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INFLUENCE OF RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP
IN THE SOCIETY: A CASE STUDY OF
PROPHET ISAIAH

C.0. Ogunkunle

Introduction

There is no doubt that leadership has an extraordinary power to challenge,
inspire, encourage and influence people. In fact, it has been noted that leadership
“can make the difference between success and failure in anything you do for yourself
or any group you belong to.”" In the light of the above assertion, religious leadership
becomes so crucial in every society as it has a way of shaping and molding lives of
people within such society. Speaking of religious leadership, J. Oswald Sander notes
that a religious leader has “confidence in God, seeks to find God’s will, follows
God’s methods, delights to obey God, motivated by love for God and man™?

The focus of this paper is to examine the leadership influence of Prophet
Isaiah on the political leaders of his day. He was a key religious leader who made an
indelible influence in the religious and political lives of his nation. Prophet Isaiah
surpassed any other prophets in both Northern and Southern kingdoms of Israel. He
made a great religious influence on kings Ahaz and Hezekiah at the time the nation
of Judah was passing through various crises. It is believed by this writer that our
understanding of the religious influence of Prophet Isaiah in his society will stimulate
our contemporary leaders as they attempt to make positive influence in our nation.

The research is carried out through a historical approach. The historical
method is used whereby various scholarly literature on the religious influence of
Isaiah on Ahaz and Hezekiah are examined. It is expected that our findings from the
study of Isaiah will serve as eye opener to some vital leadership qualities and that
our contemporary religious leaders in their leadership roles will adopt the principles,

Prophet Isaiah and National Crisis in Judah

Isaiah whose name means *“Yahweh is salvation,” was the son of Amoz.? His
ministry extended over more than forty years during the reigns of four kings of
Judah namely, Uzziah, Jothan, Ahaz, and Hezekiah.* Isaiah was called to be a prophet
“in the year that king Uzziah died” (Is. 6:1). His last appearance, which can be dated,
was on the occasion of Sennacherib’s threat to Jerusalem, when he was appealed to
by Hezekiah (Is. 36:37).

Prophet Isaiah, who was happily married to a prophetess (Is. 8:3), had two
sons, both of whom bear symbolic names: Shear-Jashub — “remnant will return” (Is.
7:3) and Maher-Shalad hash-baz — “Hasten booty, speed spoil” (Is. 8:1-4). Isaiah

16
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was a man of the city who resided in Jerusalem (Ts. 7:1-3; 37:2). He had access to the
royal court as seen in his interaction with the kings of Judah, especially Ahaz and
Hezekiah. Levi Dawson notes that; Ceu!

Unlike the earlier prophets he was a man of the city. He may have been
of the blood royal and he was certainly a courtier and a member of the
privileged circles in Jerusalem. He did not look back to the wilderness
and the early covenanted days like Amos and Hosea. He was concerned
more tosspeak of the relationship between the dynasty of David and
Jahveh.

Isaiah was a poet-seer and at the same time, a man of action. He was fearless
and frank in the presence of kings. Describing some of his actions, C.R. North states
that:

He (Isaiah) could pour withering scorn on the pretensions of a state

official (22:15-25) ; he was scathing in his denunciation of gluttony,

land greed, and social injustice (5:8-23); he told the society the beauties

of his time exactly what Yahweh thought of them, without mincing

words (3:16-26); and his compassion for the unprivileged never made

him pander to the mob (22:1-3).¢

Prophets Isaiah and Micah played a major role in the history of Judah in the
late eighth century B.C. They addressed themselves to the national emergency. The
Prophet Isaiah in particular, had a unique ministry to the nation of Judah, which was
faced with serious crisis as from the late eighth century B.C. These years in Judah’s
history were a time of struggle both politically and spiritually. On the one hand was
the external aggression upon the land, which threatened her national character. On
the other hand was the internal spiritual emergency in the nation that threatened the
national religion to its foundation.” The Northern kingdom of Israel, at that time,
was deteriorating politically, spiritually and militarily and finally fell to the Assyrian
Empire in 722 B.C. The Southern kingdom of Judah looked as though it too would
collapse and fall to the Assyrians, but it withstood the attack. But then, there was
internal sickness in the land. There were “socio-economic iils for which the official
religion had no effective rebuke and which were only aggravated by Assyrian
exactions.” In this political struggle and spiritual decline, Isaiah rose to deliver a
message to the people of Judah. His message was that they should trust God who had
promised them a glorious kingdom through Moses and David. Prophet Isaiah urged
the nation through her leaders especially, Ahaz and Hezekiah, not to rely on Egypt or
any other foreign power to protect them for the LORD was the only protection they ;
would need.’

The Influence of Prophet Isaiah on King Ahaz

Ahaz, the son of Jotham reigned in Judah between 735-715 B.C.!® He was
twenty years old when he began to reign and he reigned for sixteen years (Il Kgs.
16: 2; 11 Chron. A 8:1). Ahaz was remembered for his idolatrous practices as pagan
practices seemed to have flourished at his time (Is. 2: 8). He even burned his own
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son as an offering (11 Kgs. 16: 3; I Chron. 28: 3). His reign was remembered by later ~ /\S8YT¥
generations as the worst period of apostasy that Judah had ever known. Unfortunately, Zl.on o
Ahaz found himself in a life-threatening situation during the crisis of 735-733 B.C, Hls_ a9
when the Aramean-Israelite coalition moved on Jerusalem to compel Judah’s u{]tﬂ_tl
cooperation with Assyria. In other words, Rezin of Aram and Pekah of Remalial h%s lifs
were determined to annex Judah in the event of Ahaz’s refusal to join them (IsX. 7: h{m, t
6). Incidentally, Ahaz’s refusal to join the anti-Assyrian coalition made him and his :;’61'1 '
nation, Judah, escape the calamity that led to the fall of the Northern kingdom. But )-
then, Judah under the leadership of Ahaz was still not a free nation, as he had to  The
appeal and submit himself to king Tiglath-Pileser of Assyria. He even took silver
and gold from the temple in Jerusalem and sent them to the king of Assyria as gifts = Testa:
(II Kg. 16:7-9). the th
- Prophet Isaiah’s influence on Ahaz started when he realized that king Ahaz =~ Chros
had appealed to Assyria for help. He went to Ahaz with his son, “Shear-Jashub” = inter
which symbolically means “only remnant will return” to confront him. (Isaiah 7:1-
9). Isaiah assured Ahaz that the coalition of Rezin and Pekah would not last. He (I K
referred to the two enemies as “smoking firebrands” which were almost burnt out ~ sight
(Isaiah 7: 4). He urged Ahaz to trust in the Lord and keep calm. But then Ahaz did = archi
not believe the prophet, rather he paid tribute to Tiglath-Pileser of Assyria and  and
surrendered his independence. 25:1

Isaiah told Ahaz to ask for a sign when he knew that he did not want to = God
believe. However, Ahaz declined to ask for the sign on the pretext of piety when in ~ ther
the real sense he had made up his mind on what he was going to do, that is, trusting
the Assyrians rather than God. John N. Oswalt, while describing Ahaz whose mind =~ and
had already been made up says: Ahaz’s mind is made up, his options shut off. He has = Jud:
already concluded that his only hope is alliance with Assyria. He may even have = clas
persuade himself that this was God’s way out of the crisis. But at any rate, his problem = Hez
was to avoid a blunt statement that nothing Isaiah could say or do would make him ~ pur
believe that God could deliver them from Syria and Ephraim without Assyria’s help, = fact
but still prevent Isaiah from doing or saying something, which would make his chosen -~ Kin
course look like he did not believe God."

Prophet Isaiah in exasperation gave a sign that a “girl” would give birthtoa = the
son and she would call his name Immanuel (Isaiah 7: 4).'? The prophet stated further = des
that before the boy would reach the age of maturity, the alliance would have been = PO’
broken and Syria and Ephraim would be defeated but punishment would still come the
upon Judah (Isaiah 7: 16-17). am

Despite the fact that Isaiah was convinced that Ahaz had betrayed his office wh
yet he did not lose hope. He was convinced that God was in control of events and
that His purpose to set up His kingly rule of peace over the nations was sure (cf. Is. (H
2:2-4; 11:6-)."” However, he did not make further attempt to influence the national ol
policy under Ahaz until the time when Judah was asked to join a revolt against th
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C.0. Ogunkunle

Assyria. Again, Prophet Isaiah opposed the scheme arguing that the Lord had founded
© Zion and was its sufficient defense (Isaiah 14). He still believed that God would in
His own good time give the signal for the overthrow of Assyria (Isaiah 18:3-6). But
until then that the people should wait and trust in God. The motto of Isaiah throughout
his lifetime was “trust in the promise of God” (Isaiah 7: 9; 14: 32; 28:12,1 6-17). For
him, trusting in the nations would lead to destruction and desolation (Isaiah-8:6-8;
3:1-17), while trusting in God would lead to deliverance and abundance (Is. 35:1-
10).

The Influence of Prophet Isaiah on King Hezekiah

The story of Hezekiah is recorded in three different books of the Old
Testament (11 Kings 18-20, IT Chronicles 29-32 and Isaiah 36-39). A careful study of
the three books shows that II Kings stresses the political reforms of Hezekiah. The
Chronicler concentrates on religious reforms while Isaiah gives emphasis to the divine
intervention of the king,

Hezekiah, the son of Ahaz and Abijah was the best king of Judah after David
(Il Kings 18:1-3; II Chro 29:1). He was one of the few kings who did right in the
sight of the Lord (1T Kings 18: 3), and was an astute statesman, great orator, revivalist,
architect, poet, philosopher, composer of liturgical songs (Is. 38: 9-19), compiler
and contributor to the Psalms of David, and wisdom literature of Solomon (Prov.
25:1; 11 Chr. 31:21). Hezekiah was a sound administrator with people-oriented but
God-focused programmes including agriculture and special water supply through
the rock (11 Chron. 30: 24; 31: 4-41).

Hezekiah, a godly king of Judah ascended the throne at the age of 25 years
and he reigned for 29 years (11 Kings 18: 1; II Chr. 29: 1). He was the only king of
Judah who trusted God completely and followed strictly David’s pattern of high-
class religious and political reforms for Judah and Israel (Il Kings 18: 3, 5-7)."
Hezekiah crushed the spirit of apostasy of Judah by reopening and restoring temple
purities for the best worship of Yahweh (II Chr. 29: 4-11). He was the first king to
face and overcome the toughest crisis caused by his pagan predecessor, Ahaz (11
Kings 18: 4).

The religious reformation of Hezekiah could be said to have had its origin at

destruction of the Northern kingdom. The fall of the Northern kingdom was used
powerfully by prophets Isaiah and Micah to point out the importance of returning to
the worship of Yahweh. Hezekiah removed the high places, broke down the pillars,
and cut down the Asherah (I Kings 18: 4). He destroyed the bronze snake “Nehustan”
which had been preserved in the temple.'

(I Chr. 29: 2-3). He had high regard for Yahweh'’s priesthood as one of the divinely

instituted instrument of pure worship. Hezekiah, unlike Ahaz, restored the dignity of
the priests and Levites and encouraged them to be totally focused and devoted to the
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study of the law and sustenance of pure worship. (Il Chr. 29: 4-11; 17). He assigned
the priests and Levites to 24 divisions for orderly worship like David so as to offer
burnt offerings fellowship offerings and to give thanks and sing praises at the gates

of the Lord dwelling (Il Chr. 31: 8).

Hezekiah reintroduced the great Passover feast of unleavened bread (11 Chron,
30:13, 15). This epoch-making celebration was a long-lasting legacy in which people
of the Northern kingdom participated. He cleansed the land, includin g Ephraim and

Manasseh of idolatry (Il Chro 31: 1).

Politically, Hezekiah had great concern for the nation of Judah in general
and the city of Jerusalem in particular. He strengthened the defenses of Jerusalem.
He cut through the solid rock in order to bring the water of the Gihon spring to the
city (II Kings 20: 20; II Chr. 32: 20). The death of Sargon in 750 B.C. led to the
ascension of Sennacherib after which he then developed a new situation. Sennacherib,
like his predecessors, was very arrogant. He threatened Judah and the people of
Jerusalem under the leadership of Hezekiah (11 Kings 18: 17-36). Hezekiah determined
to seek for divine intervention from his enemies as he sent his men to Prophet Isaiah

(II Kings 19: 1-4).

s Prophet Isaiah encouraged king Hezekiah in his difficult situation. The
prophet sent the messengers of the king back, that he should not be afraid of the

| threat message from Sennacherib (1T Kings. 19: 6).16 The prophet assured him that
| Sennacherib would soon meet his death. Somehow, Sennacherib knew that King
| Hezekiah had been influenced by Prophet Isaiah, who told him that he would deliver

him from the Assyrians.

Therefore, he sent another letter of threat to Hezekiah (11 Kings 19: 9-1 3).
Again, Hezekiah who had his focus and trust in God took the letter to the temple for
prayer (I Kings 19: 14-19). And of course, the prophet was there to give him another
message of assurance II Kings 19: 20). The prophet at the end of his message said
“The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this” (IT Kings 19: 31) to indicate
that the whole action had been initiated by God and he would bring every thing to its

perfect conclusion.'”

The influence of Prophet Isaiah on Hezekiah made him a courageous leader

who rebelled against the king of Assyria (I Kings 18: 7). It was Hezekiah who
recovered the cities seized by the Philistine in the days of Ahaz (11 Kings 18: 8). It
was during his reign that the angel of the Lord killed 185,000 Assyrian soldiers, who

were camped around Jerusalem (11 Kings 19: 35-37).

Another remarkable influence of Isaiah on Hezekiah is the healing, which |

the king received from his terminal sickness. God sent the prophet to the king that he
should set his house in order for he would die (II Kings 20: 1). Thus the prophet

functions as a royal adviser to ensure a proper and orderly succession.'®
Religious Leaders and the Nigerian Situation

There is no doubt that religious leaders have significant roles to play in
Nigeria, which has over 426 ethnic groups. ' Politically, our nation is still struggling
with her nascent democracy. Our political leaders have numerous problems to contend
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with. Unfortunately, those at the helm of government have not helped the situation
with the several inconsistent policies, which tend to make life difficult for down
trodden people in the nation.

A current example of such policy is the one on importation, which has
prohibited the importation of several items among which are: sorghum, millet, wheat
flour, vegetable oil, used tyres, etc.” Also, Audu Ogbeh, the People’s Democratic
Party Chairman while defending the importation policy of the Federal Government
agreed that “the Government of Olusegun Obasanjo was interested in education, job
creation, and reducing waste through banning the importation of some foreign
goods.” He warned further that for the nation to survive, Nigerians must check

their taste for foreign goods. Therefore, Audu Ogbeh canvassed for total war against

reckless importation so that the future of the younger generations of Nigerian could
be assured.?

But ironically, the same federal government of Nigeria who is all out to ban
the importation of some items has gone so deep into the importation of fuel.
Incidentally, Nigeria is one of the leading countries that produces crude oil. Thus,
the Government has no moral justification for importing fuel for our local
consumption. The best way to help this nation is to repair all our refineries and
construct new ones. Sayo Akinlola notes that:

Since Nigeria does not need to buy crude oil from abroad to get the
refined products, government should ensure that existing refineries are
in good shape, while new ones are allowed to come into operation
through private investors, particularly, the major oil marketers.?

It is highly probable that the reason why the above recommendation cannot
work is the fact that the government and some highly placed individuals in the society
are deeply interested in the lucrative oil business. Otherwise, the present government
had good intention originally. The Punch editorial notes that:

Government in 1999 expressed its determination to privatize the nation’s
four refineries and free the nation from the Nigerian National Petroleum
Corporation (NNPC)’s monopoly position. But in a baffling twist, the
government turned around to set up the Petroleumn Products Pricing
Regulatory Agency (PPPRA), which has only engaged in official price-
fixing.?*

Expressing the failure of the government to help the nation, the Punch
editorial also notes that:

It is a shame that this administration has in four years failed to put the
nation’s four refineries in good order, or to create an environment for
building new ones in order to guarantee adequate supply, reduce capital
flight and splash production costs. As a major producer of crude oil, it is
unfortunate that the government still prefers a corrupt and embarrassing
regime to fuel importation. Government’s tragic obsession with price-
fixing instead of rectifying supply deficiencies is bound to remain
counterproductive.”




Influence of Religious Leadership in Society

Our contemporary situation in Nigeria is very similar to that which Prophet
Isaiah addressed in Israel at the time of King Ahaz and Hezekiah. Prophet Isaiah
spoke against the foreign policy of King Ahaz who was bent on trusting on foreign
nations like Assyria rather than Yahweh. Therefore, religious leaders in Nigeria must
emulate Prophet Isaiah by speaking out against the double standard of government
on foreign policy. They must cry out against every policy that tend to make life
difficult for the ordinary people in the nation. It is difficult to reconcile the position
ofthe Government who is all out to ban several items but at the same time encouraging
the importation of fuel.

It should be noted that the Presidential Assistant on Bureau on Public
Enterprises (BPE), Sunday Onuoha is bold enough to admit the presence of men
with satanic intention in Government. He identified them as those who embezzle
public funds and whose stock trade is corruption.? Therefore, it is high time our
religious leaders make their influence felt upon our political leaders. They are in the
position to re-examine government policies in the light of the Scriptures and make

.. suggestions with the aim of guiding and influencing our political leaders positively.
Religious leaders should encourage political leaders to put their trust in God and
make use of natural minerals which God has endowed our nation.

Conclusion

Our study has shown three things: the first is that Prophet Isaiah was a
religious leagerr_w_hg_n_li(_i_e a great influence on King Ahaz and Hezekiah as they
determined the social-political matters in the nation of Judah.” This is a challenge to
all our religious leaders in Nigeria. They should speak out on issues affecting the
nation. Religious leaders are in the best position to speak the mind of God to those in
leadership. They are to encourage them when they do the right thing and they are to
rebuke and correct them whenever they go astray. In other words, our religious leaders
should emulate Prophet Isaiah’s fearlessness and frankness in the presence of kings
and political leaders. Each religious leader should use his divine position to guide
our leaders at the national, state, and local government levels. It is the only way our |
nation can move forward.

The second thing our study has shown is that Prophet Isaiah was a man of
vision. Under the divine inspiration he announced things that were coming and the
events that would occur in the future. Nigeria also is in dire need of religious leaders
who will give definite instruction to our political leaders and direction to our country.
The final thing is that Prophet Isaiah was faithful, courageous, forthright, honest and
consistent. This implies that our religious leaders must have these qualities as they

“seek to influence leaders and people of the Nigerian society. Any deficiency in these
qualities will not bring a desired result on our society.
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