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Isaiah’s extraordinary experience of God is firmly rooted in history – it takes place ‘In the year that 

King Uzziah died…’ which was to be a decisive year for the relationship between Israel and Judah, 

and with Assyria. The events of Isaiah 6: 1-8 take place against a background of political uncertainty 

that the prophet is called to address. We see something of a contrast between the community of 

heaven, as the seraphs fly to and fro, and the individual experience of Isaiah. It’s also striking that 

this great vision leads Isaiah to accept his call without hesitation or question, unlike Moses, say, or 

Jeremiah.  

Whilst Isaiah bemoans his unclean lips, the voice of the Lord is portrayed as very powerful in  

Psalm 29. ‘Heavenly beings’ again appear and the sense of God’s majesty is seen in creation, and 

specifically in a thunderstorm –the account of the storm is sustained throughout the psalm, but the 

final verse reveals the nature of God more fully, in relationship to his people.  

In Romans 8: 12-17, the Holy Spirit causes lips to cry ‘Abba! Father!’ as ‘adopted children’ relate to 

God. It’s interesting to note that adoption was common in Greek and Roman society, but not so 

among Jews. The family image of inheritance contrast between life according to the flesh and life 

according to the Spirit is a favourite theme of St. Paul; a child but not a slave could expect to inherit, 

which sheds further light on verse 15.   

In John 3 1-17, Nicodemus is described as coming to Jesus ‘by night’: his search for greater faith is 

conducted under cover of darkness, away from other judgemental eyes. Yet in John 19:39 he seems 

to have overcome that fear, and takes part in Jesus’ burial. There’s a contrast between day and 

night, and flesh and spirit; by far the greatest contrast, however, is between Nicodemus’ attempt at 

a literal understanding of birth from above, or being ‘born again’ and Jesus’ explanation of its 

meaning.  

The reference to Moses ‘lifting up the serpent’  is from Numbers 21:8-9, and speaks of healing 

coming from gazing on the one who is lifted up. It’s interesting to consider the use of the serpent 

image, which surely connects with the story of the Fall in Genesis 3; perhaps the cursing of the 

serpent in Genesis 3:14 also lies behind Paul’s understanding of Jesus  as becoming a curse in 

Galatians 3:13. 

 


