
Swords into Plowshares 
 

Isaiah, an eighth-century BC prophet from the kingdom of Judah and a very great poet, a 

Shakespeare 2000 years before Shakespeare, was the master of memorable lines that have 

etched themselves into world consciousness. Such is his “swords into plowshares” 

passage, Isaiah 2:1-4. In it the prophet paints his vision of what life could be like. And 

it’s a bold, triumphant, global vision. It’s meant for “many peoples;” it’s meant for “all 

the nations.” It’s the future Isaiah expects. It’s a very important text, its importance being 

spotlighted by its being repeated almost word-for-word by a contemporary of Isaiah, the 

prophet Micah in his book, Micah 4:1-4. These two great prophets, writing from a land 

under constant attack, a fragile kingdom on the brink of extinction, flooded with refugees 

from the dreaded Assyrians, dream of how things can be. They project onto the screen of 

history what life lived in keeping with the will of God would be like.   

 

Isaiah says, in effect, “I have a dream,” and this passage is not so very different from 

Martin Luther King’s speech. I believe, in fact, that King stood consciously n the 

tradition of Isaiah. This is Isaiah’s dream. “I have a dream that one day the mountain of 

the Lord’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised 

above the hills, and all nations will stream to it. I have a dream that one day many people 

will go up to the mountain of the Lord and be taught his ways. I have a dream that one 

day God will judge between nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will 

beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not 

take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore. I have a dream today.” 

And we cannot miss, no one can miss, how unlike this dream is from the way the world is 

today.  

 

When then will Isaiah’s vision be fulfilled? The text says, “In the last days” (verse 2), 

that is, when the Messiah comes (Acts 2:17: Heb. 1:2; 1 Pet. 1:20; 1 John 2:18). Of 

course 2000 years later we still find the fulfillment of this vision practically 

inconceivable. For this reason, commentators have been inclined to spiritualize a passage 

like this by saying that peace comes only in human hearts. This is an easy solution, easier 

by far than consciously working toward the future Isaiah envisions.  

 

It’s hard, however, to escape the impression that Isaiah and other Hebrew prophets really 

expect a future when swords will be beat into plowshares; nations will not train for war 

anymore; a child will be born who will be a Prince of Peace, and of the increase of peace 

there will be no end (Isaiah 9:6-7); the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as 

the waters cover the sea (Isaiah 11:9); and a king will come who will proclaim peace to 

the nations and his rule will extend to the ends of the earth (Zechariah 9:10). This is, in 

fact, God’s vision for our future, and I stand with Isaiah in believing it.   

 

Is it idealistic? Yes. Yes. Yes. It is idealistic. Will everyone believe? Will everyone 

comply? No, Isaiah knows they will not. He is (we know from other texts) the prophet of 

the Remnant. It will always be this way. Those who trust God’s ways, who hear his story 

and believe it, will be a remnant. We will tell the story as it is. Some will disregard it 

entirely. Many will toy with the idea. Some, a few, will believe it, and these few will 



change the world. Through them by the grace of God God’s kingdom will fill the whole 

earth (Daniel 2); his rule will extend from sea to sea (Zechariah 9:10); his kingdom, like 

the smallest of seeds, will become the largest of plants; like yeast, it will transform 

everything it touches (Matthew 13:33); the many will be made righteous (Romans 5:19); 

at the name of Jesus, every knee will bow (Philippians 2:10-11); and there will reign on 

earth a great multitude that no one can count (Revelation 5:10; 7:9). 
 

The way to peace, the first step to peace, begins with this—to let Isaiah’s vision inside: to 

live a life worthy of this vision; to never lose track of how good life can and will be; and 

to without apology give in to the idealism and see what Isaiah saw, see this future we can 

trust. Peace is never easy. And there are times when we are faced with such evil that all 

we can do is ride out and meet it. In fact, God’s people need both its warriors who will 

boldly contest what is wrong without ever flinching and its heroic servant saints who will 

never tire in doing everything they can to bring people together. But we must all envision 

the future Isaiah saw. This is the future we work for, using whatever gifts, skill sets, 

insights and temperaments God has given us. 

 

The choice, as always, is to trust or to doubt. Can you see a future when swords are beat 

into plowshares? Can you see a future when nations will not train for war anymore? Can 

you see a future when the earth is filled with the knowledge of the Lord? The way to 

peace, the first step to peace, begins with seeing what Isaiah saw, seeing the world not as 

it is but as it could be. It does come down to what you can see. 

 

At the end of the movie The Mission, after the Indian tribes have been massacred, caught 

in the crossfire between the claims of Spain and those of Portugal, the papal legate sits 

musing about what has happened. His associate says: The world is thus. The soul-weary 

papal legate responds: No, thus we have made the world. We look at the world and see it 

as it is, but it can be made another way. Isaiah sees it as it should be and as it can be: an 

earth filled with the knowledge of the Lord, in communion with the Lord.   

 

Notice, however, that Isaiah’s text is not exactly a call to action. It is not even a criticism 

of injustice or even war. It is simply unqualified good news: that God wills—and one day 

will bring about—justice and peace for the world. The called-for response is to trust it. 

Let go of the fear, and trust. Smile. Trust. Then let yourself be reborn as a follower of 

Jesus and a peacemaker. Trust is hard; to keep doing the right thing, the small neighborly 

acts of help even if the killers strike tomorrow, or next week or next year. This is the 

challenge of our time. And it takes rebirth. But the real issue is always trust. It begins 

with one person, and then another, learning the ways of trust, passing it on to another, and 

still others, until the earth is filled with the knowledge of the Lord. 

—Dale Pauls 


