 ISAIAH 40:1-11 
A NEW HOPE
After the fall of Jerusalem and the bitter exile of the Jewish people to Babylon, the prophet offers an uplifting message of hope; his task is not easy; he is called to announce to the exiled Jews that  soon, the way will  open up for them to return home, since God who punished them with that harsh fate has forgiven them and is ready to restore them back to their previous life. As the prophet spiritually accompanies the returners to Zion, he is now providing an enlarged vision of God and His abode; In Zion, he envisions, all humankind will praise and acknowledge the one and only true God.
The passage could be divided as such:
 40:1-2. Proclamation of forgiveness and promise of deliverance to the exiled nation- also, a holy duty to lift up morally and spiritually God’s people.
40:3-11. A description of the process by which the promise is to be fulfilled. Preparation of the way to the Lord. The uncertainty of human fate finds its only true hope in YHWH’s word. The Lord will return with His people to their ancient abode. Zion will show to the other cities of Judea that God has not forsaken them; he is caring them on his arms back home.  
1. Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,  and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.
The book begins with Yahweh's repeated command “Comfort my people” [footnoteRef:1] [footnoteRef:2] What is the subject of the verb in this sentence? Who are called to comfort God’s people? MT lacks specific indication but Septuagint solves this problem by adding the word ; ἱερεῖς/priests.  Targum prefers prophets. Q1 from Qumran did not provide any variant to the MT reading[footnoteRef:3]. A possible answer would be: [1:  The repetition of the opening word comfort  is characteristic of the writer’s style; cf. Isaiah 43:11; Isaiah 43:25, Isaiah 48:11; Isaiah 48:15.]  [2:  παρακαλεῖτε τὸν λαόν μου, reads the LXX . The verb παρακαλέω brings in mind the Paraklete, the Holy Spirit.]  [3:  Suggestions such as “the heavenly council, angels” (New Revised Standard Edition and many  English Bibles) do not seem convincing, mostly due to the lack of relevant contextuality. See Joseph Blenkinsopp,  Isaiah 40-55: A new translation with introduction and commentary, Yale University 2002 (2009) p179, for an evaluation of the scholarly debate.] 

All ye who love Jerusalem   כָּל־אֹהֲבֵי ירושליםַ (Is. 66:10) ; you are the ones called to offer her consolation and encouragement[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  A response to that call, coming from a  “ Christian- Zionist” congregation can be seen on their site https://www.comfortmypeople.com/about/] 

Note the tender encouragement contained in the possessives, "my people," and "your God." Zion is not abandonned, God is always with her.
2. Speak tender words to Jerusalem, proclaim to her that her servitude is over, her debt has been paid; she has received at Yahweh’s hand double for all her sins.
Speaking to someone’s heart is a beautiful expression used in various passages.[footnoteRef:5] The expression accentuates  the meaning of the previous verb showing the importance of  that same task: to comfort Jerusalem. The word of the prophet , or of anyone who preaches the word of God- must be uplifting and merciful, especially when the listener has passed through many hardships, like the Jews of the Babylonian diaspora. [5:  As in Ju: 19:3, Ru 2:13, 1 Samuel 1, 2 S 19:8, 2 Chro 30:22, 32:6, Ho 2:16. According to DBD the meaning is : to speak kindly and comfortably.] 

Servitude; the Masoretic text reads  צְבָאָהּ (DBD=  war, army, host, warfare, also : hard service, troubled life)  that is to say, the hard days of the exile. Now all these are left behind, and the guilt does not exist anymore- it is forgiven[footnoteRef:6]; Jerusalem received twice the amount of her iniquities. [6:  the Greek text reads lelymeni λελυμένη and brings in mind Matthew 16:19. ] 

3 A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord;make straight in the desert a highway for our God.
4 Every valley shall be lifted up,  and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level  and the rough places a plain.
Now the setting has changed; we are in the middle of the desert. A voice is crying out: “prepare the way of the Lord.” On a literal sense, the figure is borrowed from the Ancient Eastern practice of repairing the roads through the vast desert before a royal journey.  This can be also seen as a parable; the humble shall be exalted, the proud brought low, the wrong ways will be corrected, rough natures refined: that is the spiritual preparation for the coming of the Lord, and therefore the true work of every Christian  (Matthew 3:5-7; Luke 3:3-9.)
5 Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,  and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.
[bookmark: _Hlk186053793]As a result -or as a reward- of these hard efforts the glory of the Lord כְּב֣וֹד יְהוָ֔ה will be seen at last. This could be paralleled with Exodus 16:10- when the glory of Yahweh was revealed – the same vocabulary is used הַמִּדְבָּ֑ר וְהִנֵּה֙ כְּב֣וֹד יְהוָ֔ה נִרְאָ֖ה. However, this time the revelation will be not for Israel only, but for the whole mankind. The phrase shows here for the first time, and occurs again in later verses, pointing out the universality of the prophet’s religious ideals. (See  also Is 38:11)
6 A voice says, “Cry out!”    And I said, “What shall I cry?”-All flesh is grass;   their constancy is like the flower of the field. 7 The grass withers; the flower fades,  when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the people are grass.  8 The grass withers; the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever
The prophet is told to proclaim the might of the word of God in contrast to the human frailty- notice the distinct note of Wisdom literature on this passage.[footnoteRef:7] Constancy;  MT has חסד, a term  usually associated with kindness, love, goodwill, mercy,  but here used in the sense of elegance, comeliness, beauty.  Septuagint renders it to δόξα.[footnoteRef:8]  The image is drawn from the scorching heat of the middle eastern summer. [7:  James 1:10-11]  [8:  As in 1 Peter 1:24] 

9 Get you up to a high mountain,     O Zion, herald of good news;
lift up your voice with strength,     O Jerusalem, herald of good news;    lift it up, do not fear; say to the cities of Judah,    “Here is your God!”
A new section begins; O Zion, herald … There is a grammatical disagreement between MT and LXX, mainly because מְבַשֶּׂרֶת mevaseret as feminine participle would be an apposition to Zion- cities are  feminine in the Hebrew language; literally  the prophet wants Zion to bring the good news to the other cities of Juda.[footnoteRef:9]  LXX turns it to the masculine form ὁ εὐαγγελιζόμενος -and according to Mark 1;15 this person is Jesus. The important New Testament word  εὐαγγελίζειν, to bear the glad tidings, appears here for first time.  [9: 9 The city of Jerusalem is gaining a growing importance in the new Neo-Babylonian era. See 54:13] 

10. See, the Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him;his reward is with him    and his recompense before him.
.The “arm of the Lord” is a favourite phrase of Isaiah (see 51:5; 51:9; 52:10). The same expression was used when God liberated Israel from Egypt. The return to Zion follows the Exodus pattern on many levels- use of vocabulary, images, geographical similarities. 
His recompense -פְעֻלָּתוֹ. The word peula (work, labor and metaphorically, reward, salary) ” has originally the sense of reward for the faithful worker (Leviticus 19:13) ; it acquires a spiritual meaning already in Is. 49:4 as  “revindication through the righteous God”. 
11 He will feed his flock like a shepherd;     he will gather the lambs in his arms and carry them in his bosom     and gently lead the mother sheep.
Popular topos of the king as shepherd ; David herd his people (2 Sam 5:2) and even Yhweh is a shepherd (Psalm 23); the image can be extended to the fulfilling of times with the coming of Jesus (John 10:1-18) as the good shepherd and even to the end times-  with the final gathering of all Israel by YHWH to Zion (Jer. 3:14-19)






CONCLUSIONS
This brief but so rich in meaning and symbolic images passage, shows how a prophetic text is receptive of various interpretations. First, seen from a historical-critical point of view, the text anticipates the reign of the emperor Cyrus and the liberation of the Hebrews, their return to Zion and the rebuilding of the temple. Furthermore, the standard Christian exegetical view based on the synoptic Evangiles, considers this passage as a call to a spiritual awakening and preparation of each Christian; it is a personal but also a communal call to address the social injustice and to fill up the ravines of poverty and neglect, especially in the ecclesiastical period of the Advent. On the other hand, numerous Rabbis and adherents of the so- called Christian Zionism argue that Isaiah refers not to a specific person but on the Jewish nation as a whole; they are the ones who levelled the hills, smoothed out the rough nature, filled in the ravines ; on a literal approach, Isaiah predicts all the agricultural and engineering operations carried out by the Zionist settlers in the land of Israel since the first Aliyia and up to date. The same group of readers prefer to interpret the last two verses through an eschatological lens, anticipating the final gathering of the lost Israel tribes in Zion and the messiah who is to come (Jews) or Jesus who will return (Christian Zionists, and, any pro-millennial denomination).
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