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The nursing/nursing child motif is one strand in a tapestry of child motifs in the Book of 

Isaiah.  The themes of childlessness, childbirth, childcare, childrearing, and child-feeding span 

all three sections of the book beginning with YHWH’s case against his own rebellious children 

(Isa. 1:2) and the desolation of Daughter Zion (1:8), and ending with the vision of Jerusalem’s 

inhabitants nursing with formerly childless Zion/Jerusalem, the people satisfied by her 

comforting breasts (66:7-13).  This paper will examine the passages that mention nursing and the 

related motifs of milk and weaning. 

In the Book of Isaiah, there are five Hebrew roots that are used in reference to nursing. 

The most frequent root is ינק from which is derived the verb ָיַנק (to suck, suckle) (4x: Isa. 60:16; 

66:11,12) and the related nouns  and (2x: 11:8; 53:2) (sucking child, shoot/sapling, wet nurse) יֹוֵנק 

 ,to suckle) עול comes the verb עול From  .(1x: 49:23) (nurse, wet nursing, nursing mother) ֵמיֶנֶקת

nurse) (1x: 40:11) and the noun עּול (sucking child, infant) (2x: 49:15; 65:20).  The participle 

form of אמן (guardian, nurse, support) (1x: 49:23) appears once in the context of nursing, as does 

the hapax ָמַצץ (“to drain, suck, sip”) (1x: 66:12).  The word  :in the Nifal or Qal passive (2x  ָגמּול

11:8; 28:9) refers to a weaned child. 

 The first reference to milk (ָחָלב) occurs in Isaiah 7:22 within the prophecy about the 

Emmanuel child and the coming of the king of Assyria.  “In that day, a man will keep alive a 

young cow and two sheep, and because of the abundance of milk that they give, he will eat curds 

and honey, for everyone who is left in the land will eat curds and honey” (7:21-22).  The text is 

ambiguous as to whether this excess of milk is positive or negative.  At first glance, an 

abundance of milk appears to be positive, but if the land has been devastated by Assyria, the 

image of the man’s cow and sheep may be an indicator that there is nothing else left.  Smith 
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argues that this is an image of extreme poverty, as it means grain and fruit crops have been 

devastated, and there are only a few people left in the land.
1
  Here, milk becomes a symbol of 

both want and provision, for it signifies the devastation of the land, but also YHWH’s provision 

for the remnant.  The second reference to milk appears at the beginning of Isaiah 55.  In the 

preceding chapter, the “barren one” now has children, children who will be taught by YHWH 

and experience peace (54:13).  These children signify the return from exile.  Isaiah 55 opens with 

a poetic image of the bounty for the returning remnant: everyone who hungers and thirsts is 

invited to “buy” wine and milk at no cost (55:1).  The invitation to free drinks is set in contrast to 

purchased bread that does not satisfy (ָשְבָעה), implying that the food offered by YHWH is what 

satisfies. 

 As in Isaiah 54, motifs of knowledge, teaching, and maturity sometimes appear in tandem 

with references to children.  Isaiah 11:8 refers to children at different stages of maturity in order 

to express the totality of peace under the “branch” from the stump of Jesse.  Just as various 

animals that normally experience a predator-prey relationship will be at peace with each other 

during this time (e.g. the wolf dwelling with the lamb, v. 6), so the nursing child (יֹוֵנק) will be 

able play over the hole of the cobra, and the weaned child (ָגמּול) will put his hand over the 

adder’s den without being harmed.  This Edenic vision is succeeded by two “in that day” 

formulations (11:10, 11), indicating that this vision characterizes life “in that day” when the root 

of Jesse will stand as a signal for the peoples (11:10) and YHWH gathers the remnant of his 

people from the various places it has been scattered (11:11).  At the end of this Edenic portrait, 

                                                           
1
 Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 1-39, vol. 15A of The New American Commentary (Nashville: 

Broadman & Holman, 2007), 218. 
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the earth is full of the knowledge ( הֵדעָ  ) of YHWH (11:9).  It is striking that the only humans who 

appear in this portrait (apart from the “branch,” unless he is typified by one of the children) are 

the young boy (ַנַער) leading these animals (11:6), the nursing child, and the weaned child.  Who 

is there to learn the knowledge of YHWH except these children or the remnant as typified by 

these children? 

 The second reference to a weaned child is also associated with knowledge.  Isaiah 28 

begins as an indictment against the “drunkards of Ephraim.”  The “proud crown” of the 

drunkards of Ephraim (probably the capitol city, Samaria) whose glory quickly fades contrasts 

YHWH of hosts who is a “crown of glory.”  The prophet and priest, however, are also drunk, and 

stumble in giving judgment (28:7-8).  The literary function of what appears to be a rhetorical 

question is unclear (28:9) (“To whom would he teach knowledge (ֵדָעה) and to whom would he 

interpret the message (ְשמּוָעה)?  Those just weaned (ָגמּול) from milk?  Those just taken from the 

breast?”).  Is the simplicity of the prophet’s message being mocked as only good for children so 

young they have barely stopped nursing?  Is it a declaration that the message scorned by the 

drunken prophet and priest will, instead, be taught to little children?  Interestingly, the one to 

who “believed the message (ְשמּוָעה)” in Isaiah 53:1-2 is a יֹוֵנק, though this can also be translated 

as “shoot/sapling,” which it usually is, interpreting it as a parallelism with שֶֹׁרש.  The LXX 

translates this as παιδίον, however, indicating that the LXX writers read יֹוֵנק as referring to a 

nursing child. 

 “Nursing” in Isaiah symbolize YHWH’s provision in a number of different ways.  

YHWH is depicted as a nursing mother and as one who cares for those who nurse.  When 
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YHWH comes to rule, he comes not just with might, but as a shepherd who gathers lambs in his 

arms and leads animals that nurse their young (ָעלֹות) (Isa. 40:11). YHWH’s provision is also 

demonstrated through others who have been given the task of “nursing” the remnant in exile.  

The so-called “Second Servant Song” contains several references to the relationship between the 

servant, his mother’s body, and his call.  YHWH called the servant from the womb (ֶבֶטן), and 

remembered (ָזַכר) the servant’s name from his mother’s belly (ֵמֶעה) (49:1).  YHWH’s intention 

for the servant began its realization in the womb, for YHWH formed (ָיַצר) the servant from the 

womb with the express purpose of being his servant, to bring Jacob back to YHWH (49:5). 

However, despite the calling and remembering of the servant, and the declaration that 

YHWH has comforted (ָנַחם) his people and had compassion (ָרַחם) on them (49:13), Zion claims 

that YHWH has forsaken and forgotten her (49:14).  In response, YHWH returns to the intimate 

image of the mother’s body in relation to her child: “Can a woman forget her nursing child (עּול), 

that she should have no compassion (ָרַחם) on the son of her womb?” (49:15a).  The answer to 

this rhetorical question is, of course, no.  YHWH, however, goes beyond this and says that even 

these (woman and nursing child?) may forget, but he will not forget (49:15b).  As YHWH 

remembered his servant in the womb, so YHWH will remember Zion.  The bodies of mother and 

child and their intimate relationship to one another become symbols of YHWH’s own 

compassion for his people. 

 Because of YHWH’s compassion, he will keep his promise to bring the exiles home.  

Isaiah 49:19-26 envisions formerly childless Zion with so many kids that they complain to her 

because quarters are so cramped! (49:20).  Bewildered Zion will ask who fathered (ילד) and 
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reared (Piel. גדל) all these children since she was exiled and put away (49:21).  The implied 

answer is YHWH who, despite the lawsuit filed against the rebellious children he reared (Piel. 

 at the opening of the book, has provided Zion with children, the remnant returned from (גדל

exile.  The concept of YHWH’s provision through nursing again appears, but this time indirectly, 

since it the Zion’s own captors that serve as surrogate nurses and breastfeeders of Zion’s 

children.  At YHWH’s signal, the nations will “bring your sons in their bosom, and your 

daughters shall be carried on their shoulders” (49:22), for it is they who have taken care of the 

children in exile.  “Kings are your guardians (אמן), and their queens your breastfeeders (ֵמיֶנֶקת)” 

(49:23a).  The nations have become YHWH’s new servants and childcare workers.
2
  The term 

for “guardians” (sometimes translated “foster fathers”) is the same word Moses uses in Numbers 

11:12 when Moses asks YHWH, “Was it I who became pregnant with all this people?  Was it I 

who bore them that you should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom as the nurse (אמן) carries 

the nursing child (יֹוֵנק)?’”  The rulers of the nations who enslaved Zion’s children have turned 

out to be the foster parents who guarded and nursed the children on YHWH’s behalf.  Despite 

the painful reality of captivity, this portrait of the nations as nurses is one that signals triumph for 

Zion’s children, for the very same rulers bow down in servitude to Zion (49:23b).   

 A similar image appears in Isaiah 60, a vision of YHWH’s glory coming to Zion and the 

return from exile.  Zion sees her sons coming from afar and her daughters carried on the hip 

(60:4).  The wealth of nations comes to Zion (60:5), and ships from the coastlands bring her 

children along with silver and gold (60:9).  The second image of Zion’s children nursing with the 

                                                           
2
 Sarah J. Dille, Mixing Metaphors: God as Mother and Father in Deutero-Isaiah, ed. 

David J. A. Clines et al, JSOTSup 398 (New York: T & T Clark, 2004), 150. 
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nations is also triumphant: “You shall suck (ינק) the milk of nations; you shall suck ( נקי ) at the 

breast of kings” (60:16).  Nursing becomes a symbol not just of YHWH’s provision, but of 

triumph over the nations who now bow down to Zion (60:14).   An image of dependence on the 

nations is transformed into an image of triumph over them.  With this alteration of the image, the 

tenor of the exile itself is changed.  Although the exile appeared to be bad parenting on YHWH’s 

part, the act of handing his children over to the nations results in a reversal of fortunes: it is the 

nations that rely on and are subservient to Zion. 

 The next reference to a nursing child appears in another vision of this reversal of 

fortunes, Jerusalem’s restoration.  While those who forget YHWH’s holy mountain are destined 

for destruction (65:11-12), YHWH’s servants will be fed (65:13) and be able to forget the 

troubles of the former times (65:16-17).  As part of the new heavens and new earth, untimely 

death will come to an end for, “No longer will there be in it nursing child (עּול) who lives only a 

few days, or an old man who does not live out his days” (65:20).  Interestingly, the first 

appearance of a nursing child (יֹוֵנק) was also in a vision of YHWH’s holy mountain (11:6-9), and 

65:25 bears obvious textual affinities with 11:6-9. 

 As mentioned above, the last chapter of Isaiah includes an image of Jerusalem’s 

inhabitants nursing with formerly childless Zion/Jerusalem, the people satisfied (שבע) by her 

comforting (ָנַחם) breasts (66:7-13).  Isaiah 66:7-13 serves as a poetic commentary on the fruits 

of the exile by presenting Zion as a woman in labor who has delivered a son through YHWH’s 

enablement (66:9).  YHWH has caused the labor of exile to result in the increase of Jerusalem.  

Those that love Jerusalem and mourned over her are called to rejoice in order that they may 

nurse (ינק) and be satisfied, that they may suck (ָמַצץ, a hapax legomenon meaning “to drain out”) 
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and be delighted by her full breast (ִמִזיז ְכבֹוָדּה, lit., “from the fullness of her glory”) (66:11).  

Isaiah 66:12 expands the image to include the inhabitants of Jerusalem not just nursing (ינק) with 

Zion/Jerusalem, but also being carried (ָנָשא) on her hip (ַצד) and bounced upon her knees.  These 

images evoke the language of both 49:22, where the nations carry (ָנָשא) Zion’s daughters on 

their shoulders, and 60:4, where Zion’s daughters are supported (ָאַמן) on the hip (ַצד).  What is 

most striking about this picture, however, is that Zion has finally become a good mother and can 

serve as a symbol of YHWH’s relationship to his people.  Dille observes that the image of 

YHWH as a nursing mother in Isaiah 40-55 is set in stark contrast to Zion.  Isaiah 49:14-15 

reveals that a good mother is not just one who feeds, nurtures, and has compassion on her child, 

but one who does not forget, and YHWH, unlike Zion, does not forget.
3
  By Isaiah 66, however, 

Zion’s motherhood has been transformed so that YHWH can say, “As one whom his mother 

comforts, so I will comfort you, and shall be comforted in Jerusalem” (66:13). 

The images of YHWH as (or better than) a nursing mother are very powerful in an ANE 

cultural context, but that potency is easily lost in this day and age where women and infants are 

often expected to forego the bond of nursing in favor of the convenience of a bottle.  Still, 

Christians today need to reclaim the power of this image and how it conveyed to Zion/Jerusalem 

the message that YHWH would nurture and provide for the remnant with even greater care than 

a human mother.  Looking from a two-testament vantage point, Jesus is the incarnation of 

YHWH, the God who provides for his children with his own body and blood.  Although Isaiah 

might not have foreseen the extent to which future readers would take the nursing mother motif, 

the medieval church sometimes depicted Christ as a mother in his provision of the Eucharist.  As 

Julian of Norwich put it so eloquently in Revelations of Divine Love, “The mother may give her 

child suck of her milk, but our precious Mother, Jesus, He may feed us with Himself, and doeth 

                                                           
3
 Dille, Mixing, 176. 
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it, full courteously and full tenderly, with the Blessed Sacrament that is precious food of my life; 

and with all the sweet Sacraments He sustaineth us full mercifully and graciously.”
4
 

                                                           
4
 Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love, trans. Grace Warrack (Grand Rapids: 

Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 2009), 127. 
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