2nd Sunday in Advent, 12/7/08

Isaiah 40:1-4

Lord, Comfort Your People!

  I. Speak to them about your mercy.

 II. Assure them of your complete pardon.

III. Encourage them to proper priorities.

It’s been stated that good Christian preaching afflicts the comfortable and comforts the afflicted. In other words, if you come here on Sunday under the delusion that you have committed no sin since the last time you were here and therefore have nothing to confess before your God, then it’s my job to preach God’s law to you in order to afflict you. On the other hand, if you know and feel your sins and guilt in your heart, you are afflicted and then it’s my job to comfort you with the good news of your forgiveness through Jesus Christ.

Today’s worship theme urges us to repent because our Lord is returning to this earth. Repentance involves both afflicting and comforting. A repentant sinner recognizes the sins he or she has committed and is grieved over them. They are acts of rebellion against the holy God. But then a repentant sinner also trusts in the forgiveness Jesus has won for them and receives the comfort of knowing their sins have been forgiven through Christ and that their loving relationship with God has been restored. That’s the gospel.

And the gospel must always predominate.

Our returning Lord focuses our attention, then, on that gospel, his words of comfort, this morning. As afflicted sinners, we pray for him to comfort us. Lord, comfort your people! May his comfort fill our afflicted hearts and move us to respond to him in love.

I.

There’s a parenting method called “bad cop-good cop.” Perhaps you’re familiar with it. You’re dealing with a child that simply won’t listen or who has really gotten into trouble this time. So one parent has a one-on-one encounter with the child and reads the riot act to him or her. It’s fire and brimstone. There’s a lot of shouting and anger. And then that parent leaves the room. When it’s deemed wise, the other parent enters the room and speaks more reasonably to the child, in no way excusing what the child did, but offering help with how to handle the situation from here on out, how to accept the consequences and make amends.

The Lord God did both with his Old Testament people. Isaiah 40 marks the beginning of part two of his book. The previous 39 chapters are filled with God’s words of harsh judgment on many nations, but especially on the Jews. He points out how loving and patient he has been with them and yet they refused to listen to him, going so far as to worship all sorts of false gods.

Through Isaiah he lets them see about 100 years into the future and it isn’t bright. He announces that he will send them into exile to Babylon and all the earthly things they love and adore will be taken from them. His patience with them was over. He would remove his protective hand and let them feel his white-hot anger.

But then his message abruptly changes. The words of our text appear. It’s as if the other parent walks into the room. His face has changed. His anger is gone. The relationship between God and his people has been restored.

He tells Isaiah to proclaim, “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem.” Think about that message for a moment. The word the Lord uses here for “comfort” means to speak comfort to those who are moaning in sorrow, to bring words of assurance to those who are grieving.

And then he proclaims that comfort in a parallel statement. He says, “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem.” Literally, the Hebrew says, “Speak to the heart of Jerusalem.” He doesn’t simply want to fill them with facts for their heads. He wants to fill their hearts with the comfort of his word of love. That love centers in this great truth: they deserved his eternal punishment, but instead received his eternal comfort. That’s mercy.

Lord, comfort your people. Speak to them about your mercy.

A mother gently rocks her 3-year-old daughter in the middle of the night. Her daughter moans and groans as a fever wracks her body. Her daughter is comforted some by being rocked in the loving embrace of her mother, but her fever persists. Her mom can’t change her situation.

Our Lord also picks up sinners moaning and groaning over the burden of sin and rocks them with his comfort. But things are different with the Lord. He not only announces his comfort, he brings it and applies it to aching hearts. His words of comfort have power, saving power. That power comes through a Savior who was crucified and risen for you. That’s God’s mercy for you.

II.

Speaking of mercy, about a week ago it was announced that President Bush had pardoned 171 people who had already served their sentences. Many of their convictions had been for hunting crimes involving guns. He also commuted the sentences of another 8 people. Even though presidential pardons seem to occur at the end of every presidency, I’ve never understood the process or the reason. After all, if a pardon is the right thing to do, why not do it at the beginning of your term instead of the end?

God’s words to us through Isaiah speak of a pardon—one with which we would never argue. We wouldn’t argue with it because it involves us, God’s people.

He tells Isaiah, “Proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed.” Perhaps a better translation there would be “that her warfare is over.” In fact, that word “warfare” aptly describes what our sins caused between us and our God. Sin is rebellion. It’s the creature rising up against the Creator and refusing to listen or to back down. The idea behind the word “sin” used here is anything that is crooked or perverted. And we’re not just talking about big, ugly sins here. It includes every thought or idea that isn’t in line with God.

But that warfare is over. How? Why? God says, “She has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.” That doesn’t mean we’ve been punished enough already. It doesn’t mean we’ve been punished twice as much as we should have. Just the opposite. We haven’t been punished at all for our sins. Instead, we’ve received the overflowing mercy of our God which pardons us. We have received divine pardon for our sins. Our record of conviction has been erased. Our God assures us of complete pardon.

Do you usually think of your sins in the way the Lord describes them here, as open rebellion against God, as war with God, as crooked and perverted? Our priorities are mixed up and we don’t do the things we should and we excuse it by saying we’re busy. So we tend to think of sin in terms of excuses instead of war against God. We become impatient or we speak in an unloving way about others and rationalize it as being the way everyone else is acting instead of recognizing that it’s crooked and perverted. And yet the Lord calls us “my people.” He hasn’t given up on us yet. He afflicts us with his law so that we know our rebellion against him and then he comforts us with the assurance of his pardon, a pardon that our Savior won for us by taking the sentence for our sins upon himself.

Lord, comfort your people! Assure them of complete pardon.

III.

I don’t drive north on I-75 as often as many of you do, so I only see the progress on the road construction about once a month. And what I see impresses me. It’s going to be a vast improvement and should make driving through downtown Dayton much easier and safer.

The Lord pictures a road construction project here in our text. He says, “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.” The Lord isn’t concerned about building an interstate system in Israel. He’s concerned about building a road to your heart. He wants us to remove whatever barriers there might be, whatever might get in the way of our relationship with him.

He wants that open highway so that he can enter our hearts with his joy. We’re entering one of the most joyful seasons of the year. But what’s that joy all about? It’s not about getting what you want. It’s not about spending the holiday with people you love and enjoy. It’s about God’s gift to you, his Son, your Savior Jesus Christ. That’s a gift which keeps on giving. It gives us the peace of forgiveness and the joy of eternal life. It gives us the security of a right relationship with our holy God. The Lord wants a highway to your heart so he can enter it with those gifts.

But he wants that to be a two-way highway. As he enters your heart with his love, he’s looking for you to respond with your love for him. How will you do that? By making sure that highway remains smooth and straight. Remove whatever gets in the way of your relationship with him. Make sure your priorities are proper. What means the most to you? Is it your Lord? How do you show it? As you ponder the rest of this year and all of the next, how will your actions show what he means to you? As he presents the gift of his Son to you, what gift will you offer him in return?

He offers us the daily comfort of his forgiveness and peace. Lord, comfort your people and encourage them to proper priorities. Amen.

