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Bible 101   
Isaiah:  Chapters 40-66 (Second and Third Isaiah) 

May 18, 2022 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
 
There are three main sections in the Book of Isaiah, written/compiled/edited over 200+ years: 

• Chapters 1-39: “First Isaiah” contains the words of the original prophet Isaiah mainly in 
8th century BCE Jerusalem (Judah, the Southern Kingdom); prophet for 50+ years 
(approximately 740-680 BCE); 

• Chapters 40-55: “Second Isaiah” is the work of an anonymous author during the 
Babylonian Exile two centuries later (597-538 BCE); 

• Chapters 56-66: “Third Isaiah” is a collection of oracles by unknown authors after some 
of the exiles left Babylon to go to Jerusalem. 

 
Overall theme of the Book of Isaiah 
 
The main themes of judgment, hope, and restoration carry over from First Isaiah to both 
Second Isaiah and Third Isaiah even though those time periods are two centuries later and 
God’s people are facing very different situations. 
 
Time period of Second Isaiah (ch. 40-55) 
 
About two hundred years have passed between chapter 39 (the last chapter of First Isaiah) and 
chapter 40 (the start of Second Isaiah). After Jerusalem was captured by the Babylonians (589 
BCE), most of the “elite” in the city were taken to Babylon and the surrounding areas. By 540 
BCE, the Persian Empire, under King Cyrus, stretched from the Mediterranean Sea to Central 
Asia; Babylon was conquered by the Persians in 539 BCE. The Babylonian Exile was over and 
Cyrus encouraged those who wanted to return to Jerusalem to do so. (See the maps of the 
Babylonian and Persian empires at the end of these notes.) 
 
Important Sections of Second Isaiah to Read 

• Isaiah 40:1-5 = God’s people are comforted 

• Isaiah 41:8-10 = Israel assured of God’s help 

• Isaiah 55 = “An Invitation to Abundant Life” 

• The Servant Songs noted below 
 
Theme of Second Isaiah 
 
The overall theme of this part of the Book of Isaiah is the anonymous author’s proclamation 
that God has not forgotten them while they have been in exile. The hope in God’s promise of a 
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return to Judah, and especially to Jerusalem, for the remnant of His people in Babylon will be 
fulfilled. The Persian King Cyrus is seen as God’s agent in making this happen (chapter 45).  
 
That return is framed as a New (or Second) Exodus, using language recalling the first Exodus 
when the Hebrews left Egypt and spent so many years in the wilderness, at both the beginning 
and the end of Second Isaiah as well as in intervening chapters. But, there are differences in this 
Exodus: they have time to prepare for their return, the terrain for their journey will be more 
hospitable, and their journey will not take 40 years. (What happens after their return is the 
theme of Third Isaiah.) 
 

Isaiah 40:3: 
A voice cries out: 
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord; 
    make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
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.” 
 

Isaiah 52:15: 
For you shall not go out in haste, 
    and you shall not go in flight, 
for the Lord will go before you, 
    and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. 

 
Isaiah 55:12: 

“For you shall go out in joy 
    and be led back in peace;” 

 
Monotheism (“the doctrine or belief that there is only one God”) 
 
When God gave His commandments to Moses on Mount Sinai during the Exodus from Egypt, 
He said, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
slavery; you shall have no other gods before me.” (Exodus 20:2-3) 
 
Now, in Isaiah 44:6, God says,  
 

Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel, 
    and his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts: 
I am the first, and I am the last; 
    besides me there is no god. 

 
This concept of only one God becomes central to Judaism, to Islam, and later to Christianity. 
(These three are known as the Abrahamic religions: those that worship the God of Abraham.) 
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Four Servant Songs 
 
The four Servant Songs can be understood from their wording to refer to either an individual or 
to a group of people or to Israel as a nation. Christians look at some of the language there and 
see the person of Jesus; in the Gospels and in Paul’s letters there are many quotations of verses 
from these songs, especially from the fourth song. 
 Commentators say it is important that these songs be read/understood in their 
historical context, not just with the lens of Christian doctrine. But Christians can’t “unknow” the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. So, the goal is to hold the two understandings at 
the same time: read the songs both what they meant to the people then) and what they can 
mean to Christians when references are made to them in the New Testament. 
 These songs are sometimes referred to as the “suffering servant” songs in other writings 
about these verses.  
 
First Song (Isaiah 42:1-9) 
 God introduces the servant He has called to bring justice to all and to “be a light to the 
nations.” 
 
Second Song (Isaiah 49:1-7) 
 This song is written from the viewpoint of the servant who says he was called by God 
before his birth but reports that his efforts have not been successful. But God reassures him, 
saying again “I will give you as a light to the nations ...” but not by political or military actions. 
 
Third Song (Isaiah 50:4-11) 
 This song is a monologue by the servant who tells of having been beaten and abused. 
Yet, he is confident of God’s help and thankful for his own ability to “sustain the weary with a 
word.” (It is read on Passion (i.e., Palm) Sunday at Redeemer.) 
 
Fourth Song (Isaiah 52:13--53:12) 
 In this song the servant is described as interceding for others and bearing their 
punishments. The chapter 53 verses have especially generated arguments/controversy as to 
whether they describe an earlier leader or foretell the person of Jesus Christ. (It is read in some 
churches on Good Friday.) 
 
= = = = = 
 
Time period of Third Isaiah (ch. 56-66) 
 
After the Persian king Cyrus encouraged the Jews in Babylon to go to Jerusalem in 538 BCE, 
some did “return.” The Jews had been in exile for 70 years; so, likely all those going to 
Jerusalem had never lived in Judah. They settled among the people who had never left. Because 
the people who returned were primarily of the tribe of Judah, they are usually referred to as 
“Jews” as of this time period.  
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Because the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem has happened, the time period of Third 
Isaiah probably begins around 520 BCE.  
 
(See the March 23, 2022 notes for Ezra-Nehemiah for a parallel story of the Jews returning to 
Jerusalem: the challenges they faced, their failures and successes, and God’s ongoing judgment 
and mercy.) 
 
Important Sections of Third Isaiah to Read 

• Isaiah 59:21 = God’s covenant relationship with His people continues 

• Isaiah 60:19-22 = “the Lord will be your everlasting light” 

• Isaiah 61:1-4 = the good news of deliverance 
 
Themes of Third Isaiah 
 
The people moving to Jerusalem are settling among those people whose families never left and 
who own the land around Jerusalem. There are conflicts about the form of government, about 
who is a Jew, and about what social and religious practices should be followed. 
 
The anonymous authors of Third Isaiah are likely disciples of the prophet Isaiah and of the 
anonymous prophet(s) who were with the people in exile; the authors continue to speak of 
God’s judgment, his mercy, and the hope of restoration in this new location and new situation. 
Now, instead of a threat from outside the community, the threat affecting their future as God’s 
people is from within the community. 
 
Chapter 56 tells us of the controversy over inclusion/exclusion in the community. Some of the 
leaders now in Judah want to exclude certain people because they thought that only the Jews 
were God’s favored people; God chides those leaders. He extends the covenant to all who 
obey, declaring (in v. 6-7): 
 

And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, 
    to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord, 
    and to be his servants, 
all who keep the Sabbath and do not profane it 
    and hold fast my covenant— 
these I will bring to my holy mountain 
    and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices 
    will be accepted on my altar, 
for my house shall be called a house of prayer 
    for all peoples. 
 

Chapter 58 describes one example of disagreements about religious practice:  how and why the 
people fast. God challenges them in v. 6-7 about what is really important. His call for justice and 
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His concern for the poor and oppressed are not new; they have their roots in the Torah 
(Genesis-Deuteronomy).   
 

Is not this the fast that I choose: 
    to loose the bonds of injustice, 
    to undo the straps of the yoke, 
to let the oppressed go free, 
    and to break every yoke? 
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry 
    and bring the homeless poor into your house; 
when you see the naked, to cover them 
    and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 

 
Chapters 60-66 anticipate a future of wellbeing. Chapter 61 has many word pictures of how 
God’s people will be delivered. God’s mercy is remembered and there is a prayer of penitence 
for having strayed. In Chapter 65 God describes a new creation; the chapter ends with the 
image of the wolf, lamb, and lion seen in Isaiah chapter 11 but this time the serpent is also 
mentioned: “but the serpent—its food shall be dust!” 
 
In chapter 66, the last chapter of the Book of Isaiah, God celebrates first the restoration of 
Jerusalem, the city of David: 

Rejoice with Jerusalem, and be glad for her, 
    all you who love her; 
rejoice with her in joy ... (v. 10) 
 

And then he restates his intention for all people: 
I am coming to gather all nations and tongues, and they shall come and shall see my 
glory (v. 18b). 
 

 
Words from Isaiah Elsewhere 
 
Quotations from Isaiah appear 85 times in the New Testament. The imagery in the Book of 
Revelation relies heavily on Isaiah. 
 
The libretto of the oratorio Messiah consists of scripture texts selected by Charles Jennens, a 
friend of composer George Frederick Handel; Jennens prepared many of the texts for Handel’s 
works. The verses selected from Isaiah are from chapters 7, 9, 40, 50, 53, and 60 in the King 
James Version of the Bible; below are just a few of those texts: 

• The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: they that dwell in the land 
of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined. (9:2) 

• For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his 
shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The 
everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace. (9:6) 
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• He shall feed his flock like a shepherd: he shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry 
them in his bosom, and shall gently lead those that are with young. (40:11) 

• All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and 
the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all. (53:6) 

• Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee. (60:1) 
 
Reflection 
 
The Book of Isaiah (all three sections) has so many reassuring messages from God for His 
people: messages of hope and of restoration. Those messages were not just for God’s people at 
that time so long ago; they are also messages for us for now and for the future. 
  
Those messages in Isaiah were preceded by God’s judgment on His people when they were not 
living as God wanted them to live. That same judgment applies to us now when we are not 
obedient to God’s intent for how we should live. But the “good news” is that the judgment 
always was and is followed by God’s love expressed in His messages of hope and restoration for 
His people. 
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