Isaiah 40:1-8
2003


Comfort, comfort My people, says your God. 
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been com​pleted, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.



A voice of one calling: “In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God. 
Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. 
And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”



A voice says, “Cry out.” And I said, “What shall I cry?”


“All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. 
The grass withers and the 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.”


Is there any comfort any more in the light of what happened only a few blocks from here this past week?  Less than three weeks before Christ​mas, they apparently had an argument.  It wasn’t their first argument.  It turned violent.  There was a knife involved.  She locked herself in the bath​room with their three children, and tried to get them to lie down in the bath​tub where they would be the safest.  He had a gun, and shot through the bath​room door, hitting one of the children in the leg.  She came out to try again to calm him down, and he shot her.  Overcome with grief at what he had done, he shot himself as well.


He and she are beyond being comforted.  What comfort is there for their three children, for their relatives, for their friends, for others who didn’t even know them?  There is an increase in domestic violence around Christmas each year.  The unreal expectations fanned into flame by all the commercials add additional stress to many situations.  The commercials de​li​ver the message that if only you can buy a good Christmas, then everything will be perfect.  But you can’t afford to buy a good enough Christmas, and it’s all because she has spent money foolishly, or because he has wasted money, or doesn’t have a good enough job.  And if you do buy a good enough Christmas, things don’t turn out perfect after all, because there is still ingratitude and dissatisfaction and envy and greed for more.


In the face of just that situation, the Lord says to us through His pro​phet Isaiah, “Comfort, comfort My people, says your God.”  This is not just “happy talk,” telling people it will be all right, that everything will work out just fine, that they had problems which you can’t let affect you, that it wasn’t your fault.  God’s comfort to us is always based on Jesus’ blood shed for us, and His blood fully and completely removes all sins, both from those around us and especially from ourselves.


The words that God speaks to us fit our situation today.  God is not ignorant of what an ugly world we live in.  He knows all about it.  He speaks about it from the beginning to the end of His book.  It is why He gave us His book, it is why He promised us Jesus as the only real solution to our problems.  So when God speaks to us about comfort, He knows what He is talking about, and it is just what we need to hear.


In the whole scope of Isaiah’s prophesy, these are very significant words—not the most significant words in his book, but still very significant words.  Isaiah’s book divides into two halves, chapters 1-39 and chapters 40-66.  The first half of Isaiah’s book is mostly judgment.  There is what I call the Christmas cycle towards the beginning, but then there is judgment on one nation’s sins after another.  Then you come to chapter 40 and every​thing is different, starting with those shocking first words, “Comfort, com​fort My people, says your God.”  In the face of all the ugliness in the world, there is comfort, full and rich and abundant comfort, in our God.


The ugliness in our world is all caused by sin.  It is such a contrast to the perfect world God created, a world where there was no death, a world where there was abundance for everyone, a world where everything worked right and worked together in perfect harmony.  There were no arguments, there was no violence, wars were unheard of, there was no sickness, and especially there was no death.  It was the kind of world we can only dream about now, the kind of world everyone wants, and wants to return to.


Eve sinned to change everything.  She broke the one command God had given them and ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  She shared with her husband, and he also broke God’s command.  Immediately, everything changed.  The world became a frightening place.  There was guilt.  There was blame.  There were arguments.  There was lying.  There was impenitence.  Death had also entered into the world.  Adam and Eve were afraid of God and hid from Him.  They blamed each other for what had happened.  Satan snickered off to the side, for he had succeeded in spoiling God’s beautiful creation, and making it ugly, just like him.


God stepped into the world He had made so beautiful which was now so ugly with sin, and once again changed everything.  He looked right at Satan and promised that One of the woman’s descendants would be so very beautiful, so very much God, and He would step on Satan’s head and grind it into the ground.  He would restore people to a right relationship with God.  He would bring them forgiveness for their sins.  He would bring them a glimpse of the beauty they had lost when Eve and Adam sinned, and the promise that they would again enter that beautiful world.


Listen to the way Isaiah writes about this: “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. The grass withers and the 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.”  He compares us to grass.  A few weeks ago there was till some green grass to be seen.  There is less and less of that left.  There are few flowers left outside.  Winter is coming and putting an end to them all.  And we are just like the grass, just like the flowers.  We grow up for a time, we can even look attractive like flowers for a time, but then we wither, then the beauty fades, then we dry up and die.


Death is one of the chief uglinesses in our world.  Grass dies.  Flowers die.  Deer die by the herd.  All kinds of animals are dying.  The Christmas goose is going to die.  Pets die.  And people die, sometimes by their own hand, sometimes by the hand of those they loved, sometimes by natural causes, another way of saying the long-delayed effects of sin.  Ever since Eve and Adam sinned, death has affected everyone.  Enoch and Elijah were rare and special and miraculous exceptions.  If nothing else, we die of old age, if we should live that long.  Death is always ugly.  Death is always the wages of sin, our sin, the sin we inherited from our parents, the sin we passed on to our children.


The only comfort in the face of death, the only comfort, is God’s sure and certain promises.  “The Word of our God stands forever.”  He stands forever, and He stands behind His Word forever.  What He has pro​mised us will happen, regardless of what happens to us.  Even after we die, His promises remain good promises.  He has promised us eternal life with Him through faith in Jesus.  When we die, we go to be with Him imme​diately, even though our body remains behind to be buried.  And even after we have died, His promise remains good that He will return to raise our bodies to life and reunite them with us to live with Him forever.


Here is His comforting promise to us: “Speak tenderly to Jeru​salem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been com​pleted, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.”  These are parallel expressions, that is, they all say the same thing.  Our hard service has been completed, that is, the per​fection we owe to God has been paid and met in full by our Lord Jesus.  Our sins have been paid for because Jesus shed His blood on the cross in order to die as the penalty for our sins.  We have received double for all our sins includes both halves: both that our debt has been paid, and that we have been given a credit for all the good things our Lord Jesus has done.  These are His comforting promises.


Isaiah brings in John the Baptist again as our immediate preparation for Christmas.  John was six months older than Jesus, and believed and trusted in Jesus from before his birth already.  Born to Zechariah and Elizabeth, Jesus’ mother Mary was there for his birth.  When John was of age, he began his short ministry of preparation for Jesus.  John preached the law of God, and then pointed people to Jesus.  “Look,” he said, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  Once John’s work was finished, he was removed from the scene in a totally ugly way.  King Herod was doing what so many do today, living with a girl he wasn’t married to.  John rebuked him.  Herod put John in prison, and eventually issued the order to cut off his head in order to shut him up.  Nothing pretty about that.


Here’s what Isaiah says about John: “A voice of one calling: ‘In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God. Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’”  John the Baptist did not frequent the cities and the towns, but stayed out in the desert areas, especially in the wild areas along the Jordan River.  There he prepared the way for Jesus as people came from all over to see him, to hear him preach, and then to be baptized by him in the Jordan River.


Isaiah describes that work of preparation in figurative terms, pic​turing John’s work as road building.  He is preparing the road on which Jesus, the King, will come.  So John fills in the valleys and lowers the hills; he smooths out the rough ground.  John did that with God’s law, knocking down those proud of themselves, pointing out their sins and shortcomings.  But John also built up the lowly by pointing them to the coming Savior, the Lord Jesus.


Sadness and sorrow and death have come into our world, and remain as we head toward Christmas again.  They are ugly.  Perhaps the ugliest part of the whole business is that it came from the sinful nature, and we share the same sinful nature.  The only solution is the beautiful Savior, the One who came for us, the One who took away our sins when He shed His blood for us on the cross.  May our Christmas this year be blessed, blessed with forgiveness from Jesus, and perhaps also blessed with the opportunity to share that good news with others.  Amen.
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