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Abstract

The motif of weariness is prominent and recurring in the canonical book of Isaiah, appearing 18 times, a concentration unmatched by any other Old Testament book. This article examines the motif’s unusual frequency and explores how it contributes to Isaiah’s theological and literary unity. Using a literary-theological reading of the Masoretic Text, the study traces the theme across seven narrative acts. It argues that weariness in Isaiah functions on two levels: firstly, as a moral critique of empty worship and covenant unfaithfulness; and secondly, as a literary contrast to Yahweh’s paradoxical weariness. Human, national, and idolatrous exhaustion reveal the futility of self-reliance, while Yahweh’s weariness leads to judgement yet ultimately opens the way to restoration and renewed strength for those who trust him. The study concludes that the motif of weariness ties together judgement, exile, and hope throughout the book, underscoring human dependence on God’s sustaining power and serving as a unifying theological thread in Isaiah.

Contribution: This article contributes to Isaiah studies by presenting an original, integrated analysis of the motif of weariness, demonstrating its significance for understanding the book’s theological unity. Although previous scholarship has explored themes such as judgement, restoration, and the Servant of Yahweh, the recurring motif of weariness has received little sustained attention. By tracing its development across all seven narrative ‘acts’ of Isaiah, the study offers a fresh theological reading of both divine and human weariness and employs an integrated methodological approach. In doing so, the article deepens the understanding of Isaiah’s canonical coherence and strengthens the ongoing scholarly discussions about the book’s unity, theology, and literary design.
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Introduction

The motif of weariness is strikingly prominent in the canonical book of Isaiah, appearing 18 times in the NRSV – far more than in any other Old Testament book. This unusual concentration raises a focused research question: why does Isaiah employ the motif of weariness so frequently, and how does it function within the book’s theological and literary unity? The distribution suggests that weariness is not incidental language but a purposeful thread woven through Isaiah’s message and structure.

The motif is introduced in Isaiah 1:14 by God himself, stating that he is weary, a rare declaration by him, found only once more in Jeremiah 15:6. From this opening, the motif recurs at pivotal moments across the book. In keeping with the recursive pattern of Hebrew literature, where topics reappear from fresh angles as a composition unfolds (Gentry 2015:230), tracing this recurrence can clarify both why God is depicted as weary and how the motif contributes to the canonical unity of Isaiah. This question has invited continuous debate (Childs 2001:1).

This study proceeds from the observation that Isaiah influences readers to interpret individual passages in light of their repeated use within the broader narrative and theological framework of the book (Scheuer 2020:20). Accordingly, the analysis follows the book’s seven narrative acts (Berges 2024:13), reading each occurrence of weariness within its immediate literary context and within Isaiah’s macrostructure. Except for Isaiah 7:13, these passages appear in poetic discourse. Isaiah’s poetry, as Franke (2009:36) notes, employs dense, symbolic language that issues moral critique and invites theological reflection. In Quinn–Miscall’s (2001:44) depiction of Isaiah as a grand drama of creation, meaning often emerges through antithetical pairings – high or low, full or empty – within which this study situates the contrast weary or non–weary. Reading the motif through such paired imagery helps illuminate its role in articulating theological depth and structural coherence.

Research problem and aims

Despite its frequency and strategic placement, the motif of weariness has not received a dedicated, canonical analysis in Isaiah. This article therefore firstly maps the motif’s distribution and literary function across the seven acts; secondly, it offers a theological reading that relates divine weariness (e.g. Is 1:14; 43:24) to human and idolatrous weariness (e.g. Is 40:30, 31; 46:1; 47:13); and thirdly, evaluates how this network of texts contributes to arguments for the theological unity of the book. By attending to the motif within its historical, literary, and theological contexts, the study argues that weariness binds together Isaiah’s movements from judgement to exile, to restoration, thereby contributing to the book’s canonical coherence.

Research methods and design

The hermeneutical approach adopted in this article takes a canonical point of departure, using the final form of the book of Isaiah in the Masoretic Text as the primary source (Abernethy 2021:14). Exegetical analysis attends to both the historical context and the literary presentation of the selected passages in which the motif of weariness appears. Although the traditional division of Isaiah into three historical periods is widely known and therefore not discussed here (Childs 2001:1), recent scholarship has increasingly emphasised reading Isaiah in light of its literary and theological development rather than its historical strata (Scheuer 2020:22).

Within this scholarly movement, Berges (2024:13–27) has made a significant contribution by identifying seven narrative acts that structure Isaiah as a single theological narrative. His framework, which sees these acts as successive stages in the unfolding Isaian storyline, is followed in this study to trace and interpret the motif of weariness across the book’s literary and theological structure.

The seven acts identified by Berges (2024:19) are as follows:


	Act I: Isaiah 1–12: Zion and Jerusalem between judgement and salvation.

	Act II: Isaiah 13–27: Zion’s enemies and friends – and YHWH’s eternal kingship.

	Act III: Isaiah 28–35: The divine king and the congregation of Zion.

	Act IV: Isaiah 36–39: The threat and deliverance of Zion and Jerusalem.

	Act V: Isaiah 40–48: The Servant Jacob or Israel in Babylon and his way back home to Zion.

	Act VI: Isaiah 49–54: The Servant’s struggle to persuade Zion about her restored future.

	Act VII: Isaiah 55–66: Zion/Jerusalem as YHWH’s city for all believers and the Servants’ fate.



This study employed both diachronic and synchronic approaches to trace the motif of weariness throughout the book of Isaiah. Diachronically, the weary motif begins with God and then extends to his people, their enemies, animals, individuals, and even the land, indicating that weariness encompasses all aspects of Israel’s life against the backdrop of judgement and exile.

Synchronic analysis reveals that the motif appears in all the acts of the book as identified by Berges (2024:19), indicating that a unified reading of these texts may illuminate Isaiah’s theological and literary coherence. Attention will therefore be given to how the theme in one act influences the meaning in the next.
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Occurrence of the weariness motif in Isaiah



[image: IDS-60-3200-T2.jpg]

Exegesis of the passages within their acts

Act I: Isaiah 1–12: Zion and Jerusalem between judgement and salvation

Childs (2001:11) states that Isaiah 1 is an introduction to the entire book, defining the historical setting of the pre-exilic period and thus shaping the understanding of the latter parts of the book. This chapter fundamentally introduces the themes and actions of God that unfold throughout the rest of Isaiah.

In this act, the concept of weary appears in three verses (1:14; 5:27; 7:13), with 1:14 being particularly significant because God is the protagonist. Chapter 1 addresses ‘the house of Jacob’, including both the northern and southern kingdoms, with the prophet speaking against all of Yahweh’s people, offering a thematic overview of the entire book. Isaiah 1 also introduces Yahweh’s divine pathos, reflecting both judgement and mercy toward his people (Kim 2016:16).

Isaiah 1:14 – לָאָה


Your new moons and your appointed festivals my soul hates; they have become a burden to me, I am weary of bearing them.1



This verse, part of Isaiah’s introduction, depicts God’s reaction to offences committed under the guise of temple worship, which were in fact religious sins. As is typical in poetic literature, the language is highly figurative. Anthropomorphic descriptions of God, such as references to his neck, face, eyes, and mouth, emphasise the figurative nature of the language.

Alongside the phrase, my soul hates, Yahweh also expresses the impact of the offences on Him by stating that He is weary of carrying all his people’s appointed festivals [וּמוֹעֲדֵיכֶם֙]. Although He had ordained these festivals, they were not carried out as initially intended. Franke (2009:41) notes that the Nif’al form of לאה conveys God’s impatience with the burdensome nature of the empty cultic rituals. The passive [נִלְאֵיתִי] expresses the strong response God has to the attitude of his people while carrying out the temple cult. It states that He has been made weary and has indeed become weary to a state of completeness by the attitude of his people as expressed in their festivals.

Pacwa (2023:13) highlights the emptiness of cultic rituals by referencing the covenant requirements in Exodus 24 and 25 in which God revealed the laws of worship only after Israel had accepted the moral laws (Ex 25–31). Subsequently, the moral laws were reiterated, followed by additional liturgical regulations (Lv 23–27). This structure demonstrates that the moral law sets the framework for the liturgical laws, which were meant to be integrated. However, the moral behaviour of the covenant people towards one another nullified their worship of Yahweh, rendering their ambiguous, insincere worship unbearable to him.

The history of Israel depicted them as becoming increasingly religiously corrupt and failing to adhere to the covenant (Is 1:4; Jr 2:13). Consequently, the curse clause in the covenant (Dt 28:47–50) had to be enacted, as seen from Isaiah 1:4 onwards (Van der Walt 2014). The covenant and law play a crucial role in the book of Isaiah, with Isaiah being presented as a prophetic successor to Moses, with the Isaiah scroll serving as an actualisation of the Mosaic Torah (Blenkinsopp 2008:184).

Taking all this into account, God’s weariness in 1:14 does not mean he has become physically exhausted and needs rest. Instead, it signifies that, due to his righteousness, he can no longer tolerate the iniquities of his people. Consequently, his justice will be set in motion by the implementation of the curse clauses of the covenant. This thought is fundamental to Isaiah 5:27.

Isaiah 5:27 – עָיֵ֤ף


None of them is weary, none stumbles, none slumbers or sleeps, not a loincloth is loose, not a sandal-thong broken.



Isaiah 5 elaborates on the consequences initially hinted at in Isaiah 1, namely the actualisation of the Mosaic Torah. In the allegory of the vineyard song, the song symbolises the chastisement awaiting both Judah and Israel. The absence of righteousness and justice in Israel’s moral life, leading to the prevalence of bloodshed and cruelty among God’s people, prompted him to announce the removal of the protective hedge he had placed around them (5:5), which was like a fence around a well-tended vineyard. However, due to their failure to produce the expected fruits of righteousness and justice, God declared they would be handed over to be trampled by foreign powers (5:25–26; Fee & Hubbard 2011:382).

These foreign forces, trampling the vineyard, acted as instruments of divine judgement and thus would not grow weary in their task. They would continue to bring destruction upon the people as a form of chastisement from Yahweh, pushing them to the brink of obliteration (Is 6:11–12).

Isaiah 7:13 – לָאָה


Then Isaiah said: ‘Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary my God also?’



After the death of King Uzziah around 736/735 BC, his grandson, Ahaz, became the king of Judah. The prophet, Isaiah, urged Ahaz to have faith in Yahweh, warning him of impending doom due to his embrace of pagan practices, which were worse than those of Israel’s notorious ungodly kings. Concerned about Ahaz’s alignment with Assyria and fearing an Assyrian invasion, the neighbouring kingdoms of Israel and Syria conspired to overthrow the Davidic dynasty and install their own candidate as king of Judah (Smith 2020:500).

Isaiah’s prophecies and warnings to Ahaz highlight the strained relationship between Yahweh, the king and the people he was supposed to lead in a godly life. Although Isaiah addresses them as the house of David, alluding to the covenant relationship with Yahweh, he refers to him as my God, emphasising Ahaz’s estrangement from Yahweh due to his unbelief. Ahaz thus lacked the relationship Isaiah had with his God. Ahaz’s poor relationship with Yahweh became clear in his refusal to choose a sign as commanded by the prophet, which tested God’s patience, as he was already weary of Ahaz’s lack of faith (Grogan 2008:515).

Ahaz’s decision to pay tribute to the Assyrian king, Tiglath-Pileser, not only wearied Yahweh but also burdened his people. The economic strain from this tribute weighed heavily on Judah, leading to widespread societal hardships and instability (Scheuer 2020:251).

When Isaiah addressed the house of David, he spoke in the plural, referring to the entire ruling class in Jerusalem. Watts (2005:97) notes that the use of the Hebrew word לָאָה is significant, suggesting that it conveys an argumentative tone, indicating that the opponent (Yahweh) has had enough. Using the Hif’il in both cases, the agency in causing emotional weariness is portrayed. The leaders not only weary God but also weary their people, as is indicated in many passages in Isaiah (3:12; 28:12).

When God told Ahaz to ask for a sign (7:10), he refused because he lacked faith. Even though Ahaz’s lack of faith distanced him from receiving a divine sign confirming God’s support, a sign was given nonetheless, signifying the faithfulness of the Holy One of Israel. The prophesied sign was that of a child named Immanuel, ensuring that Yahweh would not abandon his people despite their leader’s faithlessness.

Summary of Act I

Isaiah reveals God’s moral intolerance toward Israel’s hypocrisy, injustice, and unbelief, expressed in empty worship, moral failure, and lack of faith. His response includes covenant judgement through foreign invaders and frustration with leaders like Ahaz; yet he remains faithful, offering hope through the sign of Immanuel.

Act II: Isaiah 13–27 – Zion’s enemies and friends and Yahweh’s kingdom

In this act, Yahweh’s righteous actions are directed not only against his own people but also against the other nations that shared a living space with Israel. Both Israel and the other nations are called into a relationship with him. When a relationship is established, there will be salvation, yet there will also be judgement for the transgression of the covenant (Hubbard & Dearman 2018:289).

Isaiah 16:12 – לָאָה


When Moab presents himself, when he wearies himself upon the high place, when he comes to his sanctuary to pray, he will not prevail.



In this passage, Moab, a segment of the nations, is addressed in the same voice as Babylon (13:1–14:23). Most of the material about Moab takes the form of laments that invite mourning over a suffering people. The suffering referred to is Moab’s suffering at the hands of their enemies, from whom they fled. The exact time of the suffering is unknown, but what is certain is that it resulted from God’s divine judgement, asserting his sovereign rule over the nations (Ogden & Sterk 2011:484).

In their time of suffering, they turned towards their gods, but their efforts were in vain, leaving themselves weary (Nif’al) because they accomplished nothing. What makes this even more compelling is the complex, strenuous rituals they performed, trying to provoke action from their gods. All of this, which led to physical exhaustion, produced no results at all (Fisher 2024:212).

Summary of Act II

God’s justice is directed at both Israel and the neighbouring nations, offering salvation or judgement based on their response to him. Moab is portrayed as weary from their exhausting rituals to powerless gods. Their futile efforts show the emptiness of worship apart from that of Yahweh.

Act III: Isaiah 28–35 – The godly king and the Zion community

Brueggemann (1998a:219) summarises Isaiah 28–33 as a realistic portrayal of Jerusalem’s geopolitical situation. In a series of woe oracles, it is acknowledged that the Northern Kingdom is under judgement and on the verge of ceasing to exist. Jerusalem’s failed leadership has jeopardised the city and its identity as the city of David and the capital of Judah. Egypt is an unreliable ally, and even Assyria will not endure.

Isaiah 28:11–12 – עָיֵף


Truly, with stammering lip and with alien tongue he will speak to this people, to whom he has said, ‘This is rest; give rest to the weary; and this is repose’; yet they would not hear.



Smith (2007:473) explains the essence of chapter 28:1–22 as follows: Isaiah 28:1–4 contains a lamentation over Ephraim, which is doomed to destruction. The prophet’s audience in Judah probably agreed with the judgement announced on the North. This agreement sets the scene for the prophet to apply the same principles of judgement to Judah in 28:7–22.

Isaiah 28:1–22 thus alludes to the same thought discussed in 5:27. The Lord has a strong and tireless agent who will bring justice to Ephraim and Judah. It was not meant to be this way, as Isaiah had delivered a message promising rest for the weary, as is reiterated in 28:12. However, because they were deaf to the Torah, they did not understand what was needed to return to a covenantal relationship with Yahweh.

The Torah, which stipulated behaviour fitting the covenant relationship, was neither conveyed by incapable priests and prophets, nor accepted by the people of Israel and Judah. As a result, Yahweh’s plans for the rest of his people, as conveyed in Exodus 33:14 (‘I will give you rest’), did not materialise (Wegner 2021:225).

If his people would not receive the promised rest, by observing the Torah, Yahweh’s follow-up plan was introduced in Deuteronomy 28:65:


Among those nations you shall find no ease, no resting place for the sole of your foot. There the Lord will give you a trembling heart, failing eyes, and a languishing spirit. (Deutr 28:65)



The prophets repeatedly brought this message, and thus, in Isaiah 1, Yahweh announced that because the people continued to transgress, they would not enter into rest; instead, weariness would be their constant state.

Isaiah 32:2 – עָיֵף


Each will be like a hiding place from the wind, a covert from the tempest, like streams of water in a dry place, like the shade of a great rock in a weary land.



Isaiah 31 anticipates significant changes with the arrival of a future deliverer, marking the first time in Isaiah that this deliverer is called a king. This king is depicted as a ruler who upholds Yahweh’s standard of righteousness, offering deliverance and relief from suffering.

Four images describe this relief: a shelter, a refuge, a stream, and the shadow of a great rock in a weary land. These images reveal God’s plans, beginning with Judah’s deliverance from Assyria and paving the way for its future restoration. In the future, Judah will adhere to God’s word, discern the truth, and be governed by righteousness (Wegner 2021:253).

Although metaphors describe this ideal future situation, as Stacey (1993:196) notes, these images contain more than mere metaphors. Many of them are rooted in the realities of the past.

For example, wind and storm symbolise attacks by foreign powers and even Israel’s own leaders. The final metaphor, which emphasises shade, is significant because it refers to shade in a weary land, one made so by Yahweh’s chastisement of his people. This chastisement, foretold in Deuteronomy 28:52, was prophesied to make the promised land become increasingly desolate as its people turned away from Yahweh. The righteous use of the land is also significant here. In Isaiah 56, the repeated emphasis on Sabbath observance highlights righteousness. Because the promised land was not used as a living space to serve Yahweh, Leviticus 26:34 found practical fulfilment in exile (Helberg 1990:66).

Summary of Act III

Isaiah 28–35 portrays Jerusalem’s unstable political and spiritual state, showing that despite God’s promise of rest, the people’s deafness to the Torah and their corrupt leadership prevented its fulfilment, leaving the community in a condition of ongoing weariness. Because of covenant unfaithfulness, judgement will bring trembling hearts. However, a future righteous king will deliver Judah when the people return to covenantal faithfulness.

Act IV: Isaiah 36–39 – The threat and salvation of Zion and Jerusalem

Isaiah 38:14 – דָּלַל


Like a swallow or a crane I clamor, I moan like a dove. My eyes are weary with looking upward. O Lord, I am oppressed; be my security!



Little needs to be said about weariness in this context, except that it forms part of Hezekiah’s lamentation and thanksgiving hymn. In his sickness, he took refuge in his own relationship with God, and contrary to the general attitude of the rest of Judah’s kings, turned to Him in times of distress (Blenkinsopp 2008:485).

Summary of Act IV

Although Hezekiah was weary from sickness, he found favour with God and was restored.

Act V: Isaiah 40–48: The servant Jacob/Israel in Babylon and his way back home to Zion

In Isaiah 40, the flow of the book changes so much that it shapes the understanding of the whole book. Much has been written about it from a redactional perspective. However, Miscall (1993:98) draws attention to the message to be delivered, which is a commission from God to comfort the people in exile. In response to the command, an unidentified speaker cries out, addressing an anonymous group. The anonymity is deliberate, as prophecy is transformed because the community it addresses is intended to be transformed.

Although an individual was commissioned as a prophet in Isaiah 6, the emphasis now shifts to the prophet’s function rather than his person. There is a further transformation in several aspects, such as making dry, impassable places accessible and levelling high places. The paths being made are both literal ways the remnant could use to travel back to Zion from Babylon, as well as a moral and religious way of adherence to the Torah.

Thus, the chastisement that so often stood in the foreground in Isaiah 1–39 will henceforth take a backstage position that needs interpretation.

Up to this point, there has been an even distribution of weariness in the book, but in the Isaiah 40–48 literary unit, it appears in two clusters (40:28, 29, 30; 43:22, 23, 24). Because of this grouping, several questions arise: Why the repetition? Why are different Hebrew words used (יעף and יגע), and what is the meaning? What is the prophetic perspective they provide to the rest of Isaiah? The exegesis of these passages will look for an answer to these questions.

Isaiah 40:28–31 – יָעֵף and יָגַע


Have you not known? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable.

He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless. Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted; but those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint (Isaiah 43:22–24).



The train of thought in Isaiah 40 can be expressed as follows:


	In verses 1–2, the prophet must proclaim that God will make a new beginning for Judah, because its hardships are over and the people have been punished for their transgression as the provisions of the covenant demanded.

	Isaiah 40:3–5 announces God’s ability to make the return from exile possible, with the result that his glory will be revealed, confirming that the restoration is not a human achievement but a divine act.

	In verses 6–8, the text sets up a contrast: humanity is frail and transient, like withering grass, but the Word of God stands forever. This contrast is not merely poetic; it strengthens the claim that the promised restoration is unshakeable because it rests on God’s enduring Word rather than on human strength.

	Verses 9–11 proclaim the continuation of God’s action: He will not simply release the people from exile but will lead and gather them like a shepherd who tends and protects his flock. This presents divine restoration as relational and pastoral, not merely political.

	In verses 12–17, the sovereignty of God over creation and humanity is repeatedly emphasised to drive home the point that Yahweh will make a new beginning, and nothing can prevent it, because he has said so.



By contrasting Yahweh with the incapacity of idols in verses 18–20, the text demonstrates that no alternative source of security exists. The irony of idolatry is shown to be irrational because idols cannot act, save, or shape history. This further supports the argument that Israel’s hope must rest in Yahweh alone.

In verses 21–26, the prophet turns to direct admonition. Israel should have known from creation, revelation, and from God’s past actions that Yahweh remains exalted and fully able to intervene (Miscall 2006:122).

However, the proclamation that Yahweh, in his sovereign ability would bring about a new beginning, did not fall on receptive ears. It is evident from 40:27 that the prophet was doubted when he provided perspective on God, circumstances, and the people themselves. Despite the prophet’s proclamation, God’s people were convinced that it was because he no longer cared for them and therefore had not saved them from exile. They felt that God had unjustly broken his part of the covenant by failing to save them when Babylon destroyed their known way of life (Van der Walt 2018:112).

In response to Israel’s statement that God had unjustly abandoned them in exile, the prophet goes on to restate God’s known characteristics and abilities. Following a few rhetorical questions, the prophet again proclaims God’s power over creation and humanity.

The answers to the rhetorical questions reiterate that the powers of creation cannot withhold the new beginning that God will make, because he is not limited in his understanding or ability to influence history. As previously announced, it unfolded as he had proclaimed through his prophets. He is also unlike any of the idols produced by humans, which makes them tired because they must be carried. Thus, no powers in heaven or earth can withstand Yahweh’s redemption plan (Brueggemann 1998b:23).

In 40:28–31, the prophet reiterates God’s authority over humanity. As is often the case in Isaiah, the new occurs alongside the old – familiar terms and images – such as justice and righteousness, high and low, and here the weary and the strong are introduced in the book as a pair carried over from the previous literary units. The accumulation of words in the weariness group emphasises that this is not a matter of theoretical investigation but a reality for those who trust him (Childs 2001:310). The disputation thus returns to the character of God, who is eternal and therefore unchanging, serving as the sole determiner of history and the eschaton (Jenni 1997:852). As the sole determiner, he does not reach a state where he needs rest caused by either physical or emotional needs [יָגַע] (Swanson 1997a:3333), or because he exhausted himself [יָעֵף] (Hasel 1998:387; Swanson 1997b:3615).

Berges (2008:160) explains the specific use of the two words: (1) יָגַע [weary] describes weakness resulting from giving up one’s resources and thereby running out of energy; (2) יָעֵף [become faint] then denotes weakness as a consequence of a lack of opportunity to replenish resources to renew strength. These two words are thus a standard pair in describing the reality of daily human needs. However, neither of these applies to God as he provides for the physical needs of those who suffered because of the toil of exile, the burden of taxes and the carrying of human–made idols. He will also provide renewed emotional and religious energy to those who hear the prophet’s proclamation and take Yahweh’s word as the foundation for a new life in Zion.

Thus, Isaiah 40:28–31 provides a prophetic perspective on weariness by contrasting human frailty with God’s eternal strength. While humans are transient and may feel abandoned and weary, as seen in their doubts and despair in exile, God’s Word stands forever, and his nature is unchanging. Unlike humans, he does not grow tired or need rest, and he promises to provide physical and emotional renewal to those who trust in him. This chapter reassures Judah that God’s unwavering strength and support offer a foundation for hope and renewal despite human weariness.

Isaiah 43:22–24 – יָגַע in all three verses


Yet you did not call upon me, O Jacob; but you have been wearyof me, O Israel! You have not brought me your sheep for burnt offerings, or honored me with your sacrifices.

I have not burdened you with offerings, or wearied you with frankincense. You have not bought me sweet cane with money, or satisfied me with the fat of your sacrifices. But you have burdened me with your sins; you have wearied me with your iniquities.



There is no agreement in scholarly circles about the outline of Isaiah 41–48, as the outlines provided are dependent on the approach taken (Jacobson & Chan 2023:431). In this article, the outline of Childs (2001:317), who adheres to a canonical approach, is taken, as it serves this article well. He identifies 42:1–13 as a presentation of the servant and an announcement of new things to come. In 42:14–44:23, there are strong elements of continuity, including the servant, the rebirth of the land, Yahweh’s trials of the nations and of Israel itself, and the pardoning of the remnant.

The linguistic context of Isaiah 43:22–24 is a trial speech. Several times in Isaiah, either the idols (41:21–29) or the servants of the idols (45:20–22) are brought into court, where they deliver trial speeches (41:1–5; 41:21–29; 43:8–15; 44:6–8; 45:20–22). In Isaiah 43:22–24, it is not the nations or the gods that are addressed, but Israel (Westermann 1996:131). In verses 22–25, God engages in a dispute with his people, confronting them on their lack of sincere offerings. Then, in verses 26–28, he summons them before him as judge.

The Lord’s complaint against Israel responds to their accusation that they deserve better than the hardships of exile (40:27). They believed their many sacrifices justified them, but the problem lay in their attitude (1:14). The prophet addresses this issue, highlighting their misplaced confidence in the cultic expression of their faith through sacrifices (Brueggemann 1998b:27).

Israel’s attitude, with which they brought sacrifices, was not fundamentally directed towards serving Yahweh. Instead, they wanted to move him to serve them and bring benefit to themselves (Ogden & Sterk 2011:1191). In other words, Israel’s worship had lost touch with the reality of true worship. Hasel (1998:393) states that Isaiah delivers a harsh accusation against Israel, saying they burdened [הוֹגַעְתַּ֖נִי – Hif’il] the Lord with their sins. Their misdeeds have effectively reversed the roles, turning the Lord into a servant [עבד].

The irony is that, although sacrifices typically leave the servant weary, in this instance, the Lord himself declares that he has been wearied by their iniquities (as in 1:14) and by the morally wrong attitude with which they brought their sacrifices. It would have been acceptable to God if their sacrifices had been brought to him without ulterior motives and with a genuine sacrificial heart. However, they were brought with a self-serving attitude, which burdened him even though he does not need any sacrifices as stated in Psalm 50:9–10 (Paul 2012:154).

Isaiah 46:1 – עָיֵף


Bel bows down, Nebo stoops, their idols are on beasts and cattle; these things you carry are loaded as burdens on weary animals.



In Isaiah 46, the trial speech in 45:20–25 is applied concretely to the situation in Babylon. In 46:1, the prophet declares that the gods of Babylon are in a state where, ironically, they need recuperation. Thus, they are by no means able to save their worshippers. In contrast, God, the only one who can save (45:21), will lead his people with power out of Babylon. Instead of Bel saving its worshippers, it collapsed, as will become evident when the Persians conquered Babylon (Berges 2015:450).

Furthermore, the gods who were supposed to come to the people’s rescue are instead a burden to them and to the animals who have to carry them. Because the gods have collapsed, Yahweh’s call to Israel to rely solely on him becomes urgent. The remnant, especially, must pay attention so that they will realise the idols’ inability compared with the sovereignty of Yahweh. While the pagan gods must be carried, God carried Israel from her birth (Ex 19:4; Is 40:11).

Isaiah 47:13– לאה


You are wearied with your many consultations; let those who study the heavens stand up and save you, those who gaze at the stars, and at each new moon predict what shall befall you.



The chapter’s overarching theme is a divine judgement on Babylon, a city that never believed she would be stripped bare as judgement for her mistreatment of the Hebrew exiles.

It is well known that Babylon was famous for its sorcery and divination, a reputation confirmed by archaeological excavations (Hays & Duvall 2014:523).

While the city relied on her magicians and sorcerers to predict the coming enemy that would put Babylon in a position to defend itself, the perceived wisdom and knowledge proved in vain, resting only on enchantments and magic. Therefore, all these actions seeking political or military advice were useless and a waste of energy, leaving them weary and without the means to ward off the enemy (Van der Walt 2024).

Summary of Act V

At the turning point in Isaiah, when the exile was reversed, the theme of weariness becomes concentrated as Isaiah shifts from judgement to comfort, addressing exiled Israel’s despair and calling them to renewed trust in Yahweh. The prophet contrasts human frailty with divine strength: while people grow weary, God never tires but restores those who rely on him. Israel, however, has become spiritually weary of God, burdening him with insincere worship.

Babylon’s idols and astrologers are unmasked as powerless and exhausting to those who depend on them. The cluster of weariness-references in this ‘act’ highlights a theological turning-point in the book – revealing the futility of self-reliance, idolatry, and false wisdom, and contrasting them with Yahweh’s unending power and faithfulness. Thus, weariness in this act symbolises both the deep fatigue of exile and Yahweh’s call to find true renewal and rest in him as the everlasting God, who neither feels faint nor grows weary.

Act VI: Isaiah 49–54: The Servants struggle to persuade Zion about her restored future

Isaiah 50:4 – ףֵעָי


The Lord God has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word. Morning by morning he wakens – wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.



The purpose of a prophet is to provide God’s perspective on particular situations. In Isaiah 50:4 and beyond, the prophet addresses God’s people as they transition between Babylon and Zion.

The problem with the transitioning process was that God’s people did not understand what had happened to them and thus lacked trust in him and his ability (Van der Walt 2018). It has already been said that Yahweh detested the attitude with which sacrifices were brought (Is 1). Although he had warned his people through the prophets to return to covenant fidelity, they did not adhere to the calling. Since he had come to a point where he could no longer overlook the sin of his people (1:14), he proceeded to implement the penal provisions in the covenant, and therefore, they lost their living-space in the Promised land. The loss was interpreted as God not being faithful to the covenant and not saving them from their enemies (Is 40:27).

Against this background, the prophet’s ear is awakened, morning by morning, to sustain the weary. Firstly, God provided perspective, and then Isaiah had to convey it to his weary hearers.

They were weary for different reasons: idol worship, exile, not understanding their situation, a lack of confidence in God’s ability, and a lack of a future perspective. Isaiah addresses all the reasons given for God’s people’s weariness, then offers the perspective that God can and will alleviate their weariness if they turn in faith to him (Van der Walt 2018:116). Recursively, all the elements of weariness discussed thus far, can be relayed to Isaiah 50. In 50:1–3, the perspective on the complaint is provided, and the answer is given in 40:27–31. Because the prophet, in his faithfulness, is a willing servant, he does not get weary and can sustain the weary with words of perspective, continuously received by God (50:4–5) (Motyer 1993:399).

In contrast to Judah, he can see purpose in suffering and does not shy away from it, or consider help from elsewhere (50:6–8). All who take counsel or seek sustenance from incapable entities, will disappear (50:9). The chapter ends with a renewed call to rely on God alone, who will make a new beginning through his Word.

Summary of Act VI

In this passage, the theme of weariness captures Israel’s spiritual exhaustion and loss of faith during the transition from exile to restoration. The obedient servant of God, taught by him daily, is empowered to ‘sustain the weary with a word’, offering hope and divine perspective to a disheartened people. Unlike Israel, the servant remains steadfast and unwearied.

Act VII: Isaiah 55–66: Zion or Jerusalem as YHWH’s city for all believers and the servants’ fate

Isaiah 57:10 – עַגָי


You grew weary from your many wanderings, but you did not say, ‘It is useless’. You found your desire rekindled, and so you did not weaken.



Isaiah 57:1–13 reflects on the divide in the community of emerging Judaism. The schism was between the righteous, committed to Yahweh, and their counterparts who easily compromised their faith through idolatry. These practices were nothing new to the people of God, who were bound in covenant with Yahweh and whose actions were directed by the requirements of the Torah (Brueggemann 1998b:178).

However, they wandered far and wide, seeking help from different human and religious sources. All their wanderings led to weariness because their efforts brought no sustenance in religious or physical matters (Smith 2009:556).

Israel’s wandering away from Yahweh eventually led to exile, and if the remnant exhibited the same behaviour after exile, it would still lead to nothing.

Summary of Act VII

In this passage, Israel’s exhaustion is described as the result of wandering after false gods and seeking human help rather than trusting Yahweh. Despite their fruitless efforts, they refused to admit failure and persisted in idolatry. This verse exposes the spiritual futility of seeking strength apart from God.

Conclusion

The motif of weariness in Isaiah functions as a thread woven into the book’s theology, structure and message of failure and transformation. It thus functions as a developing theological and literary device that unifies the narrative of the book, which begins with an envisioned judgement leading to exile, and in the end, to restoration. By tracing its recurrence across the seven narrative acts, this article has shown that weariness functions as both a moral critique of covenantal failure and a paradoxical statement by Yahweh, whose weariness leads to judgement, yet ultimately opens the way to renewal in the return from exile to Zion.

In Act I, God’s weariness with empty worship exposes Israel’s hypocrisy, leading to covenant judgement, but was tempered by the sign of Immanuel. Act II extends this critique to the nations, with Moab’s exhaustion in worshipping powerless gods, underscoring the emptiness of idolatry. Act III portrays Jerusalem’s deafness to the Torah, leaving the community in a state of ongoing weariness, yet it anticipates a righteous king who will bring rest. Act IV highlights Hezekiah’s personal weariness in sickness, contrasting Judah’s general faithlessness with his reliance on God, which brings him restoration. In Act V, Israel’s doubts in exile are met with the assurance that Yahweh does not grow weary and will renew the strength of those who trust in Him. Act VI emphasises the Servant’s struggle to sustain a weary people with words of hope, while Act VII culminates in Zion’s transformation into Yahweh’s city for all believers, where weariness gives way to ultimate restoration.

Weariness is thus revealed, not as incidental language but as a theological thread that integrates Isaiah’s moral critique, divine justice, and eschatological hope. It highlights the futility of human strength, the emptiness of idolatry, and the paradox of Yahweh’s weariness that leads not to abandonment but to renewal. Weariness in Isaiah thus functions as a unifying motif that underscores the book’s canonical coherence and its enduring message: true rest and strength are found only in Yahweh.

Future research could fruitfully examine how Isaiah’s concept of weariness resonates with that of other Old Testament prophets, such as Jeremiah, Habakkuk, and Malachi, thereby extending its canonical and theological significance.

In conclusion, the motif of weariness is more than repetition; it is a clear theological lens through which Isaiah’s Unity is revealed. By showing that human exhaustion contrasts with divine sovereign power, and that divine weariness paradoxically opens the way to hope, Isaiah teaches readers to recognise that renewal and rest are found only in Yahweh, who never grows weary. This insight ensures that the motif is an important, yet generally overlooked key, to understanding Isaiah’s theological depth and canonical coherence.

Acknowledgements

Competing interests

The author declares that no financial or personal relationships inappropriately influenced the writing of this article.

CRediT authorship contribution

Chris van der Walt: Conceptualisation, Methodology, Investigation, Writing – original draft. The author confirms that this work is entirely their own, has reviewed the article, approved the final version for submission and publication, and takes full responsibility for the integrity of its findings.

Ethical considerations

This article followed all ethical standards for research without direct contact with human or animal subjects.

Funding information

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Data availability

The author confirms that the data supporting this study and its findings are available within the article and its listed references.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and are the product of professional research. It does not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any affiliated institution, funder, agency, or the publisher. The author is responsible for this article’s findings and content.

References

Abernethy, A.T., 2021, Discovering Isaiah: Content, interpretation, reception, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI.

Berges, U., 2008, Jesaja 40–48, Herder, Freiburg im Breisgau.

Berges, U., 2015, Jesaja 49–54, Herder, Freiburg.

Berges, U., 2024, ‘Unity in the Book of Isaiah’, in B. Rossi, D.S. Irudayaraj & G. Hens-Piazza (eds.), The ‘unity’ in the book of Isaiah, pp. 13–27, Clark, London.

Blenkinsopp, J., 2008, Isaiah 1–39: A new translation with introduction and commentary, Anchor Yale Bible, Yale University Press, London.

Brueggemann, W., 1998a, Isaiah 1–39, Westminster John Knox, Louisville, KY.

Brueggemann, W., 1998b, Isaiah 40–66, Westminster John Knox, Louisville, KY.

Childs, B.S., 2001, Isaiah: A commentary, Westminster John Knox, Louisville, KY.

Fee, G.D. & Hubbard, R.L., 2011, The Eerdmans companion to the Bible, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI.

Fisher, J., 2024, Isaiah 1–39, InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL.

Franke, C.A., 2009, ‘Like a mother I have comforted you: The function of figurative language in Isaiah 1:7–26 and 66:7–14’, in A.J. Everson & H.C.P. Kim (eds.), The desert will bloom: Poetic visions in Isaiah, Society of biblical literature, pp. 35–55, Atlanta, GA.

Gentry, P.J., 2015, ‘The literary macrostructures of the Book of Isaiah and authorial intent’, in D.I. Block & R.L. Schultz (eds.), Bind up the testimony: Explorations in the genesis of the Book of Isaiah, pp. 227–253, Hendrickson Publishers, Peabody, MA.

Grogan, G.W., 2008, Proverbs–Isaiah, rev. edn., Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI.

Hasel, G., 1998, ‘יָגַע’ [yāg̱aʿ], in G.J. Botterweck, H. Ringgren & H.J. Fabry (eds.), Theological dictionary of the Old Testament, rev. edn., pp. 385–393, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI.

Hays, J.D. & Duvall, J.S., 2014, The baker illustrated Bible handbook, Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, MI.

Helberg, J.L., 1990, Die Verbondsvolk se verhouding tot sy land: veral in die tyd rondom die wegvoering in Babiloniese ballingskap: die Groot Profete en Klaagliedere [The covenant people’s relationship to their land: Especially in the time surrounding the Babylonian exile: The major Prophets and Lamentations], PU vir CHO, Departement Sentrale Publikasies, Potchefstroom.

Hubbard, R.L.J. & Dearman, J.A., 2018, Introducing the Old Testament, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI.

Jacobson, R.A. & Chan, M.J., 2023, Introducing the Old Testament: A historical, literary, and theological survey, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, MI.

Jenni, E., 1997, ‘עוָֹלם ʿôlām’ [Eternity], in E. Jenni & C. Westermann (eds.), Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, pp. 852–862, Hendrickson, Peabody, MA.

Kim, H.C.P., 2016, Reading Isaiah: A literary and theological commentary, Smyth & Helwys, Macon, GA.

Miscall, P.D., 1993, Isaiah, JSOT Press, Sheffield.

Miscall, P.D., 2006, Isaiah, Sheffield Phoenix Press, Sheffield.

Motyer, J.A., 1993, The Prophecy of Isaiah, Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester.

Ogden, G.S. & Sterk, J., 2011, ‘A handbook on Isaiah’, in P.C.E. Al (ed.), UBSH, United Bible Societies, Reading.

Pacwa, M., 2023, Commentary on the book of Isaiah: An in-depth look of the gospel of the Old Testament, TAN Books, Gastonia, NC.

Paul, S.M., 2012, Isaiah 40–66: Translation and commentary, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI.

Quinn-Miscall, P.D., 2001, Reading Isaiah: Poetry and vision, John Knox, London.

Scheuer, B., 2020, ‘Sin and punishment in the book of Isaiah’, in L.S. Tiemeyer (ed.), The Oxford handbook of Isaiah, pp. 249–264, Oxford University Press, New York, NY.

Smith, G.V., 2007, Isaiah 1–39, Broadman & Holman, Nashville, TN.

Smith, G.V., 2009, Isaiah 40–66, Broadman & Holman, Nashville, TN.

Smith, G.V., 2020, ‘Isaiah in the Baker illustrated Bible Background Commentary’, in J.S. Duvall & J.D. Hays (eds.), The Baker illustrated Bible background commentary, pp. 494–533, Baker Books, Grand Rapids, MI.

Stacey, D., 1993, Isaiah: Chapters 1–39, Epworth, London.

Swanson, J., 1997a, ‘יָגַע’ [Yaga] in Dictionary of Biblical languages with semantic domains: Hebrew (Old Testament), Logos Research System, Oak Harbor, WA.

Swanson, J., 1997b, ‘יָעֵף’ [Yaef], in Dictionary of Biblical languages with semantic domains: Hebrew (Old Testament), Logos Research System, Oak Harbor, WA.

Van der Walt, C., 2018, ‘Hearing unity in a passage often broken: A thematic perspective on Isaiah 50:1–11 within its context’, in J. Dekker & G. Kwakkel (eds.), Reading and listening: Meeting one God in many texts. Festschrift for Eric Peels on the occasion of his 25th jubilee as professor of Old Testament Studies, 16 edn., pp. 111–118, Uitgeverij: 2VM, Bergambacht NL.

Van der Walt, C., 2024, ‘The foolish wisdom of humans versus the wise wisdom of God in the Book of Isaiah’, In die Skriflig 58(1), a3108. https://doi.org/10.4102/IDS.v58i1.3108

Watts, J.D.W., 2005, Isaiah 1–33, Word Books, Dallas, TX.

Wegner, P.D., 2021, Isaiah: An introduction and commentary, IVP Academic, Downers Grove, IL.

Westermann, C., 1996, Isaiah 40–66: A commentary, SCM, London.

Footnote

1.All references in English are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).
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TABLE 2: The subjects and objects of the concept.

Subject or object  Concept Location in Isaiah
God Weary [7%7] 1:14
Made weary [7x7] 7:13
Not weary [v37] 40:28
Wearied [531] 43:24
Humans Mortal wearied [7%7] 7:13
Ephraim wearied 73] 28:12
Youth can be [v37] 40:30
Who wait on the Lord shall not be [v3] 40:31
weary of God [v37] 43:22
God did not make them weary [v3] 43:23
Word sustain the weary [q3] 50:4
Weary from wandering [v37] 57:10
Foreigners Enemy is not weary [7°Y] 5227
Moab wearies himself [x7] 16:12
Babylon weary [7§7] 47:13
Land Is weary [y] 32:2
Animals Burdened already weary [7:¥] 46:1
Individuals Hezekiah's eyes were weary [277] 38:14
The faint (73] 40:29

Source: Logos Bible Software. Version 10, Faithlife, 2026.
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TABLE 1: The Hebrew terms used and translated in relation to weary.

Hebrew terms Frequency Location in Isaiah
9 5 1:14, 7:13 (twice), 16:12, 47:13
> 7 40:28, 30, 31; 43:22, 23, 24; 57:10
YL 5 5:27,28:12, 29:8§, 32:2, 46:1

i 3 40:28, 29; 50:4
21 1 38:14

Source: Logos Bible Software. Version 10, Faithlife, 2026.

#, It needs to be observed that the different lexemes are generally not confined to any act of
the book of Isaiah.

1, The root 123 should be examined alongside 3. In context, their meanings align, making
them synonyms for weary’ (Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament. Revised Edition,
s.v. ‘ay))

§, Faint or weary may fit.
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