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1. Abstract of Vannoy, Major Prophets, Session 14, Isaiah 40 

Overture, Servant of the Lord Theme, Major Themes, 

Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

 

This lecture from Robert Vannoy explores Isaiah 40 and the theme of the Servant of 

the Lord in later chapters. Vannoy, drawing on MacRae's work, interprets Isaiah 40 as an 

"overture" introducing themes developed later in Isaiah. The passage particularly 

focuses on comfort, deliverance, and God's power in contrast to human transience. 

Vannoy begins exploring the "Servant of the Lord" theme, noting its significance and 

tracing its development, especially in relation to Israel and the coming of Christ. The 

lecture raises questions about Israel's role as the servant, considering their captivity 

and sinfulness, setting the stage for further exploration of the theme in subsequent 

passages. These themes are not new in this part of Isaiah and build on prior information. 

2.  12 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Vannoy, Major Prophets, Session 14 –  Double click icon to 

play in Windows media player or go to the 

Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link 

there (Old Testament → Major Prophets → Major Prophets.  
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3. Briefing Document: Vannoy, Major Prophets, Session 14, 

Isaiah 40 Overture, Servant of the Lord Theme 

Okay, here's a briefing document summarizing the main themes and ideas from the 

provided excerpts of Robert Vannoy's lecture on Isaiah, focusing primarily on Isaiah 40 

and the "Servant of the Lord" theme: 

Briefing Document: Robert Vannoy on Isaiah 40 and the Servant of the Lord 

Overview: 

This document summarizes Robert Vannoy's lecture on key themes in Isaiah, particularly 

focusing on Isaiah 40 as an "overture" to subsequent chapters and the complex "Servant 

of the Lord" motif. Vannoy draws heavily on the work of MacRae and references critical 

scholarship while presenting his interpretation. 

I. Isaiah 40: The Overture 

• Main Idea: Isaiah 40 serves as an introduction to major themes developed 

throughout the later chapters of Isaiah. It offers comfort and hope, touching on 

deliverance from suffering, sin, and exile, with implications for the coming of 

Christ. 

• Key Points:Comfort and Deliverance: The chapter provides comfort to those 

suffering, promising deliverance. "Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. 

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem." 

• Double for Sins: Vannoy, drawing on MacRae, discusses the phrase "She has 

received from the LORD's hand double for all her sins." MacRae suggests "double" 

can be understood as an "equivalent," a "counterpart," or a "substitute," pointing 

toward Christ's atonement for sin. "The phrase looks forward to the time when 

God will declare that the equivalent for the sin of all believers has been paid. No 

man could pay this penalty; only the divine servant of the Lord could do it." 

• Preparing the Way: Isaiah 40:3-5 speaks of preparing the way for the Lord, which 

all four Gospels connect to John the Baptist. "A voice of one calling: ‘In the desert 

prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our 

God." 

• Transience vs. God's Word: Isaiah 40:6-8 emphasizes the fleeting nature of 

human life and power in contrast to the eternal Word of God. "All men are like 

grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. The grass withers and the 
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flowers fall because the breath of the LORD blows on them. Surely the people are 

grass. The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God stands 

forever.” 

• God's Power and Gentleness: Isaiah 40:10-11 depicts God as both powerful and 

gentle, like a shepherd caring for his flock. "See, the Sovereign LORD comes with 

power, and his arm rules for him... He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers 

the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those 

that have young." 

• God's Incomparable Power: The rest of Isaiah 40 (verses 12-31) stresses God's 

omnipotence and creative power, contrasting Him with idols and addressing the 

doubt that can arise during times of suffering. Vannoy notes the careful structure 

of this section, organized around questions about creation, God's helpers, and 

comparisons to God. "To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal?’ says 

the Holy One." 

• Structure of Isaiah 40:12-31: Vannoy explains the complex structure of this 

section, highlighting the questions asked and answered: 

• "Who created the universe?" Answer: God. 

• "Who was God's helper at Creation?" Answer: No one. 

• "The nations are as nothing." 

• "The futility of Idolatry" with the questions "To whom, then, will you compare 

God? What image will you compare him to?" 

• "God is the Lord of nature and of history." 

• "To Whom Will You Compare Me? Lord is Incomparable" 

II. The Servant of the Lord Theme 

• Main Idea: The "Servant of the Lord" is a complex and central theme in Isaiah, 

particularly in chapters 41-53. Vannoy intends to trace the theme through 

references to the servant throughout this section of Isaiah, showing the relation 

to the exiles and to the coming of Christ. 

• Key Points:Four Servant Psalms: Critical scholars often isolate four "Servant 

Psalms" (42:1-7 being one of them), but Vannoy argues the theme is much 

broader. 
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• Isaiah 41:8 - Israel as Servant: Initially, the servant seems to be identified as 

Israel. "But you, O Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen." 

• Isaiah 42:1-7 - The Servant's Work: This passage describes the work the servant 

will do, bringing justice to the nations and acting with gentleness. "Here is my 

servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on 

him, and he will bring justice to the nations." This passage is applied to Jesus in 

Matthew 12:18-21. 

• Questions Arise: A key question is how Israel, in its state of bondage and sin, can 

fulfill the role of the servant as described in Isaiah 42. "Who is blind but my 

servant, and deaf like the messenger I send?" 

• Israel's Sin: Isaiah 42:24 suggests that Israel's suffering and inability to fulfill the 

servant's role are a result of their sin. "Who gave Jacob for a spoil, and Israel to 

the robbers? Did not the LORD, against whom we have sinned?" 

• Unresolved Tension: At this point in the lecture, Vannoy highlights the tension: 

Israel is called the servant, but their sinful state seems to prevent them from 

fulfilling the servant's purpose. Further exploration is needed. 

III. Overall Themes 

• Comfort in Suffering: Isaiah provides comfort and hope to those experiencing 

hardship. 

• The Power and Sovereignty of God: God's omnipotence and control over nature 

and history are emphasized. 

• The Complexities of Interpretation: Vannoy acknowledges different 

interpretations and engages with critical scholarship while presenting his own 

perspective. 

• Messianic Implications: The lecture hints at the Messianic significance of Isaiah, 

particularly in relation to the "Servant of the Lord" theme. 
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4.  Study Guide: Vannoy, Major Prophets, Session 14, Isaiah 40 

Overture, Servant of the Lord Theme 

Isaiah 40-66: Overture, Servant of the Lord Theme Study Guide 

I. Short Answer Quiz 

Answer each question in 2-3 sentences. 

1. What is the significance of Isaiah 40 being referred to as the "Overture?" 

2. According to MacRae, how should the word "double" be interpreted in Isaiah 

40:2? 

3. How do the Gospels use Isaiah 40:3-5? 

4. What is the main contrast presented in Isaiah 40:6-8? 

5. What is emphasized about God in Isaiah 40:10-11? 

6. How is the omnipotent power of God significant to people who are suffering 

(according to Vannoy's lecture)? 

7. What is the question posed in Isaiah 40:13-14 and what is the answer? 

8. What point is being made by stating, "The nations are as nothing" in Isaiah 40:15-

17? 

9. How does Isaiah 40:27 relate to God's power? 

10. According to Vannoy's lecture, what is the primary meaning of the "Servant of the 

Lord" theme? 

II. Short Answer Quiz Answer Key 

1. Isaiah 40 is called the "Overture" because it introduces several themes that are 

developed more fully in the subsequent chapters of Isaiah. These themes are 

presented in a general way in chapter 40 and then explored in greater detail later. 

2. MacRae suggests that "double" in Isaiah 40:2 should be interpreted as an 

"equivalent," "counterpart," or "substitute," referring to the equivalent payment 

for sin that will be made by the divine servant of the Lord, i.e., Christ. This 

interpretation emphasizes the atoning work of the Messiah rather than a literal 

doubling of punishment. 
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3. The Gospels use Isaiah 40:3-5 as a prophecy referring to John the Baptist, who 

prepared the way for the Lord by calling people to repentance. John's ministry is 

seen as fulfilling the prophecy of making a straight path for the coming of Christ. 

4. Isaiah 40:6-8 contrasts the fleeting and temporary nature of humanity ("all men 

are like grass") with the enduring and permanent nature of God's Word. This 

contrast highlights the reliability and trustworthiness of God compared to the 

transient nature of human power and glory. 

5. Isaiah 40:10-11 emphasizes both the strength and gentleness of God's 

deliverance. He comes with power and rules with his arm, but also tends to his 

flock like a shepherd, gently leading and caring for them. 

6. The omnipotent power of God is significant to people who are suffering because 

it reminds them that God is still in control and able to act, even when they feel 

helpless. This can combat the temptation to think God is powerless or doesn't 

exist. 

7. The question posed in Isaiah 40:13-14 is: "Who was God’s helper at creation?" 

The answer is: "No one." 

8. The statement "The nations are as nothing" in Isaiah 40:15-17 is meant to 

emphasize the insignificance of earthly powers, including Babylon, in comparison 

to the immense power and sovereignty of God. This would provide comfort and 

perspective to those in exile who might be intimidated by the greatness of 

Babylon. 

9. Isaiah 40:27 relates to God's power by addressing the doubt that God is unaware 

of their suffering. By focusing on God's creative power and rule over nature and 

history, it demonstrates that God is fully aware and capable of addressing their 

needs. 

10. According to Vannoy's lecture, the primary meaning of the "Servant of the Lord" 

theme is the means to solving the problem of the exiles and how that relates to 

the coming of Christ. 

  



7 
 

III. Essay Questions 

Answer each of the following questions in essay format. Consider a thesis, evidence 

from the text, and a clear structure. 

1. Explain how Isaiah 40 functions as an overture, introducing major themes that are 

developed in later chapters. Provide specific examples of these themes. 

2. Discuss the different ways the "Servant of the Lord" is portrayed in Isaiah 41 and 

42. What questions arise about the identity and role of the servant? 

3. Analyze the structure of Isaiah 40:12-31. How does this structure contribute to 

the chapter's overall message of comfort and hope? 

4. Explore the significance of the references to God's creative power in Isaiah 40. 

How do these references provide comfort and assurance to those in exile or 

suffering? 

5. Examine the tension between Israel's identity as the "Servant of the Lord" and the 

nation's own state of sin and captivity as it is presented in this excerpt. 
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IV. Glossary of Key Terms 

• Overture: An introduction to a larger work, often musical, that presents the main 

themes to be developed. 

• Exile: The state of being banished from one's native country, particularly referring 

to the Israelites' captivity in Babylon. 

• Servant of the Lord: A key figure in Isaiah, initially identified with Israel but later 

taking on Messianic significance, who is chosen by God to accomplish his 

purposes. 

• Messianic: Relating to the Messiah, the promised deliverer of the Jewish people, 

often understood by Christians to be Jesus Christ. 

• Idolatry: The worship of idols or false gods. 

• Strophe: A structural unit or section of a poem or song, often with a recurring 

pattern. 

• Omnipotent: Having unlimited power; able to do anything. 

• Incomparable: Beyond comparison; unmatched. 

• Redeemer: A person who redeems someone or something; in a theological 

context, often refers to God as the one who saves humanity from sin. 

• Righteousness: Moral uprightness; conformity to God's standards of justice and 

holiness. 
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5. FAQs on Vannoy, Major Prophets, Session 14, Isaiah 40 

Overture, Servant of the Lord Theme, Biblicalelearning.org 

(BeL) 
 

FAQ on Isaiah 40 and the Servant of the Lord Theme 

• What is the significance of Isaiah 40, and how does it function within the 

broader book of Isaiah? 

• Isaiah 40 acts as an "overture" to the subsequent chapters, introducing several 

key themes that are developed later. These include comfort for God's people, 

deliverance from suffering (both from exile and sin), and the greatness and power 

of God. It offers general pronouncements of deliverance and hope, which are 

then explored in more specific terms in the chapters that follow. It also presents a 

message of joy regarding the coming of Christ. 

• What is the message of comfort in Isaiah 40:1-2, and how should the phrase 

"she has received from the LORD's hand double for all her sins" be understood? 

• The message is one of profound comfort for Jerusalem, signifying the end of hard 

times and the payment for sin. The phrase about receiving "double for all her 

sins" can be interpreted in two ways. It has been traditionally understood as 

meaning that Jerusalem has been punished double for their sins. However, an 

alternative interpretation suggests that "double" can be understood as 

"equivalent" or "substitute," pointing forward to the time when God would 

declare that the equivalent for the sin of all believers has been paid through the 

coming of Christ. 

• How do the Gospels interpret Isaiah 40:3-5, and what does this suggest about 

its meaning? 

• All four Gospels interpret Isaiah 40:3-5 as a prophecy of John the Baptist, who 

was to prepare the way for the Lord. This interpretation suggests that the 

deliverance spoken of in Isaiah is not merely a physical return from exile but also 

a spiritual deliverance through the coming of Christ. "The glory of the Lord shall 

be revealed" is linked to the Incarnation. 
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• What is the meaning of Isaiah 40:6-8, and how does it relate to the overall 

message of the chapter? 

• Isaiah 40:6-8 contrasts the fleeting nature of human glory and earthly power with 

the enduring quality of God's Word. This contrast serves to emphasize the 

reliability and steadfastness of God's promises, providing hope and comfort 

amidst the transient realities of human existence. 

• How is the power and greatness of God emphasized in Isaiah 40:12-31? 

• This section of Isaiah 40 emphasizes God's power and greatness through 

rhetorical questions that highlight His role as the Creator and Ruler of the 

universe. It contrasts God's omnipotence with the insignificance of nations and 

the futility of idols. It speaks of God's creative power and limitless understanding. 

This serves to encourage those who are suffering to trust in God's ability to 

deliver them. 

• Who is the "Servant of the Lord" in Isaiah, and what is the significance of this 

figure? 

• The "Servant of the Lord" is a key figure in Isaiah, initially identified as Israel in 

Isaiah 41:8-9. However, as the theme develops, questions arise about Israel's 

ability to fulfill the servant's mission, especially given their sin and exile. Passages 

like Isaiah 42:1-7, which are applied to Jesus in the New Testament (Matthew 

12:18-21), suggest a deeper, messianic understanding of the servant as one who 

will bring justice and deliverance to the nations. 

• What is the apparent contradiction between Isaiah 41:8-9 and Isaiah 42 

regarding the identity and role of the Servant of the Lord? 

• Isaiah 41:8-9 explicitly identifies Israel as the Servant of the Lord. However, Isaiah 

42 presents a description of the Servant's work—bringing justice to the nations, 

opening blind eyes, and freeing captives—that seems difficult for the exiled and 

sinful nation of Israel to fulfill. This raises questions about whether the Servant 

has a dual meaning, referring both to Israel as a nation and to a future individual 

(the Messiah) who will perfectly embody the Servant's role. 
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• How does Isaiah 42:19-24 address the challenges and questions raised about 

Israel's ability to fulfill the role of the Servant of the Lord? 

• Isaiah 42:19-24 acknowledges Israel's blindness, deafness, and captivity, directly 

questioning how they can fulfill the Servant's mission. It attributes Israel's 

condition to their sin and disobedience, suggesting that their inability to fulfill the 

Servant's role is a consequence of their own actions. However, verse 21 says, the 

work of the servant will be done. The passage sets the stage for further 

exploration of the Servant theme and the need for a figure who can truly fulfill 

the Servant's calling. 


