Assyria sent
him” is the Bible’s only explicit naming
of Sargon. The archaeological evidence
is unusually direct: three fragments of
a basalt victory stele of Sargon II were
excavated at Ashdod in 1963. One fragment
is catalogued by the Cuneiform Digital
Library Initiative, while the Assyrian
Empire Builders project displays the
fragments and explains their Ashdod
setting. The fragments confirm that Sargon
erected a royal monument at Ashdod
following its conquest; fuller accounts of
the revolt and campaign, conventionally
dated to 711 BC, survive in Sargon’s
royal inscriptions found elsewhere. Thus
archaeology strongly confirms the historical
setting, though no single surviving artifact
reproduces every detail of Isaiah 20:1.

e Ashdod lay in Philistia on the route
between Egypt and Judah. Rebellion there
naturally sought support from Egypt and
Cush against Assyria.

e “He fought against Ashdod, and took
it” states the result with brevity. The
hoped-for southern coalition did not prevent
Assyria from capturing the city.

e Verses 2-3 — Isaiah embodies the
warning for three years. His own
appearance becomes a prolonged public sign

10

against the alliance.

Verse 2 — The LORD commands
Isaiah to remove the sackcloth from
his loins and the shoe from his foot.
Sackcloth marked mourning or prophetic
seriousness; removing it and going barefoot
made Isaiah resemble a captive stripped for
deportation.

“Naked and barefoot” should not be
softened until the sign loses its shame.
Verse 4 specifically mentions uncovered
buttocks. At minimum Isaiah was stripped
of the normal outer garments and publicly
reduced to the humiliating condition of a
prisoner.

The command shows the cost of prophetic
ministry. Isaiah did not deliver the warning
from safe abstraction; his body and public
reputation carried the message.

Verse 3 — Isaiah walked this way
“three years for a sign and wonder
upon Egypt and upon Ethiopia.” The
three years are the duration of the enacted
sign, not the length of the later captivity.
“Sign and wonder” does not always
describe a miracle that suspends nature.
Here the extraordinary prophetic action
visibly interprets what God will do to the
nations.

The sign concerns both Egypt and Ethiopia
because the Cushite dynasty ruled Egypt
and because both were being treated as
sources of help against Assyria.

e Verse 4 — Assyria will lead Egyptians

and Ethiopians away in shame. The

treatment Isaiah enacted becomes the

treatment the captives experience.

“The king of Assyria” is the human
conqueror, but the repeated prophecy
makes clear that his success occurs within
the LORD’s announced judgment.
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e “The Egyptians prisoners, and the
Ethiopians captives” joins the two
hoped-for allies in one humiliation. Young
and old are unable to preserve themselves
through strength, experience, or status.

e “Naked and barefoot, even with
their buttocks uncovered” describes

the deliberate degradation of deportees.

Assyrian victory displays were designed not
only to remove populations but to shame
defeated peoples publicly.

e This near judgment does not contradict
Isaiah 18:7 or 19:18-25. The same nations
can be humbled in Isaiah’s historical

horizon and blessed in the future kingdom.

Prophecy often reaches restoration through
judgment rather than avoiding judgment.

e Verse 5 — Those who trusted the

southern powers will be ashamed. The

prophecy now turns from the captives to the

people who had built their security upon them.

e “They shall be afraid and ashamed
of Ethiopia their expectation, and
of Egypt their glory.” FEthiopia was
what they expected to help; Egypt was the
impressive power in which they boasted.

o The shame is theological as well as political.

Trust placed in a creature becomes disgrace
when the creature is exposed as unable to
save.

e Isaiah will repeat the lesson explicitly:

“Woe to them that go down to Egypt
for help” because Egyptians are men and
not God, and their horses are flesh and not
spirit (Isaiah 31:1-3).

e Verse 6 — The coastal inhabitants

confess that their refuge has failed.
Ashdod’s fall and Isaiah’s sign force the final
question: if Egypt and Cush cannot escape,
who can deliver those who trusted them?

e “The inhabitant of this isle” uses isle

in the broad KJV sense of a coastland
or maritime region, not necessarily land
completely surrounded by water. The
Philistine coast is prominent in the
immediate setting, though Judah also
needed the warning.

e “Behold, such is our expectation”

is the bitter confession of misplaced
confidence. The expected deliverer has
become the example of defeat.

e “Whither we flee for help to be

delivered from the king of Assyria”
reveals the political issue behind all
three chapters. Nations were choosing
between Assyrian domination and an
Egyptian-Cushite alliance, while Isaiah
insisted that the decisive issue was trust
in the LORD.

e “How shall we escape?” is left

unanswered at the human level because no
third geopolitical arrangement can solve the
problem. The only adequate answer is the
LORD who can cut down the imperial vine,
heal Egypt, and establish worship at Zion.
Chapter 20 therefore does not cancel the
future glory promised in chapters 18-19. It
prevents Judah from using future prophecy
as an excuse for present unbelief. Egypt
will someday be called “my people,” but
in Isaiah’s day it was still a false refuge that
had to be judged.

Teaching Summary

e Isaiah 18-20 treats Cush and Egypt as
real nations whose near humiliation and far
restoration are both governed by the LORD.

e Cush’s swift diplomacy cannot control the
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crisis; the LORD quietly watches until the
gathered power is ripe for His pruning.

e The chapter’s far horizon ends with Cush
bringing a present to the LORD at Mount
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Zion.

Egypt’s judgment reaches its idols, civil
order, rulers, Nile, agriculture, fishing, textile
production, and celebrated wisdom.

Isaiah 19:18-25 moves beyond the near
Assyrian setting: Egypt knows the LORD, is
smitten and healed, and worships with Assyria
while Israel remains the third and the LORD’s
inheritance.

The titles “Egypt my people,” “Assyria
the work of my hands,” and “Israel
mine inheritance” extend blessing to former

enemies without erasing the identity or place
of Israel.

Isaiah’s three-year sign interprets the capture
of Ashdod: Egypt and Cush would be led away
by Assyria and could not serve as Judah’s
refuge.

The immediate lesson is that Judah must
not trust the nations; the ultimate hope is
that the LORD will bring those nations under
Messiah’s rule and receive their worship in His
appointed kingdom order.
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