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ISAIAH 21 | Three Oracles 

Wilderness of the Sea Oracle 

1 The oracle concerning the wilderness of the sea [Babylon]. 

As whirlwinds in the Negeb sweep on, it comes from the wilderness, from a terrible land. 2 A 
stern vision is told to me. The traitor betrays, and the destroyer destroys. 

Go up, O Elam! Lay siege, O Media! All the sighing she [Assyria] has caused I 
[Merodach-Baladan] bring to an end. 

3 Therefore my loins are filled with anguish. Pangs have seized me [Isaiah], like the pangs of 
a woman in labor. I am bowed down so that I cannot hear. I am dismayed so that I cannot see. 
4 My heart staggers. Horror has appalled me. The twilight I longed for has been turned for 
me into trembling. 5 They prepare the table, they spread the rugs, they eat, they drink. Arise, 
O princes. Oil the shield! 6 For thus Yahweh said to me: 

Go, set a watchman. Let him announce what he sees. 7 When he sees riders, horsemen 
in pairs, riders on donkeys, riders on camels, let him listen diligently, very diligently. 

8 Then he who saw cried out: 

Upon a watchtower I stand, Lord (ָאדֹון), continually by day, and at my post I am 
stationed whole nights. 9 And behold, here come riders, horsemen in pairs! 

And he answered, 

Fallen, fallen is Babylon, and all the carved images of her gods he has shattered to the 
ground. 

10 My threshed and winnowed one, what I have heard from Yahweh of hosts, the God of 
Israel, I announce to you. 

Dumah Oracle 

11 The oracle concerning Dumah. 

One is calling to me from Seir, 

Watchman, what time of the night? Watchman, what time of the night? 

12 The watchman says, 

Morning comes, and also the night. If you will inquire, inquire. Come back again. 
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Arabia Oracle 

13 The oracle concerning Arabia. 

In the thickets in Arabia you will lodge, caravans of Dedanites. 14 To the thirsty bring water. 
Meet the fugitive with bread, inhabitants of the land of Tema. 15 For they have fled from the 
[Assyrian] swords, from the drawn sword, from the bent bow, and from the press of battle. 16 
For thus Yahweh said to me, 

Within a year, according to the years of a hired worker, all the glory of Kedar will 
come to an end. 17 And the remainder of the archers of the mighty men of the sons of 
Kedar will be few, for Yahweh, the God of Israel, has spoken. 
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Commentary 

1. Overview 
a. Is 21-22 contains four oracles concerning Babylon, Edom, Arabia, and Judah. 
b. The historical context is Judah’s potential alliances with these nations against Assyria. 

Will Hezekiah trust in the nations or in Yahweh? 
c. The mood of these chapters is fear, calamity, death, partying, hilarity, and darkness. 

The oracles are intended to impact the listener emotionally as much as they are 
cognitively.  1

d. Isaiah writes about contemporary events, but these events foreshadow the end times. 

2. Wilderness of the Sea Oracle (Is 21:1-10) 
a. Is 21:1-10 1 The oracle concerning the wilderness of the sea [Babylonia]. As 

whirlwinds in the Negeb sweep on, it [an army under Merodach-Baladan] comes from 
the wilderness, from a terrible land [Babylonia]. 2 A stern vision is told to me. The 
traitor [Babylon] betrays, and the destroyer destroys. Go up, Elam! Lay siege, Media! 
All the sighing she [Assyria] has caused I [Merodach-Baladan] bring to an end. 3 
Therefore my [Isaiah’s] loins are filled with anguish. Pangs have seized me, like the 
pangs of a woman in labor. I am bowed down so that I cannot hear. I am dismayed so 
that I cannot see. 4 My heart staggers. Horror has appalled me. The twilight I longed 
for has been turned for me into trembling. 5 Arranging tables, spreading rugs, eating, 
drinking—arise, [Judean] princes, anoint your shields [for war]! 6 For thus Yahweh 
said to me: Go, set a watchman. Let him announce what he sees. 7 When he sees 
riders, horsemen in pairs, riders on donkeys, riders on camels, let him listen diligently, 
very diligently. 8 Then he [Isaiah] who saw cried out: Upon a watchtower I [Isaiah] 
stand, Lord (ָאדֹון), continually by day, and at my post I am stationed whole nights. 9 
And behold, here come riders, horsemen in pairs! And he answered, Fallen, fallen is 
Babylon, and all the carved images of her gods he has shattered to the ground. 10 My 
threshed and winnowed one, what I have heard from Yahweh of hosts, the God of 
Israel, I announce to you. 

b. The wilderness of the sea refers to the Babylonian-Persian Gulf region (v. 1). 
(1) Jer 51:13 13 O you who dwell by many waters, rich in treasures, your end has 

come. 
c. An army under Merodach-Baladan will attack Assyria like a whirlwind (v. 1). 

(1) In winter, strong windstorms come from the east and the southeast out of the 
wilderness into Israel.  2

d. Merodach-Baladan is the traitor-destroyer who rebels against Assyria (v. 2). 
(1) This passage does not refer to the fall of Babylon to Medo-Persia in 539 bc. Elam 

ceased to be a serious opponent to the Mesopotamian empires by 639 bc.  3

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 1:391.1

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 1:391.2

 A. Motyer, 174.3
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(2) Rather, it refers to Merodach-Baladan, who allied with Elam and Media and won 
Babylon’s independence from Assyria in 722-10 and 705-02 bc.  Merodach-4

Baladan constantly sought alliances against Assyria. 
(a) Is 39:1 1 At that time Merodach-baladan the son of Baladan, king of Babylon, 

sent envoys with letters and a present to Hezekiah, for he heard that he had 
been sick and had recovered. 

(3) In 710 bc, Sargon expelled Merodach-Baladan from Babylon, but Merodach-
Baladan continued to be a thorn in his side.  When Sargon died in 705 bc, 5

Merodach-Baladan and Elam revolted against Sargon’s son Sennacherib. 
(4) Hezekiah probably felt Merodach-Baladan would be able to break the strength of 

the Assyrian empire. Isaiah warned this would not happen.  6

(5) In 702 bc, Sennacherib finally defeated Merodach-Baladan (and Elam) and 
devastated his home area around the Persian Gulf. The next year Sennacherib’s 
army besieged Jerusalem. 

e. Isaiah feels severe anguish and horror at what is happening in Babylon (vv. 3-4). 
(1) The prophet who does not feel some empathy for the personal horrors which 

destruction of his enemies will entail is not reflecting accurately the character of 
the God for whom he speaks.  7

(2) Jesus and Paul felt a similar anguish. 
(a) Mt 23:37-38 37 O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and 

stones those who are sent to it! How often would I have gathered your 
children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were 
not willing! 38 See, your house is left to you desolate. 

(b) Ro 9:1-3 1 I am speaking the truth in Messiah—I am not lying. My 
conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit— 2 that I have great sorrow 
and unceasing anguish in my heart. 3 For I could wish that I myself were 
accursed and cut off from Messiah for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen 
according to the flesh. 

(3) We are like Jesus when we begin to have deep burden for the lost around us. That 
burden should drive us to our knees for intercessory prayer. 

f. The Judean leaders partied because of Merodach-Baladan’s revolt (v. 5). 
(1) It was a state banquet welcoming Merodach-Baladan’s ambassadors,  eerily 8

similar to Belshazzar’s feast. 
(a) Da 5:1 1 King Belshazzar made a great feast for a thousand of his lords and 

drank wine in front of the thousand. 
g. But Isaiah tells them to prepare for war (v. 5). 

(1) Soon the Assyrian army will surround Jerusalem’s walls (701 bc). 
h. God orders Isaiah to set a watchman on Jerusalem’s wall (vv. 6-7). 
i. The watchman, Isaiah, obeys God and stations himself on Jerusalem’s wall (v. 8). 

 A. Motyer, 172.4

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 389.5

 J. A. Martin, BKC, 1:1068.6

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 1:3937

 A. Motyer, 175.8
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(1) Hab 2:1 1 I will take my stand at my watchpost, station myself on the tower, and 
look out to see what [Yahweh] will say to me. 

j. The watchman finally sees military messengers, who announce the defeat of Babylon 
and her false gods (v. 9). 
(1) Babylon fell to the Assyrians in 710, 702, 689, and 648 bc. These words probably 

refer to the fall of Babylon in 702 bc. Sennacherib “filled the city with corpses” in 
689 bc.  9

(2) This fall of Babylon foreshadows the ultimate fall of Babylon. 
(a) Re 18:2 2 [The angel] called out with a mighty voice, Fallen, fallen is 

Babylon the great! 
k. God is threshing and winnowing Judah (v. 10). 

(1) Now no one could stop the Assyrian empire. Judah will be next. The following 
year the Assyrian army would surround Jerusalem. 

3. Oracle against Edom (Is 21:11-12). 
a. Is 21:11-12 11 The oracle concerning Dumah [“Silence,” Edom]. One is calling to me 

from Seir, Watchman, what time of the night? Watchman, what time of the night? 12 
The watchman says: Morning comes, and also the night. If you will inquire [repent?], 
inquire [repent?]. Come back again. 

b. Dumah and Seir represent Edom (v. 11). 
(1) Babylon’s only contact with the small countries of the Mediterranean coast would 

have been via the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea or across the northern end of 
Arabia through the oases of Dumah and Temah.  10

(2) Dumah is an oasis in northern Arabia that stood at the intersection of the east-west 
trade route between the Persian Gulf and Petra and the incense route running 
northward from the Red Sea to Palmyra. The fate of Dumah would be of great 
interest to the people of Edom, because if it were to fall, their eastern trade route 
would be cut off. Furthermore, if a rebellious Babylon wished to influence 
western Asia against Assyria, the route across the desert would be very 
important.  11

c. One from Seir calls to Isaiah, the watchman (v. 11). 
(1) At least one Edomite recognizes Isaiah as God’s prophet. 
(2) It would be like one, just one, New Zealand politician, coming to the church and 

asking what does the God of the Bible say about our future as a nation? 
d. The one from Seir expects a change in the military-political situation. He wants to 

know the ultimate outcome of things (v. 11). 
e. The watchman (Isaiah) answers that morning and night will come (v. 12). 

(1) This probably means the military-political situation will not immediately change. 
(2) It could be a reference to the first coming of Jesus (morning) and the Tribulation 

(night),  but there is really nothing to support this interpretation. 12

 A. Motyer, 172.9

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 1:38910

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 398.11

 W. E. Vine, Isaiah, 6312
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f. The one from Seir may return again to inquire (v. 12). 
(1) Hope lies in the undated future, and though it is deferred, it is sure. God’s program 

is carried forward not only in great dramatic acts but also in long tracts of time 
when nothing seems to happen.  13

4. Oracle against Arabia (Is 21:13-17). 
a. Is 21:13-17 13 The oracle concerning Arabia. In the thickets in Arabia you will lodge, 

caravans of Dedanites. 14 To the thirsty bring water. Meet the fugitive with bread, 
inhabitants of the land of Tema. 15 For they have fled from the [Assyrian] swords, 
from the drawn sword, from the bent bow, and from the press (ֶבד ֹ֫  of battle. 16 For (ּכ
thus Yahweh said to me, Within a year, according to the years of a hired worker, all 
the glory (ֶבד ֹ֫  of the (ְׁשָאר) of Kedar will come to an end. 17 And the remainder (ּכ
archers of the mighty men of the sons of Kedar will be few, for Yahweh, the God of 
Israel, has spoken.  14

b. The background of this oracle is Arabia’s alliance with Babylon against Assyria. 
(1) Assyria pushed refugees down to Arabia several times: Tiglath-pileser III (738 

bc); Sargon II (715 and 710 bc); and Sennacherib (703 and 689 bc).  15

(2) The Arabians joined Merodach-Baladan’s rebellion in 703 bc but were defeated by 
Sennacherib in 702-01 bc.  16

c. Dedanites will lodge in the thickets of Arabia (vv. 13-14). 
(1) The Dedanites were a tribe in southern Arabia. 

(a) Jer 25:23 23 Dedan, Tema, Buz, and all who cut the corners of their hair…. 
d. Isaiah orders the inhabitants of Tema to bring water and bread to war fugitives (v. 14). 

(1) Tema was a well-known oasis in northwestern Arabia. 
(a) Job 6:19 19 The caravans of Tema look, the travellers of Sheba hope. 

e. Fugitives flee south from the Assyrian swords and bows (v. 15). 
f. Kedar’s glory will end in one year (v. 16). 

(1) Kedar was Ishmael’s second son. 
(a) Ge 25:13 13 These are the names of the sons of Ishmael, named in the order 

of their birth: Nebaioth, the firstborn of Ishmael, and Kedar, Adbeel, 
Mibsam…. 

(b) 1 Ch 1:29 29 These are their genealogies: the firstborn of Ishmael, Nebaioth, 
and Kedar, Adbeel, Mibsam…. 

(2) The land of Kedar was in northern Arabia. It was known for its lovely black tents. 
(a) Song 1:5 5 I am very dark, but lovely, O daughters of Jerusalem, like the tents 

of Kedar, like the curtains of Solomon. 
g. The remainder (ְׁשָאר) of Kedar’s warriors will be few (v. 17). 

(1) 100 years later, Jeremiah again prophesied God’s judgment on Kedar. 
(a) Jer 49:28-29 28 Concerning Kedar and the kingdoms of Hazor that 

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon struck down. Thus says Yahweh: Rise up, 

 A. Motyer, 177.13

 When Yahweh speaks judgment upon a nation, that judgment will happen.14

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 1:402.15

 A. Motyer, 177.16
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advance against Kedar! Destroy the people of the east! 29 Their tents and their 
flocks shall be taken, their curtains and all their goods. Their camels shall be 
led away from them, and men shall cry to them: Terror on every side! 

5. Application. 
a. The nations are under God’s judgment and are neither to be trusted nor feared as to 

our ultimate conditions and destiny.  As the Church, we must not make alliances with 17

institutions that are doomed to defeat. We are to be in the world but not of the world. 

 J. N. Oswalt, NICOT, 390.17
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