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Isaiah 19:5–15 
 

5And the waters shall fail from the sea, and the river shall be wasted and become dry. 
6And the rivers shall become foul; the streams of Egypt shall be diminished and dried 
up; the reeds and flags shall wither away. 7The meadows by the Nile, by the brink of 
the Nile, and all the sown fields of the Nile, shall become dry, be driven away, and be 
no more. 8And the fishers shall lament, and all they that cast angle into the Nile shall 
mourn, and they that spread nets upon the waters shall languish. 9Moreover they that 
work in combed flax, and they that weave white cloth, shall be confounded. 10And the 
pillars of Egypt shall be broken in pieces; all they that work for hire shall be grieved 
in soul.  
 

11The princes of Zoan are utterly foolish; the counsel of the wisest counsellors of 
Pharaoh is become brutish: how say ye unto Pharaoh, I am the son of the wise, the 
son of ancient kings? 12Where then are thy wise men? and let them tell thee now; and 
let them know what Jehovah of hosts hath purposed concerning Egypt. 13The princes 
of Zoan are become fools, the princes of Memphis are deceived; they have caused 
Egypt to go astray, that are the corner-stone of her tribes. 14Jehovah hath mingled a 
spirit of perverseness in the midst of her; and they have caused Egypt to go astray in 
every work thereof, as a drunken man staggereth in his vomit. 15Neither shall there 
be for Egypt any work, which head or tail, palm-branch or rush, may do (ASV, 1901). 

 
THE NILE RIVER WILL DRY UP 
 
Isaiah 19:5–6 
 

5And the waters shall fail from the sea, and the river shall be wasted and become dry. 
6And the rivers shall become foul; the streams of Egypt shall be diminished and dried 
up; the reeds and flags shall wither away (ASV, 1901). 

 
The text using the word sea does not refer to the Mediterranean or the Red Sea but the Nile itself 
(Isaiah 18:2; Nahum 3:8). Some have documented how the ancient Arabs were also accustomed 
to speak of the Nile as “the Sea.”1 This is a prophecy that has yet to be fulfilled. 
 
The Nile River flows from south to north through eastern Africa. It begins in the rivers that flow 
into Lake Victoria which is in Uganda, Tanzania, and Kenya, and empties into the Mediterranean 
                                                
1 Herodotus, translated by Aubrey de Selincourt The Histories, Published by The Easton Press, Connecticut 1954, ii. 
97; comp. Ch. 111 
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Sea more than 4,100 miles to the north, making it one of the longest rivers in the world. The south 
is called the Upper Nile and the delta region is called the Lower Nile. The Nile River was critical 
to the economy of ancient Egypt. In addition to Egypt, the Nile runs through or along the border 
of ten other African countries. Those are; Burundi, Tanzania, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Kenya, Uganda, Sudan, Ethiopia, and South Sudan. Its three main tributaries are 
the White Nile, the Blue Nile, and the Atbara. 
 

                       
                                           Source: EgyptMyWay   Source: Wikipedia 
 
The soil of the Nile River delta is very fertile because of the large silt deposits on its banks. This 
comes from the annual flooding that deposits the silt. What is quite unique is the contrast of the 
Nile's lush green river banks and the dry desert through which it flows. This has given the 
Egyptians a strong source of economic sustenance. Since antiquity, much of Egypt's food has 
been cultivated in the Nile delta region. Ancient Egyptians developed irrigation methods to 
increase the amount of land they could use for crops and support their population. Beans, cotton, 
wheat, and flax were important and abundant crops that could be easily stored and traded.  
 
Historically, the Nile River delta was also an ideal growing location for the papyrus plant. Ancient 
Egyptians used the papyrus plant in many ways, such as making cloth, boxes, fishing nets, and 
rope. Its most important use was in making paper.  
 
Because of the economic life-giving features of the River most of the population of Egypt have 
always lived near the Nile. Canals bring water from the Nile to irrigate farms and support cities. 
The Nile supports agriculture and fishing. 2 
 
In the 1960’s the Aswan High Dam in Egypt, was built to provide a source of hydroelectric power. 
However, the silt and sediment that used to flow north, enriching the soil and building the delta, 
is now building up behind the dam instead. Instead of growing in size through the soil deposits, 
the delta is now shrinking due to erosion along the Mediterranean Sea. In addition, routine annual 
flooding no longer occurs along parts of the Nile. These floods were necessary to flush and clean 
                                                
2 Encyclopedia Britannica, Published by William Benton, Chicago, London, Toronto, Geneva, 1962, Volume 16 
pg.448 
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the water of human and agricultural waste. As a result, the water is becoming more polluted and 
the delta is becoming less fertile. 3 
 
The text says the waters of the river Nile, which being dried up, will not empty themselves into 
the sea. And the river shall be wasted and dried up; that is, the river Nile, which will ruin the 
Egyptians trade and navigation, but also the economic support of the country. Because there is 
little or no rain, in Egypt, they depend on what was supplied by the overflow of this river, that 
made it exceeding fertile. The prophecy states that the Nile will dry up. That will be caused by 
some great drought, which God sent in judgment or by the practices of some of their leaders. The 
economic benefits of it will be greatly dimished, and its usefulness destroyed. The reeds and flags 
shall wither away states that the crops on the banks and delta will dry up and wither away. 
 
EGYPTIAN INDUSTRY WILL BE BROKEN 
 
Isaiah 19:7–10 
 

7The meadows by the Nile, by the brink of the Nile, and all the sown fields of the Nile, 
shall become dry, be driven away, and be no more. 8And the fishers shall lament, and 
all they that cast angle into the Nile shall mourn, and they that spread nets upon the 
waters shall languish 9Moreover they that work in combed flax, and they that weave 
white cloth, shall be confounded. 10And the pillars of Egypt shall be broken in pieces; 
all they that work for hire shall be grieved in soul (ASV, 1901). 

The description of the destruction of the Nile continues. God now refers to the meadows in which 
the crops were planted and harvested. The Hebrew portrays the suddenness with which this will 
occur. A series of steps though appear in the description. First it is the Nile, then her canals, then 
the grass, and finally the meadows. So, the drought comes over the entire land and the economic 
sustenance they depended upon leaves Egypt. 

The fishing industry which derives its livelihood from the river will also suffer. The Egyptians 
will wail and mourn when the Nile fails to produce fish for them. In Egypt fishing was and has 
been important industry. When the Nile fills with water, it also said fills with a small fish, which 
forms a delicious diet. 4  

Again, Isaiah begins with a verb, they shall mourn. This mourning and lamentation is over the 
death of what once had brought life. Mentioning the methodologies of fishing by the hook and 
the casting of nets, the prophet says both methods of fishing, one personal and, the other 
commercial is to show that all who derive their livelihood and food from the river will mourn. 
This will be tragedy. The rich river will be dry, and haunting death faces the people who depend 
upon it. The population as a result are said to, languish. 
 
Moreover, they that work in fine flax, references the fine linen cloth, and yarn, that was worn by 
the Egyptians, and was the commodity they traded, (I Kings 10:28; Ezekiel 27:10) but as a result 
                                                
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aswan_Dam referenced on 10-12-2019 
4 Herodotus, translated by Aubrey de Selincourt The Histories, Published by The Easton Press, Connecticut 1954, ii. 
93; comp. Ch. 111 
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of the dry river they would have no flax to work, and no linen cloth or yarn to sell, and which will 
put them in great confusion and distress. Since these are one of the crops from which they make 
fishing nets, the weavers shall be confounded. This is all because they would have no sale for 
their nets, the fishermen having no use for them, because the rivers being dried up. And they shall 
be broken in the purposes thereof, meaning either the persons that work in flax, or in making or 
selling fishing nets will be disappointed since there will be no buyers. And the pillars of Egypt 
shall be broken in pieces; refers to the economic foundation of their basic industry of fishing and 
trade will be broken. 
 
EGYPT’S LEADERS ARE FOOLS 
 
Isaiah 19:11–12 
 

11The princes of Zoan are utterly foolish; the counsel of the wisest counsellors of 
Pharaoh is become brutish: how say ye unto Pharaoh, I am the son of the wise, the 
son of ancient kings? 12Where then are thy wise men? and let them tell thee now; and 
let them know what Jehovah of hosts hath purposed concerning Egypt (ASV, 1901). 

 
God now describes more calamities that will coming upon Egypt because of the decisions of their 
rulers. They would be unable to devise means to meet the impending calamities, and would 
actually increase the national misery by their paying attention to their unwise counselors. The 
word ‘princes’ here is a general Old Testament term referencing the rulers or government 
officials. Zoan was the Tans of the Greeks.5  This was a city of Lower Egypt, built, and mentioned 
by Moses (Numbers 13:22), seven years after Hebron. It is mentioned in Psalm 78:12; and Ezekiel 
30:14. It was at the entrance of the Tanitic mouth of the Nile. Its ruins still exist, and there are 
seen there at present numerous blocks of granite, seven obelisks of granite, and a statue of Isis. It 
was the capital of the dynasty of the Tanitic kings. It was this place that the plagues which God 
performed through Moses leading to the Exodus of the nation Israel out of Egypt. ‘Marvellous 
things did he in the sight of their fathers in the land of Egypt; in the field of Zoan’ (Psalm 78:12).  

 
Photo from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanis 

                                                
5 Herodotus, translated by Aubrey de Selincourt The Histories, Published by The Easton Press, Connecticut 1954, ii. 
166; comp. Ch. 111 
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Are fools means that they are unable to prepare by their counsels the impending calamities.  
 
Perhaps their folly was shown by their flattering the king, and by proposing to him plans that led  
to the ruin, rather than the welfare of the kingdom. 
 
The wise counsellors of Pharaoh. Pharaoh was the common name of the kings of Egypt up to the 
last one named that way Farouk (reigned from 1936 to 1952). Under the dictatorships of Farouk, 
Nasser and Sadat, Egypt in the twentieth century Egypt went to war against Israel on four 
occasions, resulting in heavy losses for Egypt and wrecking its economy.  
 
The prophet says to the Pharaoh’s advisers, why do you flatter the monarch? Why remind him of 
his ancestry? Why attempt to inflate him with the conception of his own wisdom? This was, and 
is, the common practice of politicians to curry favor through flattery. Because of this, kings are 
often led to activities that lead to the country’s ruin. In this series of incidences, it is the manner 
in which they treated Israel. Where are they? This is an appeal by the God through the prophet to 
the king of Egypt regarding the counsellors of his kingdom. The sense is, that a time of distress 
and danger is coming upon Egypt. They pretend to be wise, and there is now occasion for all their 
wisdom, and opportunity to show it. Let them show it. Let them declare the nature of the  
economic distress is that is coming upon the nation, and take proper measures to meet and remove 
it such as Joseph did centuries earlier. By being truthful they will then show that it would be 
proper for Pharaoh to have confidence in them. But if they could not do this, then he should not 
be deceived, and his kingdom ruined, by their false counsel. 
 
Isaiah 19:13–15 
 

13The princes of Zoan are become fools, the princes of Memphis are deceived; they 
have caused Egypt to go astray, that are the corner-stone of her tribes. 14Jehovah 
hath mingled a spirit of perverseness in the midst of her; and they have caused Egypt 
to go astray in every work thereof, as a drunken man staggereth in his vomit. 15Neither 
shall there be for Egypt any work, which head or tail, palm-branch or rush, may do 
(ASV, 1901). 

 
Isaiah now gives the answer that the wise men are nowhere to be found because God has caused 
them to become foolish. Again, Isaiah begins with a verb, are become fools. The princes of Zoan 
have been rendered fools and therefore they are of no help in the time of crisis. The princes of 
Noph also have been deceived. As the serpent beguiled Eve in the garden, so the princes of Noph, 
professing to be wise, have become fools. Inasmuch as they were not really wise, they were easily 
deceived. Previously Isaiah had mentioned only Zoan, but now he includes Noph or Memphis to 
show that the confusion was over the whole country.  
 
The consequences of this is that these men will lead Egypt astray. And they will lead Egypt astray, 
who have the societal position of being the corner-stone of her tribes. They are the foundation of 
Egyptian society, the wealthy, the government and society’s leaders. God gives them a spirit of 
perverseness, causing them to act in a manner consistent with the manner in which a  



 6 

drunken man staggereth in his vomit. He has no control over his actions and physically he is sick 
to his stomach. 
 
Neither shall there be any work provides the sense that there shall be such discomfiture that no 
man, whether a prince, a politician, or a religious leader, shall be able to give any advice, or form 
any plan for the national safety and security, that will be successful. Then God follows up with 
the extent of those affected. Which the head or tail. High or low; strong or weak: those in office 
and those out of office; all shall be dispirited and confounded. The meaning is, the highest and 
the lowest ranks—all the politicians, and leaders in all the various categories and those who work 
in the industries previously cited will be affected.  This verse, therefore, is a summing up of all 
he had said about the calamities that were coming upon them. 
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