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Isaiah 40:1-11 – “Comfort, O Comfort” 

 

1. Voices of consolation 

 

Voices, voices, voices. 

Our voices start with the cry of a newborn baby, 

 As the child is born, that cry breaks the silence, and brings great joy and celebration. 

 

Our voices soar to the heights, and plunge to the depths as we sing in church. 

Our voices can build up others, with a kind word, an encouraging word, a thoughtful reflection. 

But our voices can also tear down, malicious words spoken in anger,  

destructive tirades that belittle and disparage. 

 

But this week, there was one human voice that stood out, as I reflected on the week. 

One human voice that I listened to on the radio – the Australian cricket captain, Michael Clarke. 

Michael Clarke spoke words of comfort to the cricket community  

Michael Clarke spoke words of comfort to the Macksville town devastated by Phillip Hughes death. 

He spoke words of consolation to a nation that struggled to come  

to grips with a life cut down by a freak accident. 

By speaking of his relationship with Phillip Hughes he helped the whole nation process the events  

 That lead to such a tragic loss of life. 

Michael Clarke was the voice of consolation to a nation in grief. 

 

And as we turn to the prophet Isaiah, we find another nation in a time of grief. 

 A nation that was not mourning the loss of one life, as precious as every life is. 

 A nation that was mourning the loss of thousands of lives, 

 A nation that was brought to the brink of utter destruction, by the super power of the time. 

The nation, is of course, Israel, God’s own people, God’s treasured possession. 

 The super-power was the nation of Assyria, the all conquering force in the middle east. 

 And the brink of destruction – the army of Assyria had wiped out northern Israel, 

 And was standing at the gates of Jerusalem, about to crush the heart and soul of Israel. 

 

And we read a couple of chapters earlier, the King of Judah, Hezekiah,  

in this moment of crisis, turns to God, turns to Yahweh, Israel’s God and prays. 

And in response, Isaiah 37:36 – An angel of Yahweh struck down 185 000 Assyrian soldiers. 

But before Israel has finished celebrating their victory, 

King Hezekiah has flung open the doors of his treasury 

King Hezekiah revealed all his gold, silver, spices oil and his armoury to an envoy from Babylon. 

The very same Babylon that will finish what Assyria started. 

The very same Babylon that will crush the heart and soul of Israel,  

taking Jerusalem and desecrating the temple.  
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2. The commissioning of the heralds (vv. 1-2) 

 

And into this atmosphere, into the tragedy turned triumph turned tragedy again, 

There are three voices that speak words of comfort to Israel, as you can see on the sermon outline. 

But before those three voices that speak works of consolation to God’s people, 

The voice of God speaks, God commissions his heralds. << vv. 1-2 >> 

 

The time of punishment has ended. 

The covenant consequences for Israel rejecting God and following the other nations have finished. 

That is, as Israel entered into a covenant with Yahweh, particularly at Mount Sinai, 

 So too Israel agreed to the consequences of breaking that covenant with Yahweh. 

 If they rejected him, if they chased after other gods, if they followed other nations, 

  Then God would punish them. 

 

But the punishment is not simply pulling out the metaphorical cane and spanking Israel. 

No. The punishment God gives is he lets Israel do what they want. 

Israel want to form treaties with other stronger nations, like Egypt, 

 And so God says, sure ‘put your trust in them, I won’t stop you’. 

 And of course, the Egyptians won’t protect Israel from the Assyrians. 

 

Israel have willing stepped outside of God’s protection, and have to face the consequences. 

The primary failure of Israel was that the failed to trust God, and so God lets them turn to other 

nations. 

 

When Isaiah is first commissioned, back in ch. 6 – his primary responsibility is to declare to Israel 

 - “Keep listening, but do not comprehend, keep looking but do not understand” 

Isaiah’s message – was shocking – to tell God’s people – “You won’t listen, you won’t understand” 

Isaiah speaks a message of warning, of great danger – unpacked in 36 chapters. 

 

But now, there is hope, for God speaks, not a message of geo-political judgment. 

After the judgment brought through the Assyrians, there is a message of comfort. 

 

 

God speaks words of comfort – To Israel in their distress because their time of punishment is over. 
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3. The first voice: the glory of the Lord (vv. 3-5) 

 

And so, we meet the first voice commissioned by God to speak words of comfort. << vv. 3-5 >> 

 

The voice calls for preparation. 

The voice calls for a highway to be made for Yahweh himself! 

The preparations for the arrival of Yahweh require the reshaping of creation itself. 

The reshaping of the creation starts in the desert, 

 The wilderness will be the place where the highway starts. 

 And every valley is raised up and every mountain and hill brought down for this highway. 

 

Imagine preparations involved for the arrival of God himself! 

 

And that arrival – wow – the glory of Yahweh shall be revealed. 

The glory of Yahweh – that was demonstrated in his victory over Pharoah. 

The glory that was revealed to Moses as God passed by Moses. 

The glory that was overwhelming for Isaiah as he was commissioned in the court room of God. 

That glory will be revealed to all people. 

 

And this glory is not simply like observing Haley’s comet, 

This glory is not observing the launch of the Orion spacecraft. 

 

No. The revelation of this glory will both universal and personal. 

This glory will be both observed and experienced by all. 

 

And the reason given for this being the case, the justification for this revelation of God’s glory 

 - simple – for the mouth of the Yahweh has spoken. 

 

That is, the voice the cries out  speaks with the authority of God. 

The voice that calls forth the preparation required for God’s arrival, 

 Speaks from the ‘mouth of Yahweh’ himself. 
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4. The second voice: the word of our God (vv. 6-8) 

 

We then encounter a different perspective from the second voice. << vv. 6-8 >> 

 

This time, the voice instructs an unidentified questioner. 

The voice answers the question of the one asking – by comparing the temporal to the eternal. 

The temporal is humanity. 

The temporal is all humanity without exception. 

In fact, the word for constancy here is ‘hesed’ – the word used to describe God’s steadfast love. 

But here, applied to humanity our ‘hesed’, our constancy is fleeting, at best lasting one life time. 

 

And we miss the play on words – v. 7 grass withers, flowers fade  

– when the wind of Yahweh blows on it. 

 

The ambiguity of the word for ‘wind’. It can mean ‘wind’, it can mean ‘breath’ it can mean ‘spirit’. 

So, The wind that God causes to blow on the flower, cause the flower to fade, 

In the same way, the breath of God gives live and takes life away. 

The spirit of God gives life to the people, who are grass. 

 

And yet, in stark contrast to the temporality, the transience, the fleeting nature of human life, 

In stark contrast to us, withering grass, fading flowers, 

The word of our God stands forever. 

 

So too, the word of our God stands forever. 

But not simply as a warning, not simply as a sign post, 

The word of our God stands as the source of hope, of promise, of certainty in our uncertain world. 

 

And therefore, trusting in the word of God is not merely superstition. 

Trusting in the word of God is not merely a crutch that gets us through the week. 

Trusting in the word of God is the most rational, most logical, most appropriate action to take. 

 

In the same way that trusting in the warning stones of Fukushima is the most rational, logical 

appropriate action to take – in order to avoid Tsunamis. 

 

And so, even when the devil says – “Did God really say that?” 

Even when the world around us says – “Do you really think God speaks to us in the Bible?” 

Even when we have our own doubts, fears, concerns, 

Even when we realize our own frailty, fallibility and fragility 

 - the Word of our God stands forever. 
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5. The third voice: the arm of the Lord (vv. 9-11) 

 

Finally, the third voice is revealed to be Jerusalem itself. << vv. 9-11>> 

 

The voices speaks words of comfort. 

The arm of the Yahweh, is in focus here. 

Of course, it is not the some literalistic arm that somehow the deity attaches to himself. 

No. The arm is the metaphor for personal strength. 

The arm is the symbol of intimate acts of power. 

And here, the arm that rules with might, 

 Is now the arm that gathers lambs in his embrace, and carries them, 

 He feeds his flock, and gently leads the mother sheep. 

 

So God will shepherd his people. 

God’s strong arm of salvation. 

And this word of comfort shall now ring out from Jerusalem to all the other cities. 

 

There is a wonderful transfer of these words of comfort. 

God speaks – declaring comfort for his people, commissioning his voices to speak to Jerusalem. 

So, the first voice cries out to Jerusalem – prepare the way for Yahweh – get ready! 

Then the second voice cries out – the word of the Yahweh stands forever! 

And finally, the third voice speaks to Jerusalem,  

 - God’s mighty arm will save – so tell all the other cities – “Here is your God!” 
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6. The voices, Jesus & Us 

 

So as we enter into the second week of Advent, 

We have a unique understanding of how the coming of Yahweh happens in history, 

For we have the voices in Isaiah brought into reality for us. 

 

a. John the Baptist (Mark 1:1-8) 

 

John the Baptist, in our gospel reading, is the voice crying out in the wilderness. 

John the Baptist, prepares Israel with the baptism of repentance, for the coming of Yahweh. 

And so we rejoice because Yahweh came in the form of Jesus of Nazareth. 

We rejoice because the man Jesus walked down the road in history, God’s king amongst us. 

 

b. Pilate (John 19:14) 

 

Second, we rejoice because the most unexpected voice declared – “Here is your king!” 

Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, given the innocent Nazarene,  

 From the kangaroo court of the Caiaphas the high priest. 

Pilate, sentencing the ‘King of the Jews’ to crucifixion. 

 And yet, not realising that this is the very reason that Jesus came. 

 Not realising that the pathway to glory was through suffering for God’s king. 

 And so we agree – yes – he is God’s king! 

 And we know Pilate’s voice spoke the truth – God’s king came to die and rise again. 

 

c.  Jesus (Revelation 1:1-8)  

 

And third, we look forward to the voice of Jesus, coming with the clouds. 

The voice that says – “I am the Alpha and the Omega” who was and is and is to come! 

And we hear that voice and we look forward to that salvation 

 - when the mighty arm of the Lord will be revealed to all. 

 - when we will be gathered up into his arms – because Jesus has died and rose again! 

 

And so we say – “Come Lord Jesus!”  

 

Let’s pray. 


