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The book of Isaiah falls into three major divisions which refer to different stages of the 
history of the people. The historical passage of chapters 37-39 bring the first part of the 
book to a close. These chapters dealt with the time and challenges that the threat of 
Assyria presented to the nation, and how the people all but failed in those days. Chapter 
40 begins to address the challenges that followed after Assyria faded into the past as a 
threat. In these next chapters to the end of the book, a different historical period is in 
view. We read in chapter 39 of the visit of an envoy from Babylon and of Hezekiah’s 
reckless welcome of them. The next challenge was in the shape of Babylon. 
 
Historically, the exile to Babylon and then the role of the Persians is still in the future, 
but in these next chapters Isaiah has important work to do. The sudden change in focus 
is probably due to the reign of Manasseh. During his reign there was a great upsurge of 
godlessness and the prophetic voice was in part silenced. However, Isaiah saw the 
coming exile and his call at this point, as laid out in chapter 40, is to lay down a body of 
prophetic teaching and encouragement to help the exiles through their time of absence 
from land and the center of their religion. He is to comfort and encourage them in 
preparation for their return to the land. It would be well to note at this point that the Exile 
cured the people for all time from idolatry, and that was the purpose of this traumatic 
event.    
 
Isaiah is here embarking on a new phase of his ministry. He saw the coming exile in 
Babylon and so God’s word is given to help them through the days of exile and as the 
time of return neared, to encourage the new generation. We must remember that there 
were other prophetic voices after Isaiah who all addressed the subject of judgment and 
coming restoration. However it seems that the question that was on people’s minds 
when the exile happened was, is this the end? Has God divorced us? Is it all over? The 
shock of losing Jerusalem was such a shock to the people that this was a question that 
haunted them, but which Isaiah addressed. 
 
God now calls Isaiah to comfort the people. He is speaking as if the exile is finishing 
and so in the days even before the exile, this was a promise for the future, but one that 
could give hope for the present.  
 
Chapter 40 begins a new section which runs to chapter 55 and in these pages, much 
more is said about the King to come who is God’s choice, the Servant, the Messiah.  
 
40.1-11. 
Verse 6 is almost a recommissioning of Isaiah to this new emphasis. A voice cries out, 
and the voice that answers is Isaiah, and then God gives the message. These first 11 
verses are like the introduction, the abstract, an overture and tells us what God is going 
to do. The details will follow in the next chapters. There is still the element of judgment, 
but there are glowing statements about what God will do for His people when the days 



of correction come to an end. Here again, we see implicitly that the other side of the 
coin of judgment is grace and mercy.  
 
The overture begins with three things that are imperative for those who will come out of 
exile. The prophecy of Jeremiah gave a lot of instruction for the people in exile, but here 
Isaiah is looking beyond exile, and indeed beyond this exile in the material world! This 
also has to be kept in mind that prophecy has layers of fulfillment. If we read the glories 
that are promised here, we will be forced to admit that in comparison to what is spoken 
about, the return was much less than a final glory. Indeed, the coming of Jesus and the 
further outworking of these prophesies was still less than depicted here in these coming 
chapters. This is because whether the people realized it or not, Isaiah was looking at 
the return from exile after 70 years, he was looking at the return from the exile of sin 
which Jesus declared as the coming of the Kingdom, and he is looking at the final 
coming of the King, the return of Jesus in glory at the end of the ages. 
 
Today we struggle with the same challenges of reading of great glory to come, but not 
yet seeing the final consummation of all that is promised. We still live in the presence of 
glory in part, with greater to come in the future. The Kingdom is here now, but not yet in 
fullness. We might say that there was one degree of glory in the return of the exiles. 
There was a greater degree of glory with the Incarnation of Christ, the Cross and the 
Resurrection of Jesus on the third day. However, the degree of glory to come is yet 
greater by far when Jesus returns, yet all these are in sight in these coming chapters. 
We must be careful not to expect too little, or too much in this present age. I don’t really 
know how to do that, other than to hold the two sights of a declining and aging world 
and body, and to see the coming resurrection, and to acknowledge both! This is to face 
the worst that is passing, and to hope in the certain glory which is to come. This means 
that we are the most realistic people in the world and also the most hopeful and 
happiest! 
 
I think that the above is actually a commentary on Christ who was a man of sorrows and 
acquainted with grief. He was also anointed with joy above His fellows and for the joy 
set before Him, He endured the Cross. Joy and sorrow are the lot of those who believe 
and are still living in this world. It is both and, not one or the other. This world is a place 
of tears and laughter. 
 
That was a bit of a tangent perhaps, but it is important to understand these sorts of 
things if we are to make use of these coming Scriptures. I said before that someone has 
called Isaiah 40-66 Isaiah’s little book of intercession. By this is meant that there are 
revelations of the ways of God in these chapters, there are promises which can be 
prayed for, and there are judgments that we can engage with to avoid and seek mercy 
for. For example, 40 verse 11, this gives rise to prayer for God to pastor His people and 
to gather them - that is evangelism. Ultimately only God can do either of these things. I 
have seen people in good churches, house groups, cells, pastoral groups or whatever, 
and after years of being in them, there is little to be seen of growth in grace. We can 
lead a horse to the water, but we cannot make it drink, but God can salt its oats and 



make it thirsty. There’s a good prayer for us, ‘Lord, make us thirsty for you.’ We have 
Psalms that would support this, ‘As a deer pants for the water…’ Psalm 42. 
 
In the crisis which was the exile, what did the people need? We are told in verse 1, 
comfort, speech and proclamation. The verses that follow shows us that this comfort is 
not that of deception or empty dreaming. Before the exile came, the people accused 
Jeremiah of speaking wrongly when he said that Jerusalem would fall to Babylon. Isaiah 
had prophesied the salvation of Jerusalem previous to Jeremiah’s words. However the 
people were deceived in comforting themselves with the hope that God would rescue 
Jerusalem because Isaiah’s prophecy related specifically to the days of Hezekiah. We 
read that at the end of chapter 39. In this case, the comfort the people were grasping at 
was all a deceit and wishful thinking. They had persuaded themselves that everything 
would be all right because it had been alright in the past. They hung onto the message 
they wanted to be true, not the message that was true. 
 
The message of these present verses is the comfort that comes from truth, God’s truth, 
God’s speech and God’s proclamation. There is enough comfort in these verses for 
them and for us. If we are downcast, in despair, under pressure, fearful or whatever set 
of circumstances which has that sense of being a big black cloud over us, it is truth that 
we need, God’s truth and the truth of God. Shopping, golf or fishing therapy will not do 
the job, other than perhaps for a brief hour or two and then the fears will come back and 
probably worse. 
 
Verse 2. 
Verse two is wonderful and a bit tricky. Firstly there is the proclamation of the truth that 
the exile and the discipline is come to an end. Nothing in this life continues for ever, the 
anger of God will pass, the cloud hiding His face will be removed and He will come in 
mercy and grace again. Here is another prayer worth praying, that God will cause His 
face to shine on us, soon. Remember the time in Egypt was over 400 years, the exile 
was 70 years and the hard times before it came. Not every generation saw the Exodus 
or the return from exile, there were people who were born and died as slaves in Egypt, 
there were people who were taken into exile as children who did not live to see the 
return. We may or may not live to see the restoration of the church, of revival, of Christs 
return, but that is what we can still invest our lives in. Moses mother did not live to leave 
Egypt in the Exodus, but wow did she have a place in all that led up to it! She, like Paul, 
ran her race and completed the course! Therefore pray.  
 
Jesus gave the disciples what appears to be opposite things to pray for. He told them to 
pray that when the destruction came on Jerusalem that it not be on the Sabbath. He 
also told them to ready because Christ will come unexpectedly Matthew 24.20. Prayer 
has effect. We don’t need to understand God’s ways fully to pray intelligently if we pray 
what God tells us He will do. Be sure to look for any conditions that are attached to the 
promises. For example if we are not hallowing God’s Name, we will not be in a strong 
position to pray ‘Thy Kingdom come.’ The old divines spoke of being on praying ground. 
If we are living in rebellion before God, we are either on weak ground, or on ‘no praying 
ground’. Holiness and devoutness matters.  



Holiness and being devout does not earn us a hearing in prayer, but it fits us for prayer. 
I am never going to win a sprinters medal now, but I can still get the 100 meters done, 
but not in under 10 seconds. Praying ground is like spiritual training and fitness to run. 
The fitter we are spiritually, the more likely we are to pray in a better way, less self in it 
and more godliness of desire. Do you remember Moses when He prayed for the people 
after the Golden Calf affair?  He prayed moved with jealousy for God’s honour, not for 
anything he could see in the people. He was on praying ground.  
 
The day will come when the hard service will end, the troubles will cease, the hardships 
will be completed, the consequences of Israel’s rebellion and sin will have run its course 
and a new day, a clean sheet as it were, will come. The next phrase is debated due to 
the rarity of the word translated ‘double.’ It only appears in Job and in this verse and it is 
open to a number of interpretations all of which contain a part of the whole message. It’s 
sort of a lost in translation word.  
 
This cannot be saying that the trouble the people have experienced has somehow 
cleared the charge sheet of their sins, that somehow the suffering for rebellion has 
removed the guilt of that rebellion. If I am executed for murder, I die as a murderer. The 
dead person does not come back to life, it does not cause my crime to stop being a 
crime or undo it in any way. I am executed for the guilt of my crime but I die as a guilty 
criminal and nothing else changes. My execution does not absolve me of guilt, I die in 
my sin and because of my sin. Therefore the suffering does not atone for the sin of the 
people. My guilt may engender mercy from God, and this is what happened here, God 
forgives, but the later chapters will tell us the detail of how God can justify the guilty in a 
righteous way. It is by the substitution of Christ, of Him taking my place and the full 
penalty being laid and taken upon him. We have the way in which God does this in 
chapter 53, especially v6. 
 
Another way that some read the word ‘double,’ is an indication of the full measure of 
punishment has been meted out or even more. However that does not fit well with the 
revelation of God in the rest of Scripture. Is God going to be more severe than He has 
to be? Surely not. The word has the meaning of being doubled over. If we fold a sheet 
of paper in two, one side matches the other half perfectly. What the idea here is that 
God has made the punishment fit for the crime, and that His coming to restore and 
comfort will match and address the sin perfectly. The New Testament says that where 
sin abounds, grace abounds more, or perfectly covers and overwhelms the sin.  
 
What this means is something like this. I once as a young teen was given the job of 
painting the living room while my folks were on holiday. The deal was that I was given 
money and I would get to keep what I did not spend on paint. I bought a large tub of 
paint, split it into two buckets and watered it down. I was expecting to do two coats, two 
days and then off with cash in my pocket – wrong. It was so wishy washy that it took 5 
coats and more paint to cover the marks on the wall, especially the scuffs round the 
skirting boards which seem to appear. The task took 5 days because watery paint does 
not dry so well. I ended up with a final coat of proper thickness paint and lost time and 
the little extra money was not worth it! 



 
When God doubles up on sin with grace, He paints a thick and perfect coat that covers 
all our sin fully. See Psalm 32.1. This covering is blessed! God pours out grace 
sufficient to cover all my sin and each sin absolutely and sufficiently. 
 
There is one other factor that may be hinted at here and it is this. Do you remember that 
some time ago in this series I said that while God raised up nations to use as a rod of 
punishment and discipline His people, He then judged those nations because they had 
been over zealous in their work. It may be a comment on that, that the nation of Assyria 
was quite brutal and over-zealous in their conduct, but became liable to severe 
judgment for that.  
 
However we read these verses, there is the message that would cheer the hearts of the 
people. It was as if sailors who had gone through a terrible time of storms at sea or who 
had survived a Russian Convoy, saw land on the horizon, and a fleet of ships coming to 
assist them to shore. Imagine the relief. This is what the promise was saying, land is in 
sight, the harsh journey through God’s discipline is over and now the other side of the 
coin is going to become legal tender, mercy and grace.  
 
Verse 3. 
An unknown voice is heard to cry, God’s voice. This is seen in the New Testament as 
John the Baptist, but whether it is Old Testament or New, there is preparation required 
for the coming of the King. This call for preparation ends with the wonderful thing that is 
to be prepared for, the coming of the glory of the Lord. This is regal language. Israel 
through the Exile has ceased to have a monarchy, but now the monarch will be the 
Lord. The seal, the guarantee of the certainty of this happening is the last phrase of 
verse 5. ‘For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’ This was all partially fulfilled in the 
return of the Exiles, more fully fulfilled with the coming of Christ, and it awaits the full 
consummation by the return of Christ in His glory with His mighty angels with Him. 
Again we see the immediate reference to that day, the future in the coming of Christ, 
and the complete fulfillment in the return of Christ the second time. There are layer upon 
layer of relevance, and so I would argue, the need for layer upon layer of prayer and 
seeking. Whatever we think of these passages, God is coming and His appearing will 
be glorious, are we ready? 
 
Verse 6. 
Another voice cries out, and a third voice answers. This third voice is Isaiah responding 
for the call. He will be a voice calling to the people. The message is of comfort. Instead 
of reliance on the world and opinions of men who are but creatures of a day, they are to 
depend on the word of the Lord which stands for ever. They are to reject the ethereal 
wisdom of a man who only has a brief and a fleeting life, and lean on what is solid and 
eternal.  
 
Once more, this may sound a simple choice to us given that we have the perspective of 
history and are not in their situation. However, given our situation today, with the virus 
increasing again, people getting weary and rebellious over the restrictions, businesses 



on the brink of ruin, jobs at risk, and our leaders ever increasingly being at odds with 
each other over what to do, how do we react when we are challenged about leaning on 
the word of our God and not on men and women who will be gone very soon? When 
faced with our own day, perhaps we can see that the choice to trust God is as 
challenging for us as it was for the people in Isaiah’s day. They lived in the midst of 
these historical events as we do with ours. I am not at all sure that the generality even 
of the Church, view our situation as similar to theirs. On whom do we lean, to whom do 
we look in the first instance? 
 
I don’t pin my hopes in Boris or Keir or Nicola or in cures of vaccines. These may come 
or work out, but there are other means that we can turn to. For all of us who love the 
Lord’s Prayer, what do you think it means to pray, ‘Thy Kingdom come?’ It means that 
firstly we are asking for God’s rule to be established, for Him to come down that 
highway and for His glory to be revealed. What happened when Jesus came? The sick 
were healed, the dead were raised, good news was preached to the poor and so on, as 
in Isaiah 61 and applied by Jesus to Himself. That is what happens when God returns in 
glory.  
 
Verses 9-11 
Those who pick up on the message, who see the vision and believe the promise of the 
coming of the Lord are to declare it from the mountain tops. We are to proclaim loudly 
that the Lord is coming and that He will bring the young and the weak with Him. He will 
leave none behind, like the Marines, He will not leave any of His people injured or 
abandoned on the field of conflict. Do not miss the title used for God in verse 10, the 
Sovereign Lord. A number of years ago I was very ill because of a little gall stone. I got 
into hospital by blue light and for several days lay with my eyes closed perfectly still 
soaking up the pain. The doctors later told us that they did not know at first if I would 
survive. I had just been placed in the hospital bed when these words came forcefully 
into my head, ‘Trust in the Sovereign Lord.’ My fear left, unlike the pain, and I was able 
to lie quiet and it may seem strange to say, content, because the Sovereign Lord was in 
the whole event. Truth works, truth has its effect if we will but let it have its place.       
 
Verses 12 – 17  
These verses lay out in poetic language the greatness of our God. They declare a God 
whose greatness is beyond the ability of language to adequately express. That is why 
the images are so lofty and poetic. The truth that Isaiah is wrestling to express is this, 
that even the whole of the created world did not cause God a moments difficulty to 
make and uphold, ‘no sweat,’ we would say. If the nations are but the residue of flour 
dust when weighed and poured out of scales, then –  
 
Verses 18 – 20 
- how much less are the idols we make for ourselves of any substance? They are a 
fabrication of our puny imaginations as contrasted to God who created the living world 
and is ‘The Being.’  
 



Verses 21 – 26 Isaiah returns to a contemplation and proclamation of the glory of God. 
The object in view is the created heavens, the stars and then he looks down on the 
nobles of the world, the princes and rulers. These rulers are even less than dust in the 
scales when contrasted with the starry host. Have you ever tried to think through outer 
space and imagine that somewhere out there we hit a wall and that is the end of the 
cosmos? My mind then asks, what is on the other side of the wall? If I say ‘nothing’, 
then what is nothing like? It is about this time that I fall asleep when my little mind 
becomes utterly baffled. We cannot out think God, nor can we measure Him so as to 
put limits or size on Him. This is also true that we cannot measure or put bounds on 
God’s love and mercy, His righteousness and justice, His wrath and His anger. We can 
feel after God, but we will never be able to put our arms around His waist as if we could 
fully embrace Him. On the other hand, He has no problem encircling us with His arms. 
We cannot compare God with anyone, and yet to think of Him at all requires that we 
think with human terms of reference. Isn’t it so wonderful that Jesus became a man to 
show us the Father? We are not left to speculate or devise images and idols. We have 
been given Jesus to show us the Father, and in this age, that showing is through the 
Scriptures. 
 
 
Verse 27-31 
Verse 27 poses the question that was at the forefront of the peoples thinking when the 
time of exile was coming to an end. Has God forgotten us? Were all their troubles 
because God had cast them off forever? They thought that God did not see or regard 
them. In contrast to this thought God enters into debate with them and questions them. 
He asks them if they had forgotten who God is, the ‘I AM’? God is the ‘I AM,’ the God 
who sees, who knows, who makes and keeps His promises. Who does not get weary or 
tired, who does not run out of steam!   
 
Even young men grow exhausted by a hard day’s work, but God never grows weary 
throughout the vast time of eternity. God is as fresh and able to create and work this 
moment as He is at the moment of creation. God does not grow weary, but in contrast, it 
is He who gives strength to humanity to endure and travel on their life’s journeys. It is 
God who gives strength to the weary and those who are confronted with a new day 
such as the day of return from exile which was a truly immense challenge to those who 
returned. 
 
There is so much practical instruction in this and coming chapters that it is easy to skip 
over and not invest in. Take one instance as an example. Look at verse 31. What is it 
like to be strengthened with might in our inner being? Paul uses this language in 
Ephesians 3.16, so it is for Christians today as well as for the exiles returning. Hope in 
the Lord is how this strengthening happens. Hope is for our minds, it is hope which 
holds onto things which are as yet unseen, things above. Such a hope we have in the 
promise of the coming of the glory of the Lord. We hope for it because it is promised by 
the One in whom we have believed. The result, renewal, soaring, running without 
growing weary and walking in the heat, and not fainting. I have to say that I am getting 



weary of the uncertainty, lock down and semi-lockdown. Cure? Hoping in the Lord, 
looking above at the glory that is to be revealed, getting resourced from heaven.  
 
Do read this chapter through. There is so much more that could be said and said better 
by others, but here is my plea. Read the chapter through, and as we go through various 
passages of chapters 40-66, note down any verse, idea or phrase that you could turn 
into prayer for yourself, the congregation, the Church, the Nation and the nations of the 
world. There is a lot of ‘prayer fuel’ in these chapters and prayers based on Scripture 
have the added advantage that we can hold the book up to God and plead that, ‘it is 
written’. Lord you have said you would do it, so Lord do it, in your time and your way, 
nevertheless, you must be true to your promise. Perhaps we may be able to share 
some of our insights and prayers with each other in future times? 
 
 
  


