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Isaiah 40: 1 – 11 (NRSV)
Isaiah 40 presents particular textual, contextual, literary, and theological challenges. Prior to the 18th century it was taken that the entire text of the Book of Isaiah was the work of Isaiah ben Amoz, an 8th century prophet warning of coming judgement under Assyrian suzerainty and later redemption for Judah and Jerusalem, with a second half, Isa 33 – 66, confirming that judgement is at hand and redemption, now from Babylonian exile, imminent. However, there is a clear stylistic break at the end of the catastrophic narrative of Isa 39, and the adoption of a different, unidentified, prophetic voice identified as Deutero-Isaiah. A strong contextual reason for hypothesising such a later author is that Second Isaiah’s understanding of the rise of the restorative Cyrus the Great, king of Persia, and guarantor of Judah’s restoration and building of a Temple, is not an act of distant but accurate foretelling, but an observation of the realities of the later Exilic period.
In literary terms, Isaiah 40 marks a clear stylistic break. Robert P. Carroll has said that “To read and understand Isaiah 40 – 55 it is necessary to know the book of Psalms . . .” [Carroll, in Exum & Clines (ed), 1993, p60], a finding that is well attested and understood in the specific passage under scrutiny, Isaiah 40: 1 – 11.
There is also a strong tonal change in the nature of prophecy in Isa 40 and beyond. For the first 35 chapters, the prophet condemns “Israel”’s default. A historical bridge, Isa 36 – 39, brings such warnings to fulfilment with the coming conquest of Jerusalem by Babylon and “Israel”’s exile. From Isa 40, though the tone is consolatory rather than condemnatory, and the theme messianic. A similar three-fold structure of warning, oracle and consolation can be found in Jeremiah. Anticipations of Isa 40 can be found at Isa 6 when the seraphim complete the prophet’s commission by cauterizing his guilt, and at Isa 34 – 35 where the dynamic of destruction/judgement and consolation/triumph is clearly established.
Turning to the text in question, Isa 40 1 – 11, the immediate issue is that there is no superscription or introduction, but leaps immediately into an abrupt scene change from the hope of help to its certainty. The tone is commanding, but gentle: “Comfort, O comfort my people, / says your God.” (Isa 40 1), the difficulty here being that there are two different possessives in the versets. The means and reason for the comfort are not introduced, beyond the assurance that these words are, in fact, God’s. NKJV gives “Comfort, yes, comfort My people” (NKJV, Isa 40 1), which in the reinforcing “yes” adds an implication of reluctance or unbelief in the supposed recipient of this call, as if saying “yes, really, you can believe this”. Claus Westermann points out (Westermann: London, 1969, p 36, 37) that “comfort” can carry a different connotation in Hebrew and in translation, to mean something closer to “help”, which makes the imperatives that follow more robust: help is at hand, but now the task is yours.
There is no effort at scene-setting here. In his Anchor Yale translation and commentary, Joseph Blenkinsopp acknowledges that there is no celestial setting for this opening command and no need to hypothesise or imagine a divine council such as is imaged in Isa 6, Job 1 and other Hebrew Bible locations. For Blenkinsopp, the address is directly to prophets or possibly priests (who are specifically identified in LXX), a revival of the prophetic vocation. The southern nation is personified as “Jerusalem”. 
“Comfort” is followed by “tender words” (Blenkinsopp), expressed adverbially in NRSV, which are to be addressed either as proclamation – and loud cries are a feature of Isa 40 1 – 11 -  or, as LXX has it, directly “to the heart of Ierousalem”, which implies a more inward awakening to comfort. NRSV and Blenkinsopp make no third repetition of “comfort” as in LXX, a device which there rhetorically holds back the reason for or content of the promised relief for a moment longer. The LXX translation of the following lines also emphasises inwardness of consolation, “because her humiliation has been fulfilled”, where Blenkinsopp has a further proclamation, rendering the same lines as “proclaim to her / that her servitude is over”.  NRSC prefers “that she has served her term”, which implies an almost legalistic fixity of penalty which is missing in the LXX. There’s a certain non-equivalence here: humiliation and servitude are not the same, and “servitude” can only be dispensed with by the will of a master and not, without specifying it, after a fixed term. In LXX, too, “humiliation” is paired with “sin” (which is logical), while in NRSV and Blenkinsopp, “term/penalty” and “servitude/debt” are equally logically paired.
There is then a possible ambiguity in Isa 40 2. Can “she”, the personified nation, hope to receive double in return from a benign God the weight of her sins; or is “she” reminded that her sin has been so deep as to require double in retribution?  Or is this, as Blenkinsopp hints, a way of saying: she has paid, with interest. 
No authorial voice is present to help us here. There is another proclamation, this time simply attributed to “A voice”. It is an instruction to prepare a way for God to deliver this comfort. This can be understood in a number of ways: as a literal return route for returning exiles, with a messianic leader at their head; or as a more metaphoric instruction, as LXX implies, to making straight the people’s “ways”, their morals and observances. There is a foreshadowing of the triumphal entry here, which would in ancient (and modern) times an elaborate clearing of the way for some kind of parousia, military, royal or divine, or all three. Blenkinsopp’s version offers again a more metaphoric or inward reading, with “the crooked made straight” a moral injunction as much as a road-building one. But there remains the warning that whatever shade of meaning is imposed – triumphal roadway or spiritual self-correction – only when it/they have been achieved, will the full glory of God be seen, in a spiritual landscape that has become all horizon and with obstacles.
Again, a voice is heard, but whereas in the first iteration, “A voice cries out”, this time the injunction is to the prophetic community and the onus has passed downward: “A voice says, ‘Cry out!” and this time, startlingly, there is something like an authorial voice – largely absent in Isaiah 40 – 66 – an “I” who for the first time responds to this startling but overwhelmingly welcome and challenging message. What is to be proclaimed?  Here again, there is a possible shading of meaning between Hebrew, Greek, German and English versions. The famous “All flesh is grass” (powerfully repeated in 1 Pet 1 22) can be read as a simple memento mori and the words redolent of those in the modern funeral service, but the substitution for “flesh” of “people” and still more “humanity” implies that mankind is a fleeting presence in the creation, or would be but for the covenanted promise of God. 
Still more intriguing is the non-equivalence of mankind’s “constancy” in NRSV – already ambiguous: does it mean faithfulness or simply resilence? – and “glory” (LXX) or “splendour” (Blenkinsopp). One understands the metaphor: grass grows swiftly, flowers bloom overnight; the breath of god, or merely seasonal change, withers and flattens both. Is the message to the prophet less that man is trivial than that many generations may have to pass – growth, bloom, withering – before the consolatory prophecy is fulfilled? The one constant here, repeated with unmissable force in LXX is that the word of God is the only constant: because the Lord has spoken” (Isa 40 5) and “the word of our God remains forever” (Isa 40 8). It is interesting that whereas the standard Hebrew bible for a royal dynasty is “trees”, even when reduced to a “stump”, here it is the most transient of all botanicals
There is an issue with verse 8. Is Zion being asked to ascend “a” high mountain and bring the good news or is God, as in LXX telling the prophet who has momentarily singled himself out to ascend and bring good news “to Sion”, asserting what is to be the centrality of Jerusalem in the coming theocracy. The cadence rises at this point. Having made clear that comfort (help and/or solace; repeated at Isa 40 11) is at hand, provided the way is made straight and level (and morals and belief duly corrected, the Lord is coming in strength as well as gentleness (the shepherd who will save the entire flock/people, not just an elite or remnant), bringing strength with him and reward “before” him. Before can act as preposition, adverb and conjunction: here, it implies that his gifts are now plainly on view, but also still located in the future. We are still in the realm of prophecy.
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