Introduction
Many approach Scripture with the view that the text has singular meaning. The result of this approach can lead to arguments about who is right and who is wrong. There can be splits in friendships, family, and churches as a result of this strict hermeneutical approach. The goal of this paper is not to address this entirely but to present to the reader the possibility that Scripture can have multiple interpretations, even layered meaning and application at different periods and ages. I recognize that this does not apply necessarily for every passage of Scripture, nor do I think that Scripture can have limitless interpretations. The passage itself sets the parameters for what can be interpreted from the text. Nevertheless, I see examples in Scripture where the possibility of more than one interpretation is possible. One of those examples and the basis for this paper is Isaiah 40:1-11. I will begin by demonstrating that this passage was interpreted and understood in the exilic and post-exilic period to be a message of comfort and restoration for Jerusalem which stood in ruins at that time. Then, I will show how the New Testament (NT) writers interpreted this passage in light of the ministry of Jesus during the NT period. Finally, I will endeavor to show how this passage can be interpreted for us today living in the eschatological period. It is my hope that by the end of this paper, the reader will not only see how this passage can comfort them today but also may see how an aspect of the everlastingness of God’s Word can be revealed in a multiplicity of interpretations.
Exilic Interpretation of Isaiah 40:1-11
Isaiah 40:1-11 has been studied by many people through time and history. Historical critical scholars believe that Isaiah 40-55 indicates an entirely different source from Isaiah 1-39. Thus, Isaiah 40 begins what is called Deutero-Isaiah. Blenkinsopp states, “Literary-critical study of the book of Isaiah, systematically undertaken from the late eighteenth century, has identified distinct sections composed at different times and by different authors.”[footnoteRef:1] The sections are Isaiah 1-39, Isaiah 40-55 (Deutero-Isaiah), and Isaiah 56-66 (Third Isaiah).[footnoteRef:2] How this section, Deutero-Isaiah, and specifically, Isaiah 40:1-11, fits in the cohesion of the book is that it is a response to the punishment inflicted upon Israel as depicted in chapters 1-39. Blenkinsopp states that we can only speculate as to why Isaiah 40 was attached to Isaiah 1-39. What we can infer is that “from the point of view of Israel’s relations with the great empires, ch. 40 takes over where ch. 39 leaves off with the disaster of the Babylonian conquest and thus extends the historical horizon beyond Assyria, Babylon, and the eclipse of the Babylonian Empire during the reign of its last ruler, Nabonidus, and into the epoch of Persian domination.”[footnoteRef:3] Overall, Isaiah 40 fits in the structure of the book to serve as the view of Israel’s relation with their exilic experience. As this paper will develop, it will hopefully become apparent that Isaiah 40:1-11 speaks beyond just the Israelite experience and speak to us today. [1:  Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40–55: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, vol. 19A, Anchor Yale Bible (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2008), 42.]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid, 43.] 

The Literary Unit – Isaiah 40:1-11
My endeavor here is not to exhaustively elaborate on all the interpretations throughout history but to present three interpretations which are valid and applicable to this passage. The reason for me choosing Isaiah 40:1-11 as the literary unit for study is for the following reasons. The central message or reason for the message is that the reader would be comforted. The initial speech situation starts with a command to comfort God’s people with a Jubilant message and a favorable judgment (vv1-2). Next, the prophetic voice cries out for a group of people to clear the way for the LORD (vv. 3-5). This is an important aspect of the message of comfort because God’s presence returning is what truly brings comfort to His people. It alludes to the question asked by Moses long ago when God’s presence was removed from His people. It says in Exodus 33:15-16, “Then he said to Him, “If Your Presence does not go with us, do not bring us up from here. For how then will it be known that Your people and I have found grace in Your sight, except You go with us? So, we shall be separate, Your people and I, from all the people who are upon the face of the earth” (NKJV). God’s presence was an integral part of demonstrating God’s grace and favor to the nations around them. This is followed by another voice contrasting the temporariness of humanity and the everlastingness of God’s Word (vv. 6-8). This literary unit closes with a message informing the cities of Judah that God is here (vv. 9-11). Thus, part of the message of comfort includes the message of YHWH’s return climaxing with Him appearing. This delimits the passage upon the basis of comfort. A literary-grammatical structure of the passage can be seen below.
Fig. 1 - Literary-grammatical structure of Isaiah 40:1-11
1. God commissions a message of comfort, Jubilee, and judgment (Isaiah 40:1-2)
a. God emphasizes comfort using double imperatives (40:1)
b. God consoles Jerusalem with a Jubilant message of judgment (40:2)
2. A voice declares YHWH is returning (Isaiah 40:3-5)
a. People are clearing the way for YHWH (40:3-4)
b. It will happen because YHWH declared it. (40:5)
3. A voice reinforces the assurance of God’s Word (Isaiah 40:6-8)
a. Humanity is compared to grass and flowers (40:6)
b. The grass and flowers are temporary (40:7)
c. God’s Word is everlasting (40:8)
4. Another speech indicates God’s arrival and His reward (Isaiah 40:9-11)
a. Another speech is initiated with 4 imperatives (40:9)
b. Judah is comforted by God’s arrival (40:10)
c. God has come with His reward (40:11)
Freedman on the other hand makes a persuasive argument showing how “the four subsections ‘Yhwh’ is ‘your God’ (vv. 1, 2), ‘our God’ (v. 3), ‘our God’ (vv. 7, 8), ‘your God’ (vv. 9, 10)” forms a chiastic structure making vv.1-11 a literary unit.[footnoteRef:4] In either case, what is important is that Isaiah 40:1-11 is one cohesive literary unit. For this paper though, I will primarily center the content of the message upon the comfort theme.  [4:  John Goldingay and David Payne, 61.] 

Fig. 2 - Freedman’s Chiastic Structure of Isaiah 40:1-11
1–2:	Your God … Yhwh (Jerusalem)
3–4:	Yhwh our God
           5:	Yhwh … Yhwh
6–8:	Yhwh our God
                    9–11:	Your God … Lord Yhwh (Zion-Jerusalem)[footnoteRef:5] [5:  John Goldingay and David Payne, 61] 


Who is Speaking?
Isaiah 40 begins with a message of comfort. Verse 1 says, “Comfort, Comfort My people, says your God.” Here the message is given priority before the speaker is identified, inviting the reader and hearer to first listen. These imperatives are plural imperatives and never once is the audience or receiver of the commands explicitly identified. All we know is that this message, which God wants to be declared, is addressed to multiple people. Many have tried to identify who they are. The Septuagint (LXX) adds priests as the addressee in verse 2 stating, “Priests, speak…” Thus, the LXX identifies the people providing comfort as the priests. The Targum of Jonathan, the Aramaic translation of Isaiah 40, identifies the addressees of God’s commands as the prophets. In English it reads, “A prophet will prophesy and comfort my people, says God.”[footnoteRef:6] Scholars also are not entirely in agreement as to who is being addressed here. Most posit that this is a prophetic voice agreeing with the Targum. Goldingay and Payne share that it is more plausible that prophets are the ones commanded by God to comfort His people.[footnoteRef:7] Also, Blenkinsopp states that “this introductory passage is concerned with prophetic communication” as demonstrated by the speech acts of YHWH (vv1-2 and 3-5) and the permanence of God’s Word in 8b.[footnoteRef:8] I tend to agree that the people called to comfort God’s people are the prophets because traditionally God speaks to his people through prophets. Another reason is that the contents of the message is to administer God’s judgment of His people. Preceding this passage, one reads Isaiah’s prediction that Hezekiah’s house will be carried off to Babylonian captivity (Isaiah 39:5-8). Thus, the reader is left with the demise of Jerusalem if the book ended in chapter 39. It does not though and Isaiah 40 picks up this narrative addressing the concern of being left in captivity. Later on in Isaiah 40:27 the reader is identified with the complaints of Israel while in captivity. It reads, “Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak, O Israel: “My way is hidden from the LORD, and my just claim is passed over by my God (NKJV)?” Clearly, the author of Isaiah 40 knows the complaints of the people while in exile and God’s message specifically addresses this contention. The message of comfort is given to a prophetic group to bring news of relief to a people who are wondering where their justice is.  [6:  Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon, Targum Jonathan to the Prophets (Hebrew Union College, 2005), Is 40:1.]  [7:  John Goldingay and David Payne, 63.]  [8:  Joseph Blenkinsopp, 179.] 

God continues His speech act in verse 2, again with plural imperatives, for this prophetic group to “speak tenderly to Jerusalem.” Literally, it reads, “Speak upon the heart of Jerusalem and cry out to her” (דַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב יְרֽוּשָׁלִַ֨ם֙ וְקִרְא֣וּ אֵלֶ֔יהָ). Translators offer different translations for the idiom “speak upon the heart” (ַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב). The NIV, NLT, ESV translate this to mean “speak tenderly.” The NET and NASB translate it as “Speak kindly.” The KJV and ASV translate this idiom as “speak comfortably.” The NKJV translates this as “Speak comfort.” Most translations translate this idiom similarly but I find it lacking the intent of the Hebrew text. God is not merely wanting kind words or tender words to be shared with Jerusalem. This may be true in some sense but what he is desiring is that these kind words “console” His people. A valence analysis of this expression highlights this. 
The Valence of Speaking Upon the Heart (דַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב)
I initially started with a query looking into the general use of the verb “speak” (דבר) with a compliment. I found that the compliment “upon” (על) is not the standard valence with the verb “speak” (דבר). “To” (אל) is the standard compliment with the verb “speak” (דבר) occurring more that 440 times in the OT whereas “upon” (על) only occurs 61 times.[footnoteRef:9] The usage of the compliment “upon” (על) can be understood various ways depending on who or what is the recipient of the preposition. In Genesis 18:19, we find the object of the preposition being a 3MS pronoun in the relative clause, “which he spoke upon him” (אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּ֖ר עָלָֽיו). A majority of the instances of “speak upon” (על דבר) occur with pronominal suffixes and often relate to good or bad speech intent upon an individual or group of people.[footnoteRef:10] When heart (לֵ֥ב) is used as the object of the preposition, there are only eight occurrences.[footnoteRef:11] There are two ways to understand these 8 occurrences concerning the idiom “speak upon the heart.” If the context is concerning a relationship between a man and a woman, the intent is that you are speaking words to woo the other. It’s endearment speech (cf. Genesis 34:3, Judges 19:3). The other way of understanding this idiom is “to console someone” (cf. Genesis 50:21, 2 Samuel 19:8, Hosea 2:16, Ruth 2:13, 2 Chronicles 30:22). The clearest example is Genesis 50:21 and helps inform the reader how to understand this idiom in Isaiah 40:2. This is illustrated in the analyzed verses in the table below. [9:  Consult Query DBR + Cmpl.]  [10:  Consult Query addressing the object of preposition <L. ]  [11:  Consult Query DBR + <L+LB] 

Table 1: Comparison of Genesis 50:21 and Isaiah 40:1-2
	Genesis 50:21 (BHS)
	Genesis 50:21 (NKJV)

	וְעַתָּה֙ אַל־תִּירָ֔אוּ אָנֹכִ֛י אֲכַלְכֵּ֥ל אֶתְכֶ֖ם וְאֶֽת־טַפְּכֶ֑ם וַיְנַחֵ֣ם אֹותָ֔ם וַיְדַבֵּ֖ר עַל־לִבָּֽם׃
	21 Now therefore, do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little ones.” And he comforted them and spoke kindly to them.

	Isaiah 40:1-2 (BHS)
	Isaiah 40:1-2 (NKJV)

	נַחֲמ֥וּ נַחֲמ֖וּ עַמִּ֑י יֹאמַ֖ר אֱלֹהֵיכֶֽם׃ דַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב יְרֽוּשָׁלִַ֨ם֙ וְקִרְא֣וּ אֵלֶ֔יהָ כִּ֤י מָֽלְאָה֙ צְבָאָ֔הּ כִּ֥י נִרְצָ֖ה עֲוֹנָ֑הּ כִּ֤י לָקְחָה֙ מִיַּ֣ד יְהוָ֔ה כִּפְלַ֖יִם בְּכָל־חַטֹּאתֶֽיהָ׃ ס
	“Comfort, yes, comfort My people!” Says your God. “Speak comfort to Jerusalem, and cry out to her, That her warfare is ended, That her iniquity is pardoned; For she has received from the LORD’s hand Double for all her sins.”



When “comfort” (נחם) is present in the context, the idiom leaves behind kind speech and takes on the sense of comfort with it as well. The logic of the preceding verses also serve as an important factor that leads me to conclude that “speak upon the heart” (ַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב) should be translated console in Isaiah 40 and Genesis 50. Preceding the message of comfort in Isaiah 40:1, the reader was informed that Israel would be exiled to Babylon. The concern upon the Israelites mind would be, when is this going to end. In Genesis 50:15-18, Joseph’s brothers are concerned that his kindness would cease towards them once his father passed. They are worried about the future of their lives in much the same way as the Israelites would be when reading the end of Isaiah 39 with the pronouncement of exile. Thus, they need comfort (נחם) but also to be spoken words that address their heart concern. Console as defined by Merriam Webster Dictionary is “to alleviate the grief, sense of loss, or trouble of” something. This is the purpose of the “speaking upon the heart of Jerusalem.” She is in grief and desires to be alleviated. Goldingay and Payne share that this expression could be translated “Encourage Jerusalem,” which is an attempt to be consistent with the comfort theme.[footnoteRef:12] I think this translation moves the reader closer to the intent of the idiom “speak upon the heart” (ַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב) but could be better translated as “console.” They have already made the case that comfort can be “speech.”[footnoteRef:13] Why not use a word that more fully expresses comfort while keeping the intent of speech? Blenkinsopp also shares that the intent of the command “speak upon the heart” (ַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב) is to “speak consoling words to Jerusalem.”[footnoteRef:14] This is contradictory in some sense because in his translation of this idiom he has “speak tender words to Jerusalem.”[footnoteRef:15] He clearly understands the intent of the idiom to be “console,” yet still translates it with “tender words.” Thus, the idiom “speak upon the heart” (ַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב), in my opinion, should be understood as “Console.” This communicates more effectively the intent of these first few verses. God is trying to console his people who are in exile and commands a prophetic group to console Jerusalem with a message of a favorable judgment.  [12:  John Goldingay and David Payne, 66.]  [13:  Ibid. ]  [14:  Joseph Blenkinsopp, 179.]  [15:  Ibid, 177.] 

A Favorable Judgment and Jubilee
Isaiah 40:2 depicts that God’s judgment is now favorable towards His people. The prophetic group cries out “That her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned; For she has received from the LORD’s hand double for all her sins” (NKJV). Blenkinsopp notes that this message is “tripartite” indicating “the end of indentured service; liquidation of debts incurred, understood metaphorically; and the bestowing of benefits that will outweigh the punishment inflicted for sins committed.”[footnoteRef:16] These themes allude in many ways to Leviticus 25-26.  [16:  Joseph Blenkinsopp, 179.] 

Discussion of Leviticus 25-26
Leviticus 25 focuses on the year of Jubilee and the effects that this event has for the land and the people of the land. Leviticus 25 begins by explaining that the land should experience a Sabbath every seven years, also known as the Sabbatical year (cf. Leviticus 25:1-7). The year of Jubilee is determined by a count of seven Sabbatical years (cf. Leviticus 25:8). What should be noted is that the land must experience these seven Sabbatical years before the year of Jubilee come to fruition. The text then transitions to explain the purpose of the year of Jubilee. A proclamation of liberty is proclaimed and announced by trumpets throughout all the land to its inhabitants (cf. Leviticus 25:10). This proclamation declares that the Israelites are to return to their property and to return to his clan. As Leviticus 25:13 states, “In this year of Jubilee each of you shall return to his property” (ESV). Then the text relates how one can redeem his property through a redeemer kinsman before the year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25:23-34), how to treat a brother who sells himself into servitude to another Israelite (Leviticus 25:35-46), and how to redeem your brother from a stranger in the land before the year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25:47-55). The reason these passages are vital to the discussion of the year of Jubilee is because they help indicate the purpose of the year of Jubilee. It is an event that liberates people so that they may return to their families, their clans, and their land. 
This sets up the next discussion in Leviticus 26 when God explains the blessings of obedience and punishment for disobedience in the land. For brevity, I will focus on the punishment for disobedience for it speaks closer to the context of Isaiah 40. God warns his people that if they disobey, He will bring disease upon them (Leviticus 26:16), wild beasts that destroys their livestock (Leviticus 26:22), a sword (Leviticus 26:25), pestilence (Leviticus 26:25), starvation resulting in cannibalism (Leviticus 26:29), and finally their city and sanctuaries will lay desolate (Leviticus 26:32). The picture that is presented is that as Israel continues to rebel, God increases his punishments upon them. This exact predicament is depicted as happening to Israel at the beginning of Isaiah (cf. Isaiah 1) and in the prediction of exile in Isaiah 39. Establishing this connection is important because the result of Jerusalem being desolate is that it finally observes its Sabbaths. Leviticus 26:34 says, “Then the land shall enjoy its Sabbaths as long as it lies desolate, while you are in your enemies’ land; then the land shall rest, and enjoy its Sabbaths” (ESV). This is a clear reference back to Leviticus 25. Israel’s iniquity against God resulted in the absence of the land experiencing the Sabbath (cf. Leviticus 26:35) and their exile to enemy lands (cf. Leviticus 26:39). God does inform them that if they confess their faults, humble their hearts, and make amends for their iniquity that He will remember his covenant that He made with their fathers and the land (Leviticus 26:40-42). Leviticus 26:43 states that Israel will abandon their land and the land will “enjoy its Sabbaths while it lies desolate without them, and they shall make amends for their iniquity, because they spurned my rules and their soul abhorred my statutes.” What God presents to Israel is two options. They can “make amends for their iniquity” (יִרְצ֣וּ אֶת־עֲוֹנָ֑ם) by confession and humbling their hearts or they can continue to rebel and make amends by leaving their land desolate where it enjoys its Sabbaths. This phrase “make amends for their iniquity” (יִרְצ֣וּ אֶת־עֲוֹנָ֑ם) found in both Leviticus 26:41&43 parallels the phrase “her iniquity is pardoned” (נִרְצָ֖ה עֲוֹנָ֑הּ) in Isaiah 40:2. The message of Isaiah 40:2 is a declaration of the fulfillment of the words found in Leviticus 26:41-43. She has made amends for her iniquity. Jerusalem has enjoyed her Sabbaths (Leviticus 26:43) and now a message is sent forth to call the Israelites back to their land, a clear allusion to the year of Jubilee in Leviticus 25. Their servitude is over and YHWH has come to redeem his people in order to bring them back to their land and their clans. It is in this way that Isaiah 40:2 alludes to Leviticus 25-26. Thus, a favorable judgment and Jubilant message is declared to Jerusalem.
Clear the way of YHWH
This Jubilant and comforting message does not end with just a favorable judgment though. Verse 3 introduces another speech situation which continues this message of comfort. As I expressed above, this speech situation comforts the people by announcing the return of YHWH. The ESV of Isaiah 40:3 reads, “A voice cries: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway for our God.” Again, the voice declaring this message is unknown but the prophetic voice is assumed. The two clauses of the direct speech are in parallel with each other expressing the same idea, clearing and making a way for YHWH. At this time, the return of God’s people is not in view. What is in view is YHWH’s return. This speech serves as a counter voice to the Babylonian royal processions which the Jews would very well have seen and experienced while being in exile. A Babylonian hymn states the following, ‘Make [Nabu’s] way good, renew his road. Make straight his path, hew out for him a track.’[footnoteRef:17] At the beginning of this message of comfort we have an attack on the gods of Babylon. For some time now, the Jews have seen the apparent triumph of Babylonian gods, like Nabu. Now YHWH is declaring for Israel to make a triumphal royal procession for Him. This declaration is an invitation to welcome YHWH as King and God rather than Nabu or any other Babylonian god. YHWH is comforting his people by the announcement of His return and for them to participate in preparing for it.  [17:  John Goldingay and David Payne, 74.] 

Verse 5 states the result of clearing a way for YHWH. Isaiah 40:5 says, “And the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken” (ESV). In Ezekiel, part of the judgment against Israel was YHWH’s glory leaving Jerusalem (cf. Ezekiel 10:4, 18; 11:23). Now, YHWH’s glory is being revealed by this victorious procession. His glory is intimately tied with salvation (cf. 46:13) and his people (cf. Isaiah 43:6-7; 44:23; 49:5) in Isaiah 40-55. This is why the LXX adds “all flesh will see the salvation of God (τὸ σωτήριον τοῦ θεοῦ).” Thus, this speech situation (vv.3-5) is a declaration that YHWH has victoriously reclaimed His people as his own and is bringing about their salvation. The basis upon which this is true is not in that it has already been done but that YHWH has spoken it. This theme is repeated throughout the literary unit (cf. v.1, 5, 8). YHWH’s people can be assured that the message is true because He has spoken it and no one can resist His decrees. 
The Permanence of God’s Word
This in part serves as a transition to vv. 6-8 where again but more explicitly the focus is on the everlastingness of God’s word in contrast to human temporality. The reintroduction of “a voice” also serves as a transition to another speech situation. There is a slight variation in that now there is dialogue between a voice and a listener. The voice here is again unidentified along with the listener. If the chiasm, as Freedman posits, is true, then the voice is probably the same as found in verse 3. No one truly knows the identification of the voice though and at this point it seems intentional. The contents of the message is based upon the comparison of humanity with grass and the flowers of the field. There is parallelism between verse 7 and 8 in that they both begin with the same literary construction, “The grass withers, the flowers fade” (יָבֵ֤שׁ חָצִיר֙ נָ֣בֵֽל צִ֔יץ). This literary construction serves to draw the readers attention to two contrasting ideas yet fit within the same framework. The first idea that the author highlights is that the grass, which is the people, fades away because the winds of YHWH blow on it. The winds of YHWH often serve as a illustration of God’s judgment. The second idea, found in verse 8, emphasizes the surety and everlastingness of God’s Word in spite of human temporality. Why this message is vital to the overall message of comfort is because there are doubts that God will deal justly with His people (cf. Isaiah 40:27). Reinforcing the idea that all this will surely become reality because God decreed it is vital to the belief system of Judaism. The assurance of God’s Word and their dependence upon it is what will shape them into the nation God desired them to be. Plus, when this reality comes to pass, it will serve as reason to believe in God. The establish of God’s Word forever is the basis of the message of comfort. 
Behold Your God – The Climax of the Message
So, when the people are reminded about the everlastingness of God’s word, the author transitions to another speech situation. This is not explicitly clear as the other speech situations where a voice or subject introduced a new speech. The reason for vv.9-11 being a new speech is that we have another imperative “Go up” (עֲלִי). Every speech situation has begun with an imperative command; in verse 1, it was the plural imperative “comfort,” in verse 3, the voices speech begins with the plural imperative “clear,” and in verse 6 the voice is saying a singular imperative “cry out.” After introducing the speech situation with an imperative, the following lines usually contain Qatal/Yiqtol verbs. This pattern is clearly seen in the textual analysis in the addendum. Returning to verse 9 we have the introduction of a singular imperative verb “go up” (עֲלִי). This imperative indicates to the reader that this is indeed a new speech situation and follows the structure of the literary unit. 
That being said, the message of comfort is coming to a climax and the reader can see this clearly by the use of more imperatives. Verse 9 contains four imperatives addressed to 2nd Masculine Singular object/indirect object building the intensity of the message. There is a switch from a message addressed to multiple people now to a singular individual. One way to understand this transition is that it is not addressed to one individual but to a collective whole. This makes sense especially if vv. 9-11 parallel vv. 1-2 in the chiastic structure. This would mean that the same prophetic group is being addressed. I tend to agree with this understanding. Thus, the prophetic group is receiving more instruction, more commands and they are upbeat commands. “The ones declaring good news” in Zion and Jerusalem are commanded to go up on a high mountain, lift up your voice in strength, to lift it up again, and don’t be afraid of the message they are about to proclaim. These are people with an important message that needs to be heard. Twice are they commanded to lift up their voice. This message is something that needs to be heard and is a loud, vocal event. In verse 3-5, the voice commanded to clear a way for YHWH. Now, the message being declared to the cities of Judah, which lie in ruin is, “Behold, Your God.” God was coming in verse 3 and now, at the end of verse 9, God is here. Three times, the command is to “Behold.” The message calls for the attention of the reader aiding to the intensification of the message. YHWH is coming in strength and His arm is ruling for Him. This is clearly imagery of a king. This theme is again repeated in this speech situation (vv.9-11) but adds that rewards and wages are with Him. Again, this draws the readers attention to the year of Jubilee where the slave set free would receive gifts and rewards for the service done (cf. Deut. 15:12-15). The contrast presented between vv.1-2 and vv.9-11 is that Jerusalem received punishment for all her sins, double in fact whereas now God is coming to cancel their debt and give gifts to them so that they do not go out empty-handed. Both are intimately connected with the Year of Jubilee. Thus, this speech situation climaxes the message of comfort with the realization that Israel’s God has returned but also that they will be rewarded for their time spent. They were stripped of everything and now God is returning everything. In many ways, it mirrors the story of Job. 
Overall, as one reads this passage and continues to read through the rest of Isaiah, one will become convinced quickly that this passage is focused on YHWH’s return and Israel’s salvation from Babylonian exile. Isaiah 40:1-11 was a message of comfort to the Jewish people exiled in Babylon. It serves as the commencement of their restoration. Also, when one reads Ezra and Nehemiah, the reader will find that Jerusalem was restored and the people did return from exile. Thus, God’s word was fulfilled. If this interpretation is valid, how should one understand the NT interpretation of this passage? Did the NT writers get it wrong by adding another interpretation to it. Was God’s word not fulfilled hundreds of years before the first advent of Jesus? This is where we will begin to see why the everlastingness of God’s Word, at times, includes and reveals a multiplicity of interpretations. 
New Testament Interpretation of Isaiah 40:1-11
When one opens any of the gospel accounts, you are almost immediately introduced to John the Baptizer. For the gospel writers, they understood and demonstrate through their account that the gospel would be incomplete without the record of John the Baptizer. Mark makes this explicit by saying that John the Baptizers ministry is the “beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ” (NKJV). In every gospel account the reader finds that John the Baptist is associated with Isaiah 40:3. They quote from the LXX where there are slight variations from the Hebrew Masoretic Text (MT). The table below highlights the differences.
Table 2. Differences between MT and LXX concerning Isaiah 40:3
	Isaiah 40:3 (BHS)
	Isaiah 40:3 (LXX)

	קֹ֣ול קֹורֵ֔א בַּמִּדְבָּ֕ר פַּנּ֖וּ דֶּ֣רֶךְ יְהוָ֑ה יַשְּׁרוּ֙ בָּעֲרָבָ֔ה מְסִלָּ֖ה לֵאלֹהֵֽינוּ׃
	Φωνὴ βοῶντος ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ Ἑτοιμάσατε τὴν ὁδὸν Κυρίου, εὐθείας ποιεῖτε τὰς τρίβους τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν.



Who is speaking in Isaiah 40:3 according to the NT?
The voice in the LXX is now identified as making his declaration in the wilderness rather than “in the wilderness” being part of the message. The grammar informs the reader of this. The mention of a “highway in the Arabba” (בָּעֲרָבָ֔ה מְסִלָּ֖ה) in the MT is not found in the LXX. Rather the emphasis is on making his paths straight. So, there are slight changes from the MT but what is important is that the gospel writers saw John the Baptizers ministry as fulfilling this verse found in Isaiah 40:3. The authors of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) identify John the Baptizer as fulfilling Isaiah 40:3 with the expressions, “as it is written” (Mark 1:2, Luke 3:4) or “for this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah” (Matthew 3:3). The author of John’s gospel takes an alternative route and John the Baptizer self identifies himself as the voice crying in the wilderness (John 1:23). It is clear that the gospel writers read Isaiah 40:1-11 and identified John the Baptizer as a voice joining in to clear and prepare the way for YHWH. 
The message of comfort is the message of salvation
So, when one reads the gospels in light of Isaiah 40, the gospels are clearly a message of comfort to the people of Israel. Above, I demonstrated that the overarching theme is comfort for a people in exile. What do the Israelites need comfort from during the NT? At the period of the NT, the Roman’s occupied Jerusalem and the Promised Land. Many felt Roman rulership was like Babylonian captivity and were waiting for YHWH to free them. What the gospel writers do is interrupt this narrative to produce a counter voice of a more pressing problem. Physical exile is nothing in comparison to the exile that everyone faces as a result of sin. Isaiah 59:2 states, “But your iniquities have separated you from your God; And your sins have hidden His face from you, So that He will not hear.” The importance that the gospel highlights is our restoration to a right relation with YHWH. Only then can an individual experience true liberation and salvation. The NT writers highlight that this can only happen if YHWH does it. Thus, John the Baptizer becomes a voice to prepare for YHWH. 
The glory of YHWH revealed through Jesus
At the right time, Jesus came and revealed himself as YHWH through various means. First, we read that Jesus came to John the Baptizer to be baptized. John had been preparing for Jesus’s appearance by preaching in the wilderness a message of repentance (Matt 3:2). It was also an announcement that the kingdom of heaven was at hand. A kingdom cannot exist without a King. This is important especially when we consider that Isaiah 40:3-5 is about a royal procession for YHWH. Then, Jesus comes to John and is baptized by him. When Jesus was baptized, the Spirit of God descended like a dove upon Him. Later in Acts 10:38, Peter identifies that the act of the Spirit of God coming upon Jesus was an anointing. This was a common practice for Israelite kings (cf. 1 Sam. 10:1; 16:12-13). Thus, the imagery is that John the Baptizer is a voice preparing the way for YHWH, the King. 
Then, we also read about Jesus coming to Jerusalem riding on a donkey in the synoptic gospels. The gospels draw upon the prophecy given in Zechariah 9:9 but still adds value to the interpretation of Isaiah 40:3-5. The scene is also one of royal procession. Jesus comes riding on a donkey and people rejoice declaring Him as the King. The scene fits perfectly with the royal procession found in Isaiah 40:3-5. YHWH has come to Jerusalem, the people have received Him as their King, but sadly this is short lived. The gospel writers inform the reader that Jesus, the King of the Jews dies on a cross. The reason was so that “their sins” and “her iniquity” would be paid as alluded in Isaiah 40:2. Also, we see YHWH’s glory as King demonstrated in the salvation He provides for His people. All flesh would see it together. Jesus says something similar in John 12:32. All of these records of Jesus and John’s ministry serve as a direct fulfillment of the words in Isaiah 40:3-5. 
Favorable Judgment for those who believe in Jesus
Turning back a few verses in Isaiah 40, we read that a favorable judgment is given towards God’s people. This theme is also seen in the NT period where belief in Jesus is considered a favorable judgment. John 3:18 stresses that the individual who believes in Him is not condemned. Part of the new covenant is the forgiveness of sins (Hebrews 8:12) building upon the clearing of debts. Lastly, Jesus came to set the captives free alluding to the Year of Jubilee (cf. John 8:31-36).  
The Gospel is the Everlasting Word
Transitioning to Isaiah 40:6-8 we read the author of 1 Peter quoting these very verses but from the LXX (1 Peter 1:24-25). The LXX leaves out verse 7 so we do not see the author quoting it. In any case, the author draws upon these verses to demonstrate how those who believe in Christ have been born again by the word of God. This word, the author identifies as the gospel which was preached to them. 
The Apostles are the Heralds of Good News
Last but not least, Isaiah 40:9-11 can be seen all through the book of Acts. The commands to lift up their voice in verse 9 alludes to the disciples lifting up their voices calling the cities of Judah’s attention to Jesus. They depict Jesus as sitting on the right hand of the Father ruling as Lord (cf. Acts 2:34-36). Also, His reward that he gives is repentance and forgiveness of sins, and His Spirit (cf. Acts 5:31-32, Ephesians 4:8). 
The entire literary unit of Isaiah 40:1-11 became an instrumental text to not only comprehend the events that took place in the life of John the Baptizer, Jesus, and the early church. They understood this passage as speaking to their experience and being a fulfillment of God’s Word. Thus, the NT period understood this passage as speaking to their experience and helping to interpret the events that unfolded in the life of Jesus. The picture that this begins to leave with us is that God’s Word can speak as various periods and ages. Both interpretations are valid and speak to an exiled people a message of comfort and assurance because YHWH their King has come. The question presented to us is how does this literary unit speak to us today? 
Eschatological Interpretation of Isaiah 40:1-11
As Christians, we live in expectation that Jesus will return. John 14:1-3 states that Jesus is going to leave to prepare a place for us and will come back to bring us where He is. This is the hope of every Christian. We wait expectantly that Christ will return for us. We live in a state of expectation and I present that Isaiah 40:1-11 can speak to us today. In vv.1-2 the message of Jubilee calls the readers attention to the fact that Jerusalem’s restoration is coming. The reason for this is that a favorable judgment has been given from God and now God is working towards bringing the captives to Jerusalem. This exact picture is seen in Revelation 12-21. There is the imagery of judgment in which the wicked receive condemnation and the righteous receive life with Jesus. Revelation 20:4 describes thrones and those seated upon them as being given the authority to judge. Revelation 20:11-15 describes another judgment scene. The emphasis of these passages is that a favorable judgment is given towards the righteous and the wicked are condemned to die. This is very similar to the judgment given in Isaiah 40:2. The consolation of Jerusalem is also seen in that the righteous will finally dwell in New Jerusalem (Rev 21). 
Clearing the way for Jesus’s Second Coming
The next speech situation (Isaiah 40:3-5) invites a prophetic group to clear the way of YHWH for his royal procession. This is alluded to in both Revelation 14 and Revelation 19. In Revelation 14 we find a series of messages, prophetic messages preparing the way for YHWH’s return (Revelation 14:6-12). The reason this conclusion can be made is that Revelation 14:14-20 depicts the return of Jesus. The reference to the golden crown on his head shows that He has come as King and the reaping imagery alludes to the return of Christ. This becomes especially clear when one compares this passage with Matthew 25:31-46. Christ tells a parable about a time when the Son of Man comes in His glory. This clearly alludes to Isaiah 40:5 where the glory of YHWH will be revealed. It also alludes to Jesus sitting on a throne indicating that He is King another allusion to Isaiah 40:3-5 with a royal procession theme. It also explicitly states that the King will address the sheep, i.e. the righteous, and the goats, i.e. the wicked. The parable also speaks about giving a kingdom, the reward of those who are righteous. This is a clear allusion to the rewards that YHWH brings in Isaiah 40:10. The shepherd imagery is also present in that Jesus is coming to gather his sheep just like in Isaiah 40:11. 
Revelation identifies Jesus as the Word of God
In Isaiah 40:6-8 we read about the everlastingness of God’s Word. In Revelation 19 we have the imagery of a person riding a white horse. His name was called Faithful and True which serves as an allusion to Jesus. Most importantly, we find that His name is the Word of God (Rev 19:13). He is the Word that will reign forever and ever. This is seen in verse 15 where it says that he will rule the nations with a rod of iron. This imagery in Revelation 19 describing Christ’s victorious advent to the earth is a fulfillment of Isaiah 40:6-8. 
Christ is coming in Revelation with rewards
Finally, Isaiah 40:9-11 can be seen with the appearance of Christ. At the end of Revelation, we find Christ declaring the following words, “And behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to give to every one according to his work. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End, the First and the Last” (Revelation 22:12-13). The essence of the message in Isaiah 40:9-11 is the fact that God is coming and His reward is with him. The reward that Christians gain is eternal life and life in the New Jerusalem. The expression “First and Last” draws upon a particular expression used in Isaiah 44:6 to describe YHWH. YHWH promises at the end of Revelation that He is coming and quickly. The message of Isaiah 40:1-11 serves as comfort for us living today but also as a call to action. I have concluded that the reason why the voice is never identified in Isaiah 40:1-11 is because the author intended it to be ambiguous so that the reader could include him/herself in this prophetic message. The message doesn’t require that one be a prophet but invites all to participate in preparing a way for YHWH’s return. 
Conclusion
The purpose of this paper has been to demonstrate how the everlastingness of God’s word can be revealed in a multiplicity of interpretations. Isaiah 40:1-11 served as a test for this proposition. Clearly this passage had interpretive meaning for those in exile and served as a message of comfort. It was the promise of YHWH’s victorious return. For the NT period, this passage served as a message of comfort in that YHWH did indeed appear and come to Jerusalem. Jesus brought salvation from sin and the NT writers saw John the Baptizer, Jesus’s, and the early churches ministry as a fulfillment of Isaiah 40:1-11. It didn’t take away from the first interpretation of Isaiah 40:1-11 in regards to the Babylonian exile. It added to it. The NT writers clearly had no issue with seeing multiple interpretive meaning in passages and often used them to express their experience with God. That being the case, I presented briefly a way this passage can have meaning for us today who are living in the eschatological time period before Jesus returns. The goal has been to demonstrate that multiple interpretations of the same passage is not something to be afraid of or cause doubt in the everlastingness of God’s Word. Rather, it affirms and is an aspect of it. It speaks to the nature of God’s Word in that it can speak to people at different periods and bring encouragement in all ages. God’s Word is everlasting and will be fulfilled in every aspect and I look forward to the day when YHWH returns to take us home. 
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Appendix 1 – Text Syntactical Analysis
      Starts as a discourse (Speech situation 1)
      ZIm0  ISA 40,01נַחֲמ֥וּ [fg]
      ZIm0  ISA 40,01נַחֲמ֖וּ עַמִּ֑י [1sg pron suff refers to elohim] [fg]
=================Speaker #1 (God)==============
   ZYqX  ISA 40,01יֹאמַ֖ר אֱלֹהֵיכֶֽם׃ [bg][2mp pron]
===========Discourse (Speech situation 2, God is speaking)===============
      ZIm0  ISA 40,02דַּבְּר֞וּ עַל־לֵ֤ב יְרֽוּשָׁלִַ֨ם֙ [fg][consult valence research]
         WIm0  ISA 40,02וְקִרְא֣וּ אֵלֶ֔יהָ[fg][2fs pron] 
=============Discourse inside discourse (Giving the reason for above statements)============ 
(1)         xQtX  ISA 40,02כִּ֤י מָֽלְאָה֙ צְבָאָ֔הּ[bg]  
            xQtX  ISA 40,02כִּ֥י נִרְצָ֖ה עֲוֹנָ֑הּ[bg]  
            xQt0  ISA 40,02כִּ֤י לָקְחָה֙ מִיַּ֣ד יְהוָ֔ה כִּפְלַ֖יִם בְּכָל־חַטֹּאתֶֽיהָ׃ ס [bg]
======================Speech Situation 2 (New Paragraph)====================
   Ptcp  ISA 40,03קֹ֣ול קֹורֵ֔א [fg]
======================Discourse (Speech situation 3)====================
     xIm0  ISA 40,03 בַּמִּדְבָּ֕ר פַּנּ֖וּ דֶּ֣רֶךְ יְהוָ֑ה[fg]  
      ZIm0  ISA 40,03יַשְּׁרוּ֙ בָּעֲרָבָ֔ה מְסִלָּ֖ה לֵאלֹהֵֽינוּ׃[fg]  
[bookmark: _Hlk150210029]          XYqt  ISA 40,04כָּל־גֶּיא֙ יִנָּשֵׂ֔א[fg]  
            WXYq  ISA 40,04וְכָל־הַ֥ר וְגִבְעָ֖ה יִשְׁפָּ֑לוּ[fg]  
              WQtX  ISA 40,04וְהָיָ֤ה הֶֽעָקֹב֙ לְמִישֹׁ֔ור[fg]  
                Ellp  ISA 40,04וְהָרְכָסִ֖ים לְבִקְעָֽה׃[fg]  
       WQtX  ISA 40,05וְנִגְלָ֖ה כְּבֹ֣וד יְהוָ֑ה[fg]  
[bookmark: _Hlk150210071]         WQtX  ISA 40,05וְרָא֤וּ כָל־בָּשָׂר֙ יַחְדָּ֔ו[fg]  
          XQtl  ISA 40,05כִּ֛י פִּ֥י יְהוָ֖ה דִּבֵּֽר׃ ס[fg]  
===================Speech Situation #3(New Paragraph)========================
    Ptcp  ISA 40,06קֹ֚ול אֹמֵ֣ר [fg]
====================Discourse========================
        ZIm0  ISA 40,06קְרָ֔א [fg]
========================Speaker 4 (Isaiah?)========================
     WQt0  ISA 40,06וְאָמַ֖ר [fg]
============================Discourse======================
            xYq0  ISA 40,06מָ֣ה אֶקְרָ֑א [fg]
=================(answer to the question, refers to what should be called out, Discourse, Speaker 3)=====
          NmCl  ISA 40,06כָּל־הַבָּשָׂ֣ר חָצִ֔יר (Connected to ZIm0 Kara)[fg]
              NmCl  ISA 40,06וְכָל־חַסְדֹּ֖ו כְּצִ֥יץ הַשָּׂדֶֽה׃ [fg][switch to 3ms pron]
            ZQtX  ISA 40,07יָבֵ֤שׁ חָצִיר֙ [fg state of affairs, function similar to NmCl]
            ZQtX  ISA 40,07נָ֣בֵֽל צִ֔יץ [fg]
                XQtl  ISA 40,07כִּ֛י ר֥וּחַ יְהוָ֖ה נָ֣שְׁבָה בֹּ֑ו [fg][3ms pron]
              NmCl  ISA 40,07אָכֵ֥ן חָצִ֖יר הָעָֽם׃ [bg, moment of pause]
            ZQtX  ISA 40,08יָבֵ֥שׁ חָצִ֖יר [fg]
            ZQtX  ISA 40,08נָ֣בֵֽל צִ֑יץ [fg]
                WXYq  ISA 40,08וּדְבַר־אֱלֹהֵ֖ינוּ יָק֥וּם לְעֹולָֽם׃ ס [fg][switch to 1cp]
===============================New Speech/topic (tense, gender, person change)Imperatives indicate change ========================
                    xIm0  ISA 40,09עַ֣ל הַר־גָּבֹ֤הַ עֲלִי־לָךְ֙ [fg] [switch to 2fs pron]
                        Voct  ISA 40,09מְבַשֶּׂ֣רֶת צִיֹּ֔ון [fg][messenger is feminine]
                    ZIm0  ISA 40,09הָרִ֤ימִי בַכֹּ֨חַ֙ קֹולֵ֔ךְ [fg]
                        Voct  ISA 40,09מְבַשֶּׂ֖רֶת יְרוּשָׁלִָ֑ם [fg]
                    ZIm0  ISA 40,09הָרִ֨ימִי֙ [fg]
                      xYq0  ISA 40,09אַל־תִּירָ֔אִי [fg]
                    ZIm0  ISA 40,09אִמְרִי֙ לְעָרֵ֣י יְהוּדָ֔ה [fg][fp - cities]
=======================Discourse within Discourse====================
                           NmCl  ISA 40,09הִנֵּ֖ה אֱלֹהֵיכֶֽם׃ [fg] [2mp pron – the cities of Judah]
                           XYqt  ISA 40,10הִנֵּ֨ה אֲדֹנָ֤י יְהוִה֙ בְּחָזָ֣ק יָבֹ֔וא [fg]
                              Ptcp  ISA 40,10וּזְרֹעֹ֖ו מֹ֣שְׁלָה לֹ֑ו[fg]
                           NmCl  ISA 40,10הִנֵּ֤ה שְׂכָרֹו֙ אִתֹּ֔ו [fg]
                              NmCl  ISA 40,10וּפְעֻלָּתֹ֖ו לְפָנָֽיו׃ [fg]
                                xYq0  ISA 40,11כְּרֹעֶה֙ עֶדְרֹ֣ו יִרְעֶ֔ה [fg]
                                  xYq0  ISA 40,11בִּזְרֹעֹו֙ יְקַבֵּ֣ץ טְלָאִ֔ים [fg]
                                   WxY0  ISA 40,11וּבְחֵיקֹ֖ו  יִשָּׂ֑א [fg]
                                     xYq0  ISA 40,11עָלֹ֖ות יְנַהֵֽל׃ ס [fg]

END
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