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Exegesis

Introduction
The sixth chapter of Isaiah gives us valuable insight into the calling of those God has chosen to be ministers. The text includes the entire sixth chapter. It begins by giving the date: the year that King Uzziah died. The verse immediately following the chapter, Isaiah 7:1, continues with a new dating structure that indicates a new passage. The passage includes the dialogue between Yahweh and Isaiah which is also part of the vision Isaiah has. 
Language

The characters involved in this passage are Isaiah, the seraphim, and Yahweh. Isaiah refers to himself in the first person and shows a great deal of honesty and emotion in his description. The word “seraphim” means a fiery serpent. The seraphim are described in great detail: each has two wings over the face, two wings over the feet, and two wings for flight. The seraphim are involved in the worship process and the atonement procedure. Yahweh is also described in detail. Some of the words that deal descriptively with Yahweh are “holy, Lord of hosts, glory, King, and high and lifted up.” There is authority in His voice and He is clearly worthy of worship. 

Several pictures are given to set up the scene. The picture of God in His smoky throne room is augmented with the picture of the dragon-like seraphim. The picture of atonement is made clear with the tongs, the burning coal, the lips, the guilt being taken away, and the sin being atoned for. Isaiah also describes himself in a picture of grief and shame at seeing the Lord. These pictures are created with dramatic imagery that borders on the apocalyptic.
Within the dialogue, there is importance in the phrases, “whom shall I send?” “Here am I! Send me,” and “Go, and say to this people.” Other important concepts include the eyes and ears of the people, as well as the wasted land. This metaphorical discussion also includes fat (or dull) hearts, heavy ears, and empty houses. The discussion includes an ironic rhetoric where God asks Isaiah to make the people continue in their disobedience; the reader understands God desperately seeking the repentance of His people. 
The throne room scene is most likely a glorification of the throne rooms the kings of Israel and Judah used. There is also mention of the temple; the belief was that the heavenly dwelling of God was mirrored in the earthly temple. The seraphim are closely associated with the ark and with the temple. These beings protected the ark; the presence of God. 

Literary

This passage is made up of historical narrative mixed with dialogue. It primarily describes Isaiah’s interaction with the vision he had of the Lord. Being a narrative, though, does not preclude the clear hortatory message from applying to all readers. Here is a simple outline of the sixth chapter of Isaiah:
I. Introduction (6:1a)

II. Description of Yahweh’s throne room

A. A throne, high and lifted up (6:1b)
B. Train or hem of Yahweh’s robe fills the room (6:1c)

C. Seraphim surround (6:2a)

1. Two wings over face (6:2b)

2. Two wings over feet (6:2c)

3. Two wings for flight (6:2d)

4. Singing, “Holy, holy, holy…” (6:3)

5. Atonement assistance (6:6)
D. Foundations shake (6:4a)

E. Room filled with smoke (6:4b)

F. Altar filled with burning coals (6:6b)

III. Isaiah’s lament (6:5)
IV. Isaiah’s atonement (6:7)

V. Yahweh seeks a minister (6:8a)

VI. Isaiah offers himself as a minister (6:8b)

VII. Isaiah’s commission

A. Ironic commands from Yahweh
1. What to say to the people (6:9)

2. What to make the people do (6:10)

B. Isaiah questions time commitment

C. Yahweh’s response: forever 
The combination of an historical narrative account with dialogue results in a form of writing used by prophets. This passage not only provides the exhortation towards change but also gives Isaiah his validation to the readers. The verbal and visual interaction with Yahweh and the seraphim can be seen as a certification; what Isaiah had to say was commissioned by God. The society in general, especially those gathered around the temple, would have heard this read or spoken, and understood it to be prophetic. This prophetic text is unique, however, in that it does not give a specific warning that the listeners are to heed to avoid punishment. This passage assumes punishment and destruction; this passage assumes disobedience. The primary focus of the text is on Isaiah and what he experienced in his vision of Yahweh. 
Historical

The text of Isaiah 6 is set the year that King Uzziah died, which is dated around 740BCE. The setting of the writing is unknown; the setting within the writing is a vision of the heavenly throne room. The authorship of this passage is traditionally associated with Isaiah, son of Amoz, who was a pre-exilic prophet in Jerusalem. This passage is traditionally thought to be his inaugural vision. 
Conclusion

The sixth chapter of Isaiah is a powerful introduction to the life and ministry of Isaiah while at the same time it validates Isaiah as a divine messenger. The passage also gives a powerful description of the holiness and mercy of God. God is shown to be one who must have absolute separation from sin, but one who also loves his creation enough to send messengers and healing. 
Theology
Introduction
There are three major themes in the sixth chapter of Isaiah; each can be found elsewhere in the Bible. The first theme is the throne room scene, which can be found in 1 Kings 22 and Ezekiel 1. The second theme is the calling of Isaiah; similar calling scenes occur in nearly all of the written prophets’ stories (Jeremiah 1; Ezekiel 2; Amos 7; et al), in some patriarchal stories (Genesis 12; 32; Exodus 3), and even in the New Testament (Mark 3; Acts 9; Matthew 28). The third theme, of God’s mercy and atonement, is woven throughout the entire Bible. 
Throne Room Scene
In 1 Kings 22:19-22, we read about another throne room vision; this one by Micaiah. The text indicates some similarities, such as the throne itself and the non-human beings present. There are differences as well. The passage focuses less on the glory of God and more on an apparent dialogue. In Ezekiel 1, we read another example of God’s presence that is similar to the Isaiah text. Ezekiel’s description is much more exotic and considerably more detailed. Again, there are similarities and differences. 

The ancient readers of these descriptions would have thought less of them as being precise descriptions of Heaven, and more of them being about God Himself. The descriptions, both physical and moral, of Yahweh are clearly pointing to attributes of His that the prophets wanted to convey. Not only were the prophets interested in passing along this descriptive message, they clearly believed in this God and in those attributes that defined Him. 
The Calling of Isaiah

The calling of Isaiah is perhaps the most common theme taken from Isaiah 6 for application in modern readership. The focus seems to lie more on the calling itself rather than the willingness and readiness for a call. This begs the question, “Can the called initiate the call?” The contemporary readers would have read this as a validation of Isaiah’s authority to speak forth the Word of the Lord. 

Jeremiah’s call in Jeremiah 1 reflects a different willingness to obey. Jeremiah puts up excuses that resound like those of Moses in Exodus 3. In both stories, God provides a rebuttal to each issue and ultimately convinces His messenger of their task. Ezekiel’s call in Ezekiel 2 contains the authority validation with the Spirit entering. It also includes reassurance that the listeners may not listen; they may be hard-hearted. The call of Amos in Amos 7 is a simple one sentence command; one that Amos willingly obeyed. This same instant obedience is reflected in Abraham’s call in Genesis 12. This is contrasted with the night-long wrestling that Jacob participated in with God in Genesis 32. In the New Testament, Jesus calls the twelve apostles in a variety of different ways. Paul is converted in a dramatic fashion that surely resonated with those familiar with Isaiah’s call. Perhaps the most universal calling is the Great Commission in Matthew 28. 

The calling experiences of God’s messengers were written down and passed on and have become legendary in our canon. The focus was, and should still be, more on the readiness and willingness of the called. These stories were not to be taken as examples that needed to be applied to the individual lives of the listeners. They were written down primarily to certify the prophets as official messengers of God who had the authority of God to speak forth. 
Atonement and Mercy

The atoning coal that touches Isaiah’s lips and the implied mercy in God’s dialogue with Isaiah are primary themes in the sixth chapter of Isaiah. The threat of God’s mercy on those who would repent is exceedingly common throughout the prophetic writings. In Jonah 4, God is shown to be one who is capable of showing mercy to those who repent. Micah 5 gives a wonderful bipartisan view of God both delivering the remnant of Jacob and executing vengeance on the disobedient. Haggai 2 points out the ability God has to make the unclean holy. 

It is possible to delineate the overarching theme of the entire Bible as one of atonement; of a God who makes atonement for the defiled ones He loves. Two predominant examples of atonement are the sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22 and the ultimate atonement provided by Jesus Christ in the Gospels. Those in Isaiah’s time would have known well the story of Isaac and they would also have been looking forward to the Messiah to come. 
Conclusion

The following chart aids in the understanding of the quantitative and qualitative aspects of Isaiah 6:
	Quantitative
	Qualitative

	Cosmos
	· Atonement & Mercy – applicable to all humanity (available to all)

· Throne Room Scene – applicable to all humanity (who is God?)
· The Call of Isaiah – the Great Commission (Matthew 28)

	Society
	· Throne Room Scene – applicable to people of Israel (temple lore)

· The Call of Isaiah – applicable to people of Israel (prophet has authority)

	Individuals
	· The Call of Isaiah – applicable to individuals (readiness / willingness)


The primary themes are the ones with the grandest scope: the universal application. Understanding who God is, and what He is about are of prime importance to humans. Seeing God as holy, yet noting His love and mercy and understanding the amazing atonement He has offered is the reality where we should concentrate. We all have the responsibility to share this experience. 
Hermeneutics
The common phrase, “answering the call of Christ” in the modern church has interesting connotations. The phrase is almost exclusively uttered by those currently involved in full-time ministry and it is usually only mentioned when a debatable decision has been made. Humans, it is true, will constantly judge the decisions of others; tying the decision-making process to a divine conversation (or vision) rapidly quiets the critics. Does God call everyone? Can the called initiate the call? Is the call an exclusive experience of the spiritually mature? 
The call of Isaiah in Isaiah 6 is often used as a symbol of the calling experience. The focus is usually on his response to God, “Here am I! Send me.” If any modern member of a congregation brought forth a story of a vision similar to Isaiah’s, they would most likely be looked on as foolish and dishonest. There is much to learn from this passage about the individual involvement every believer can and should have in ministry. 
Understanding the atonement that is visible in this passage is crucial to both beginning and continuing a relationship with God. He is obviously unable to be around sin; His holiness so intense that even the seraphim must cover their faces. Holiness, paired with the unending mercy of God results in a powerful testament to His love. The reflection is one of justice and righteousness combined with steadfast love. God makes this atonement and mercy available to all, yet not all will accept. For those who do, this atonement is the catalyst for ministry. 

Isaiah’s response to God’s call reveals that he was both ready and willing to obey. Readiness to obey God begins with accepting His offer of grace through Jesus Christ. This readiness can stagnate quickly upon the realization of God’s intolerance for sin. Readiness is a concept later taught by Jesus with the analogy of a servant who waits for his master to arrive (Luke 12). The willingness to obey God is complementary to, but does not necessitate, readiness. Willingness implies a premeditated course of action one would take if given the opportunity. Isaiah’s affirmative and immediate response are models all believers should follow; models that require forethought. 
Assuming that God’s plan of salvation has been accepted, and that someone is both ready and willing to obey God’s call, what, then, prompts the call to occur? Is that something anyone can initiate? Or is patient waiting the rule? The answer was given by Jesus immediately preceding His ascension. His command to, “Go therefore…” is directed at all of His followers. There is no need to wait for a call if the call has already been given.

If every believer in Jesus has received a universal call to tell others about Him, then it is time to stop worrying about calls involving supernatural phenomena and exotic visions. The pastor who leaves one church to become the pastor of another and says he is answering the call is the same as a corporate employee who takes a new position within the company and claims it is God’s will. Families who move to a different state, teenagers who choose a college, and elderly people who give their money to a cause can all be examples of obedience to God’s will. They can also be selfishly motivated actions. We have all been given the same call: to tell others about Jesus. Regardless of our employment status or our involvement in a local church ministry, we all have the duty to obey the call. 
