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Helen Paynter writes…
In 2012 I spent three weeks in Kolkata, India. Kolkata is the heartland of Kali 
worship, and during my trip I had the opportunity to visit the Kali temple 
during the Bengali New Year festivities. I will never forget my experience 
there. The temple was very busy, and people were clamouring around the 
idol, with gifts of money, fruit or flowers in their hands. They were praying 
to the goddess for good luck in the new year. Their desperation and spiritual 
hunger really saddened me, because they were praying to a god that could 
never hear and would never reply. 

The psalmist (135) may have had a similar experience, since he writes 
about the idols of the nations that have eyes which cannot see, ears that 
cannot hear – and mouths that cannot speak. Again and again in scripture 
the testimony is clear: our God is a speaking God. 

The book of Hebrews describes God speaking at many times and in various 
ways: through the prophets, but ultimately through the Son.  The fourth gospel 
famously begins by describing that Son as the Logos, the Word of God. And it 
is to this Word that scripture testifies. Because in his mercy, God has not left 
us with handed-down stories, like some great game of Chinese whispers. He 
has left us with a written word, through which God still speaks today. 

Our contributors are all passionate about the ways in which God speaks 
today through his word, and once again I am thrilled to offer you this collec-
tion of thought-provoking, challenging and inspiring contributions. The Old 
Testament books we will be studying this season have a focus on the pro-
phets. Bill Goodman takes us through Daniel, Walter Moberly leads us through 
 Isaiah 40—55, and Hazel Sherman offers a week on Malachi. Pauline Hoggarth 
also takes us through the book of Nehemiah. In the New Testament, Steve 
Motyer concludes his series in Mark’s gospel, and Stephen Finamore takes 
us through the second half of the book of Revelation. We also have some 
themed readings, as usual. This includes two weeks for reflection on Advent: 
David Spriggs invites us to reflect on visitors within the gospel birth accounts, 
and Jenny Hellyer offers a series of meditations based around the theme of 
hope. And finally, I’d like to introduce two new contributors. Tim Davy, based 
at Redcliffe College, offers a week of reflections on vulnerable children in the 
Old Testament. And Richard Martin, a priest in the Gloucester diocese, gives 
a thought-provoking series of reflections on interfaith engagement. 

Once again I am delighted with the range and depth of contributions that we 
have on offer. I trust that as you use them, you will be blessed by the speaking 
God, and prepare well to receive in your hearts once more his incarnate Son, 
who is his living Word.
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Living in hope: Isaiah 40—55
Walter Moberly

Some of the most memorable and moving poetry of the Old Testament can be 
found in Isaiah 40—55, a distinct section within the book of Isaiah as a whole. 
In places it has so many resonances – be it the music of Handel or images of 
Jesus – that its reading can be wonderfully rich.

Its context of origin appears to be the mid-sixth century BC, when the 
people of Judah, and its capital Jerusalem/Zion, were in exile in Babylon, after 
the Babylonians captured and destroyed Jerusalem in 587BC (see Jeremiah 
52). In this exile, some were clearly despairing and giving up on God – ‘My 
way is hidden from the Lord’, ‘The Lord has forsaken me’ (40:27; 49:14). 
Yet, although there is stark awareness of the continuing moral and spiritual 
limitations of these exiles – ‘I know that you are obstinate… you have never 
heard, you have never known’ (48:4, 8) – the Lord, through the prophet, offers 
a future of hope and joy.

Two human agents in particular will enable this new hope. The ruler of 
Persia, Cyrus, will be used by the Lord to overthrow Babylon, to restore the 
exiles to Jerusalem and to have the temple rebuilt (44:28). And an unnamed 
servant of the Lord, who originally is probably the prophet himself, will renew 
the exiles’ relationship with God, with the result that there will be servants of 
the Lord who will live faithfully thereafter (54:17).

The flow of the text is not always straightforward, as various unidentified 
voices speak, and it is not always clear how one relates to the others. For the 
most part, the prophet speaks in God’s voice (e.g. 40:1), but sometimes he 
speaks in his own voice (e.g. 50:4–9), and sometimes it appears that others 
speak about him (e.g. 50:10; 53:1–6). Whoever speaks, the overall focus is 
a renewed vision of God.

Bible quotations are taken from the NRSV.
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1  A new hope

Isaiah 40:1–11
God speaks. And voices cry out. Where are we? We are not told. But it may be 
that the prophet is in a setting such as that envisaged in Daniel 7, where the 
Lord is enthroned in glory and surrounded by angels who serve him. In due 
course, nations and their gods will be summoned here to give account (41:1, 
21–24). But for now, all the focus is on what the Lord is doing for those exiles 
in Babylon whose home is Jerusalem.

First, God speaks reassurance, comfort for his people. The penalty for their 
sins is in the past, and a fresh page is now to be written. God’s purposes are 
good (vv. 1–2).

Then an angel proclaims that mountainous desert, probably the desert to 
the east of Jerusalem as can be seen from the top of the Mount of Olives, is to 
be transformed into a smooth highway. And although no doubt this highway 
is to be for the exiles’ home journey from Babylon, it is initially not the exiles 
but the Lord himself in his glory who will be seen on this road (vv. 3–5).

But when another angelic voice tells the prophet to ‘cry out’, the prophet 
is overcome by a sense of human frailty. Although the NRSV only has the 
prophet say, ‘What shall I cry?’, it is likely that the inverted commas around 
his words should extend to the end of verse 7 (the original text had no punc-
tuation; translators and editors must decide). He does not know what to 
proclaim, because human faithfulness seems no better than weeds in the 
wind. Verse 8 is then the angel responding: humans are indeed frail, but in 
what God says there is enduring truth and reliability (vv. 6–8). The vision of 
reality must change.

So the prophet sounds a different note. Harking back to the picture in 
verses 3–5, he tells Jerusalem to climb the neighbouring Mount of Olives so 
that they can see, coming towards them across the desert, the Lord God who 
is simultaneously strong and tender (vv. 9–11).

In great poetry, images are to be taken seriously and allowed to resonate 
in heart and mind. As such, they can be realised in more than one way, as 
when the gospel writers adopt Isaiah’s language to speak of preparing the 
way for the glory of the Lord as seen in Jesus Christ.
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2  The incomparable God

Isaiah 40:12–31
When we pray, we can sometimes give the impression that we need to remind 
God of something that may have escaped his attention. So we, like the exiles, 
need to have our vision of God constantly refreshed. He is the one who needs 
no helper or advisor, the one before whom human greatness looks like empti-
ness (vv. 12–17). Humans too readily make idols, limited objects on which 
ultimate hopes are foolishly placed (vv. 18–20). Yet the God who can sweep 
aside human power (vv. 21–24) is also a God of attention and care, here 
expressed in relation to the stars, which are seemingly countless, yet each 
known to God (vv. 25–26).

The voice of the exiles is then heard. No incomparable God here, just 
one who apparently neither knows nor cares about his people (v. 27). So 
the prophet restates the sovereignty of Israel’s God, to whose power and 
knowledge there are in fact no limits, however the people may feel (v. 28).

The way the prophet puts this is important. For him, theology is not some-
thing abstract, remote from everyday life and difficult to understand. Rather, 
what is true of God is inseparable from what can be true for humanity also. 
God, unlike humans, ‘does not faint or grow weary’. So the first point is that 
the God who is strong and does not faint gives strength to people who do 
fail and faint – which can include even those in the prime of life, when they 
can feel invincible (vv. 29–30).

But what is necessary to be able to receive what God gives, so that his 
gift is not wasted (like sudden rain running off hard ground)? The answer is 
clear: it is to ‘wait for’ the Lord, where the Hebrew verb can also be translated 
‘put hope in’ or ‘trust in’. What is envisaged is keeping a steady and trusting 
focus on God, come what may. This makes all the difference, for the strength 
that so easily fails is thus renewed. This does not just envisage the strong 
action of the beating wings of an eagle. It means that people acquire the very 
characteristics of God himself, since they, like God, will ‘not be weary’ and 
‘not faint’. God communicates himself to the receptive, so that they can be 
changed and become like him. The weary and moaning can become steady 
and reliable. The key is to ‘wait for’ the Lord (v. 31).
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3  Deliverance approaches

Isaiah 41
There are several threads that interweave throughout this chapter, which is 
initially presented as a trial scene (v. 1).

First, God is raising up Cyrus (not yet named) to lead Persia to victory over 
Babylon (vv. 2–5, 25). This will enable the exiles to return home. To recognise 
the pagan Cyrus as God’s agent will be problematic for some, but that note 
will only be sounded next time Cyrus is mentioned.

Second, the idols that people make are futile (vv. 6–7, 21–24, 26–29). In 
the world of Babylon, the religious apparatus of temples and statues could 
have looked commanding to a captive people who had nothing comparable. 
But appearances can be misleading. Not least, the prophet appeals to God’s 
telling ‘the former things’, which probably envisages the prophecies in Isaiah 
1—39, where the judgement envisaged for Jerusalem’s sin has now been 
fulfilled. No other gods have the ability to speak and act that the Lord, the 
God of Israel, has (vv. 21–24).

Third, there is reassurance for Israel (vv. 8–20). Although Israel may feel 
about as strong and significant as a worm, the Lord will give strength to his 
people and transform their situation.

The precise wording is significant. Israel can be confident about their 
future, because they ultimately depend on God’s call, God’s choice, of his 
people. In Hebrew poetry, meaning is conveyed via parallelism. A point is 
made, and then it is re-expressed in the next line in related wording. So here, 
in verse 8, ‘Israel’ and ‘Jacob’ are in parallel, as are ‘my servant’ and ‘whom 
I have chosen’ (and again in verse 9). What does it mean to be chosen by 
God? It is not for privilege but for service (though that service is a privilege).

Israel are God’s chosen servant in their capacity as descendants of Abra-
ham, whom God calls his ‘friend’. Friendship means mutual delight in each 
other’s company. Friendship with God marked Abraham, and that friendship 
is open also to Abraham’s descendants, insofar as they follow the way of their 
ancestor. It is the reality that should underlie, and be expressed by, service of 
God. This is the point that Jesus also makes to his disciples, when he speaks 
of them not only as chosen and servants but also as friends (John 15:14–16). 
Here we are at the heart of biblical spirituality.
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4  The vocation of God’s people

Isaiah 42
Initially, the Lord speaks of Israel’s vocation. God delights in, and gives his 
Spirit to, his people whom he has chosen (as previously, ‘chosen’ is parallel 
with, and interpreted by, ‘servant’). Their task is to bring justice – the Hebrew 
word means ‘God’s right order’, with a special concern for the weak and the 
vulnerable – to the peoples of the world. The mode of realising this vocation is 
also remarkable. It is not to be a matter of having the loudest or most forceful 
voice, but rather of being unfailingly gentle and persistent, for only so will 
God’s right order be well established. Israel’s bringing this teaching – this 
understanding and practice of justice – will also meet the desire and longing 
of nations (vv. 1–4).

Indeed, this vocation will be a light to other peoples, which will open their 
eyes and set them free from their bondage to false realities. Then at last they 
will become able to see the one true sovereign God, the Lord (vv. 5–9). The 
vision of this reality leads the prophet to call for song, in joyful celebration 
of something so wonderful (vv. 10–12).

But how is this new reality to come about? How can the despondent exiles 
in Babylon even begin to conceive of themselves in such a role? First and 
foremost, it depends upon God. God will act like a mighty warrior (maybe 
in line with the vision of Psalm 46:8–10, where the divine power destroys 
conventional weapons of war). God will transform the situation and lead his 
people in new ways. Then they will see afresh that alternatives to God are 
worthless (vv. 13–17).

All this is said, however, with full realisation that Israel is far from being a 
people who are faithfully responsive to God. On the contrary, their hearts and 
minds are dull and hard: they see without seeing and hear without hearing 
(vv. 18–20). Indeed, because of waywardness and disobedience, the Lord gave 
his people into the power of Babylon. Yet even the shock and pain of this made 
no real difference: ‘It burned him, but he did not take it to heart’ (vv. 21–25).

There is thus a deep tension between God’s vision of his people and their 
vocation, and the disappointing moral and spiritual limitations that consti-
tute their present reality. How to make progress beyond this impasse is a key 
concern in the coming chapters.
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5  Delight and disappointment

Isaiah 43
‘But now…’ The prophet starts with a sharp contrast to the low note on which 
the previous chapter ended. Memorable images of God’s care for, and joy in, 
his people flow from the prophet’s lips. Powerful natural forces that would 
normally destroy them will not do so. God would gladly trade other wealthy 
and exotic nations for this one people in whom he specially delights. Wherever 
they have been scattered since the overthrow of Jerusalem (even if many are 
currently in Babylon), God will gather his people together. Astonishingly, God 
has made this people ‘for my glory’ – so that his name will be honoured on 
account of this particular people. Some realisation of the prayer ‘Hallowed 
be thy name’ can come through the life and witness of God’s people (vv. 1–7).

A renewed vision of God remains the first thing that Israel needs. They must 
see afresh for themselves that the Lord is the one true God, the only one in 
whom life and truth can be found. When they have seen this for themselves, 
they can then be witnesses to others, so that they too can come to know this. 
He alone is the God of sovereign power (vv. 8–13).

Specific reassurance is given in terms of the coming overthrow of Babylon. 
This will then lead to a kind of renewal of the ancient exodus from Egypt, only 
this time it will be better – not just springs of water but whole rivers in the 
desert, so that God’s people will not be lacking. Rather, they will celebrate 
the greatness of their Lord (vv. 14–21).

And yet… As previously, these images of a joyful future are juxtaposed with 
a reminder of the disappointment that Israel currently is. The people who 
should witness to God and declare his praise have burdened him with their 
sins and even, as it were, wearied the one who does not grow weary (40:28) 
with their constant failures in faithfulness (vv. 22–24).

God summons Israel to present their case against him. If they can, let 
them show that he in any way fails in his faithfulness – either in his merciful 
forgiveness or in his acts of judgement that call Israel to account (vv. 25–28).

Again, we are left with an unresolved tension between two different visions 
of reality. For us, as for the ancient recipients of the prophet’s message, this 
is a call to shake off complacency.
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6  The nature of monotheism

Isaiah 44:1–23
Whatever the persistence of Israel in their spiritual blindness, the persistence 
of God in his grace is greater. So this chapter begins with another ‘But now…’ 
to underline God’s resolution to move beyond his people’s failures. Reassur-
ance is given, despite their continuing fears. There is another illuminating 
poetic parallelism in verse 3, where ‘spirit’ is paralleled with ‘blessing’: the 
Lord’s presence is for the good of his people, to enhance their living and 
enable their flourishing. The result will be people’s grateful willingness to be 
identified as the particular people of God (vv. 1–5).

As previously, a vision of Israel’s flourishing is accompanied by a renewed 
vision of God as the one and only (vv. 6–8). We can easily think of belief in 
only one God (‘monotheism’) as something rather abstract, with a theoretical 
denial of the existence of other gods. Yet the prophet’s emphasis that there is 
no other god is akin to a speaker saying to an audience, ‘We have no choice,’ or, 
‘There is no other way.’ Theoretically there is always a choice, always another 
way. Yet the concern is to urge the acceptance of one way as better than any 
other. The prophet’s concern is practical, that Israel look to the Lord alone, 
as the only one who speaks to and strengthens them. Other parts of the Old 
Testament regularly warn of the danger of other gods, who are not simply 
non-existent. There are always identities other than ‘I am the Lord’s’, and 
people or things other than the Lord on whom hearts and minds can be set.

In this prophet’s context the challenge was the impressive-looking religious 
apparatus of Babylon, which might seduce Israel’s imagination. So there is 
an extended passage on the folly of idols and idol making. The point is not 
to attempt a sympathetic understanding of what Babylonians were doing in 
their religious practices. It is rather a deterrent, a dissuasion, to Israel, a way 
of saying, ‘Don’t go there!’, which is better served by a degree of mockery 
than by thoughtful analysis. If Israel is soon to be leaving Babylon, it must 
start detaching itself (vv. 9–20).

So the section ends with a renewed call to Israel to focus on their God, the 
only one who saves them. And this leads into a note of song, in joyful wonder 
at what the Lord does for his people (vv. 21–23).
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Guidelines
We have seen a repeated contrast in these chapters. On the one hand, there 
is the Lord’s vision of his people, the chosen object of his delight, his servants 
to make his ways known in the world; and there is the prophet’s vision of the 
Lord, the incomparable sovereign God, who speaks and acts faithfully and who 
is going to deliver his people. On the other hand, there is the dismal reality of 
a people of small moral and spiritual stature, more inclined to moan about a 
God who seems unconcerned than to see him truly or to serve him. For many of 
us, this will ring some bells with what we see of the life of the churches around 
us in contrast to what we see in scripture or in a few contexts of flourishing. 
The gap between what we are and what we should be is painful – and rightly 
so, for otherwise we will never do anything about it.

One specific thing that the prophet says can be done is to ‘wait for the Lord’ 
(40:31), which we noted to have the sense of hope and trust, both patient 
and lively. This enables people to acquire something of the character of the 
Lord himself, in terms of faithful endurance. This is a recurrent keynote in 
the Psalms, which repeatedly encourage waiting for the Lord (and there are 
many strong resonances and linkages between the book of Isaiah and the 
Psalms). A fine example is Psalm 130, where, before telling Israel to ‘hope in 
the Lord’, the psalmist says of himself: ‘I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and 
in his word I hope; my soul waits for the Lord more than those who watch for 
the morning, more than those who watch for the morning’ (vv. 5–6). Those 
who have to stay awake through the night on guard duty really want the 
morning to come.

Can we be like the psalmist, as a way of entering into what the prophet 
says? Can we resolve to ‘wait for the Lord’ – being patient in prayer, hopeful 
in outlook, trusting amid difficulties, in confidence that if we do so we will 
enter more fully into God’s good purposes for us and for others?
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