











Introduction: Isaiah and the Friends


The Prophetic Fire

No prophet burned hotter in the hearts of the early Quakers than Isaiah. If the Epistle to the Hebrews gave the Friends their theology of the inward Christ — priest, sacrifice, and living Word — the Book of Isaiah gave them their theology of the prophetic life: the fire that purges, the light that dawns in darkness, the voice that cries against empty worship and demands justice for the poor, the vision of a peaceable kingdom where swords become plowshares and the wolf lies down with the lamb. Isaiah was the prophet the early Friends returned to most often, cited most freely, and embodied most deliberately. They did not merely read Isaiah; they lived him.

Certain passages — Isaiah 4:4 on the spirit of judgment and burning, Isaiah 26:3 on the mind stayed in perfect peace, Isaiah 29:13 on honoring God with the lips while the heart is far away, Isaiah 32:18 on peaceable habitations — appear in early Quaker writings with a frequency that borders on the obsessive. George Fox could scarcely write an epistle without weaving Isaiah into its fabric. Isaac Penington returned again and again to the prophet’s distinction between the Light that God gives and the fire that men kindle. James Nayler’s polemical writings are saturated with Isaiah’s denunciations of false worship. Robert Barclay’s Apology enlists Isaiah repeatedly in its defense of Quaker doctrine. And the traveling ministers — Crisp, Burrough, Dewsbury, and a host of others — carried Isaiah’s burdens and comforts into the open fields and prison cells of seventeenth-century England.

This commentary proceeds chapter by chapter through the Book of Isaiah, providing the full text of each chapter in the King James Version — the translation the early Friends used, read from, memorized, and quoted — followed by commentary that draws on the voices of the early Quaker writers, every quotation traced to a specific passage in a digitized corpus of their collected works. The goal is not merely to list Quaker quotations alongside the biblical text, but to show how the Quaker reading illuminates Isaiah — and how Isaiah illuminates the Quaker vision of Christianity.



Why Isaiah Mattered to the Friends

The early Quakers found in Isaiah something no other prophet offered in quite the same way: a complete prophetic theology. Isaiah contains everything — the call to repentance and the promise of restoration, the denunciation of empty ritual and the vision of true worship, the suffering of the righteous and the triumph of God’s justice, the fall of empires and the rise of a kingdom that shall have no end, the darkness of sin and the dawning of an everlasting Light. For a movement that understood itself as recovering the full gospel of Christ — not merely justification by faith, but the actual transformation of human life by the indwelling Spirit — Isaiah provided the prophetic vocabulary.

Several features of Isaiah made it particularly congenial to the Quaker reading of Scripture.


The Critique of Outward Religion

Isaiah opens with one of the most devastating critiques of empty worship in all of Scripture: “To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto me? saith the LORD: I am full of the burnt offerings of rams, and the fat of fed beasts” (1:11). The early Friends, who had rejected all outward sacraments, all ordained clergy, all set liturgies and prepared sermons, all steeple-houses and consecrated ground, heard in Isaiah’s words a divine vindication of their own radical stance. When Fox was hauled before magistrates for refusing to attend the established church, he could point to Isaiah: God himself had rejected the outward worship that his persecutors demanded. “Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hateth” (1:14) — and if God hated the very feasts he himself had instituted under the old covenant, how much more must he hate the man-made ceremonies of Christendom?

This theme runs through the entire book. Isaiah 29:13 — “this people draw near me with their mouth, and with their lips do honour me, but have removed their heart far from me, and their fear toward me is taught by the precept of men” — became one of the most-cited Isaiah verses in Quaker polemical literature. Fox, Nayler, Penington, Penn, Barclay, and a host of lesser-known writers all wielded it against the established churches of their day.



The Inward Light

Isaiah’s great Light passages — “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light” (9:2); “I will also give thee for a light to the Gentiles” (49:6); “Arise, shine; for thy light is come” (60:1) — spoke directly to the Quaker doctrine of the Inward Light, the conviction that Christ the Light enlightens every person who comes into the world (John 1:9) and works within every human heart to draw it toward truth and away from sin. Isaiah’s Light was not merely prophetic prediction of the historical Jesus; it was ongoing spiritual reality. The Light was still shining — in every human being, whether they had heard the name of Jesus or not. And those who turned to it would find not merely illumination but transformation.

Isaac Penington, the most mystical of the early Quaker writers, dwelt on Isaiah 50:10-11: “Who is among you that feareth the LORD… that walketh in darkness, and hath no light? let him trust in the name of the LORD… Behold, all ye that kindle a fire, that compass yourselves about with sparks: walk in the light of your fire, and in the sparks that ye have kindled. This shall ye have of mine hand; ye shall lie down in sorrow.” Penington saw here the fundamental distinction between true and false religion: between those who walk by the Light that God gives, even when it seems dim and the path dark, and those who kindle their own fire — constructing religions, theologies, and worship out of their own reason and imagination rather than waiting upon God.



The Spirit of Judgment and Burning

No Isaiah passage was more important to the early Quakers than Isaiah 4:4: “When the Lord shall have washed away the filth of the daughters of Zion, and shall have purged the blood of Jerusalem from the midst thereof by the spirit of judgment, and by the spirit of burning.” This verse captured something essential about the Quaker experience of conversion. The early Friends did not describe their coming to faith as a pleasant decision or a comfortable assurance. They described it as a furnace. The Light of Christ, when it first shone into the human heart, revealed sin — and the revelation was agonizing. George Fox spent years in what he called “the ocean of darkness and death” before breaking through into “the infinite ocean of light and love.”

The Friends understood Isaiah 4:4 not as a one-time historical event but as an ongoing spiritual process. Every believer must pass through the refiner’s fire. Every heart must be purged by the Spirit of judgment before it can know the Spirit of peace. This was not punishment but mercy — the burning away of everything false so that only what is real remains.



The Peaceable Kingdom

Isaiah’s vision of universal peace — “they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruninghooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (2:4); “The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb” (11:6) — was not, for the Quakers, a distant eschatological hope. It was a present reality, at least in principle. The Friends adopted a radical peace testimony, refusing all participation in war and violence, not because they were political pacifists in the modern sense, but because they believed that Christ had actually come and that his kingdom was actually present. If you lived in the Light, you lived in the peaceable kingdom. If you had been brought through the spirit of judgment and burning, the wolf nature in you had been tamed; the swords of your heart had been beaten into plowshares.



Prophetic Ministry

Isaiah’s call — “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us? Then said I, Here am I; send me” (6:8) — and Isaiah’s anointing — “The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me; because the LORD hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek” (61:1) — gave the Friends their understanding of true ministry. A true minister was not someone trained at Oxford or Cambridge, not someone ordained by a bishop, not someone paid a salary by a parish. A true minister was someone called and sent by God — anointed by the Spirit, not by human hands. And this calling was available to anyone: men and women, educated and uneducated, rich and poor. Isaiah’s “Cry aloud, spare not, lift up thy voice like a trumpet” (58:1) was heard by the first Friends, women and men alike, as a direct commission from God.




The Structure of Isaiah

Modern scholarship recognizes that the Book of Isaiah is a complex work, traditionally divided into three major sections:

First Isaiah (chapters 1-39): The historical prophet Isaiah ben Amoz, who ministered in Jerusalem during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah (roughly 740-700 BCE). This section contains the call narrative (ch. 6), the Immanuel prophecies (chs. 7-12), the oracles against the nations (chs. 13-23), the “Isaiah Apocalypse” (chs. 24-27), various woes and promises (chs. 28-35), and the historical narrative of Sennacherib’s invasion (chs. 36-39).

Second Isaiah (chapters 40-55): Often attributed to an anonymous prophet writing during the Babylonian exile (roughly 550-539 BCE). This section opens with the great “Comfort ye” passage and contains the four Servant Songs (42:1-9; 49:1-7; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12), the proclamations of God as Creator and Redeemer, and the invitation to the new exodus.

Third Isaiah (chapters 56-66): Sometimes attributed to a disciple or school of Second Isaiah, writing after the return from exile (roughly 539-500 BCE). This section addresses the challenges of the restored community, contains the great passage on true fasting (ch. 58), the vision of the anointed preacher (ch. 61), and the apocalyptic vision of new heavens and a new earth (chs. 65-66).

The early Quakers did not, of course, make these distinctions. They read Isaiah as a single prophetic book, and they were not wrong to do so in a theological sense: whatever its compositional history, the book as it stands presents a unified prophetic vision that moves from judgment through suffering to restoration, from the darkness of sin to the dawning of God’s everlasting Light. This commentary follows the canonical text as the Friends received it, while noting where modern scholarship illuminates the historical context.



How to Use This Commentary

For each chapter of Isaiah, you will find the full text in the King James Version, followed by section-by-section commentary that explains the passage, draws out its theological significance, and weaves in the voices of the early Friends — generously quoted and precisely attributed. The commentary is cornerstone-led: two to four key verses in each chapter carry the weight of the Quaker engagement, while narrative and transitional passages are treated more briefly. Where the Quaker reading challenges conventional interpretation, this commentary explains why and lets the reader weigh the arguments.

This is a commentary written from within the Quaker tradition, with deep sympathy for the Quaker reading of Isaiah, though not without honesty about where that reading strains the text. The goal is to let these extraordinary voices enrich the reader’s own encounter with Isaiah’s prophetic fire.



Sources and Citation Convention

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works Vol. 3, chunk 247). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote. No quotation has been invented or paraphrased into the mouths of the Friends; where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts have been silently normalized while the sense and wording of the original are preserved.
*   *   *
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