THE COMING OF THE LORD

Text: Isaiah 40:1-11.    
Reading: Luke 3:1-19
Theme: God comforts his people with the certain promise he would lead them back to Jerusalem. 
Purpose: To comfort you with the assurance of God’s coming to you through Christ Jesus. 

[This sermon is suitable for the early part of the year – January or February or, with some modification, for any time of the year]


Introduction before reading of text:
Some churches, such as the Anglicans, Methodists and Presbyterians, follow the church year very closely. In our own Reformed churches we follow it more loosely. We celebrate Christmas and Easter and Pentecost. We usually remember the Advent season leading up to Christmas and the Lent season leading up to Easter. 

One of the less well known seasons of the church year is Epiphany. It comes from a Greek word meaning “to show” and it means “revelation”. This runs from the 6th of January to the first Sunday in Lent and it examines how Jesus revealed himself to the world in his earthly ministry. 

Today we are going to look at the revelation of the Lord Jesus from the perspective of the prophecies of Isaiah. We will do that by going to the second half of the book of Isaiah, chapters 40-66. Chapters 1-39 are mainly about God’s judgement on the people of Israel for their sins; chapters 40-66 are prophecies about the return of Israel to their land and focus on hope and restoration. Many of these prophecies look ahead to the coming of the Lord Jesus.


Read: Isaiah 40:1-11

These verses we have just read are among the best known in this book. This is a beautiful passage full of comfort and promise. It is also the introduction to the second part of this book. It is like the overture to a grand symphony; it introduces the major themes that will be developed in the rest of the book. 

Here God speaks his word through his prophet promising that he will come to them. We’ll see that it is a word of comfort, of preparation, of certainty, and it is the word of God. 

1. God spoke a word OF COMFORT (Vs 1-2)

a. Isaiah prohesied these words to the people of Judah in the 8th century BC. 

He looked ahead to after the Babylonian exile when God would lead his people back to their own land. The prophet had warned them of God’s judgement; here he assured them of God’s salvation. The first part of the book was mainly dark; this second part is mainly light. 

Isaiah brought a word of comfort for the people of Judah. 
The original meaning of the Hebrew word was “to draw a deep breath”. When you are anxious or worried your breathing can be shallow or you might even hold your breath. God’s promised Judah that one day they would come out of exile and would be able to breathe freely. This was a word of comfort, of reassurance. 
The form of the verb “comfort” means that Isaiah was to repeat this message over and over until the people of God understood it and believed it. This is why God reinforced it with further explanation.

“Speak tenderly to Jerusalem.” The word literally means “to speak to the heart”. Sometimes we talk about having a heart to heart talk. 

God wanted to assure his people that “her hard service had been completed.” They would be taken to exile in Babylon. It would be hard labour. But at the end of 70 years her hard service would be over. 

Isaiah assured her that “her sin had been paid for, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.”
When a man has committed a crime and is caught he will be sentenced to prison. When his time comes to an end then his sin has been paid for and he is released. His prison term does not remove the effects of what he has done, nor does his punishment atone or cover over his sin. But he has done what the law required of him.
So too with the people of Israel; they had sinned against God and his laws. Their exile was their punishment. God considered this enough – it was sufficient, it was ample punishment. 
But it could not remove the effects of their sin nor could they atone for their sin. That atonement would only come about through the Messiah, the Christ, and through his sacrificial death. Isaiah prophesied about that in chp 53. 

b. Verses 1 and 2 are not only addressed to Judah but also to us. 
God speaks his words of comfort to you and to me. The Lord speaks tenderly to us, heart to heart. He assures you that if you trust in the death of Jesus on the cross then your sin has been paid for; what Jesus did is sufficient, it is enough, it covers over your sin. 

The people of Israel were saved by looking forward in faith to the death of Jesus; we are saved by looking back in faith to his death. 
Every time we celebrate the Lord’s Supper we do this in remembrance of him and the payment he made for the sin of his people.
We need to hear this over and over again so that we understand it and believe it and accept it and draw comfort from it. 

2. God spoke a word of comfort and also, secondly, a word of PREPARATION (vs 3-5)

a. Again this applied first of all to the people of Judah. They would go into exile, but after 70 long years the Lord would lead them home! 
In those days the roads were often in poor condition and if a king had to travel someone would go ahead of him to make sure that the road was clear.
These verses are even more dramatic than that! They give a picture of a super-highway through the desert! (v 4)
When a major motorway is being built there are huge earthworks; hills were levelled off and low spots were filled in. 
This is what Isaiah is describing, but he does so in poetic language, so we are not meant to take this literally. He assured the exiles there would be no obstacles to their return; God would prepare an open road through the desert and they would be able to go home! This was fulfilled in 537BC. Their return displayed the glory of God and his salvation and all mankind saw it. (v 5)

b. But this prophecy has a multiple reference; it prophesied that God would save his people in their return to Jerusalem, but it also prophesied that God would save his people with the coming of Jesus Christ. 

All four of the gospel writers quote these verses as John the Baptist applied them to the Lord Jesus. John was out in the desert of Judea and the people went out to him to hear his message. He preached the good news about one more powerful than him who would come after him. He prepared the way for the Lord, getting people ready for his arrival. He urged them to repent of their sins and warned them of the judgement to come. He applied this to the ordinary people, to the tax collectors, to the roman soldiers, and to the scribes and Pharisees. 

c. These words also apply to us. 

Jesus has come and we celebrated that on Christmas day. 
But Jesus will also come again and you need to prepare for that; you need to be ready for his coming. 
John the Baptist warned his hearers about “the coming wrath”; the Bible warns you about that. “The axe is already at the root of the trees and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” (Luke 3:9)

The beginning of a new year is a good time to take stock of your life and reflect on where you are and where you are going, especially in your relationship with the Lord. 
Where are you spiritually? What do you need to do to improve your situation? Are you willing to take those steps? 
And where are you going? Are you headed in the right direction? Are you walking that narrow path that leads to life? Are you on your way to what John Bunyan described as “the Celestial City”? Or are you headed for destruction?
The Lord wants you to hear and consider this word of preparation.

3. God spoke a word of comfort, of preparation and thirdly, a word of CERTAINTY. (Vs 6-8)

Isaiah heard a voice say, “Cry out!” (v 6) Perhaps that was followed by an uncomfortable silence. At school the teacher asks for a volunteer to do an unpleasant job. No one puts up their hand. In a cabinet meeting the Prime Minister asks for a member to take up a difficult task. There is silence; everyone looks closely at his notes to avoid catching the eye of the PM. 

Eventually Isaiah answers, “What shall I cry?” He responds; he will cry out; he will carry God’s word to his people. 
This has a parallel to chapter 6 where Isaiah was commissioned as a prophet with a message of judgement. Here he is re-commissioned and given a message of mercy.

This leads into verses 6-8. The point here is that God’s word through Isaiah is certain – both his word of judgement and his word of comfort. 

God’s eternal word is set in contrast to our frailty. Another year has been and gone. Every one of us is another year older. How many more years will we live on this earth? No one knows. You could be gone tomorrow or you may live to 90; but we will all die. “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field…. The grass withers and the flowers fall but the word of our God stands forever.” (Vs 6,8)

God’s word stands forever; it is eternal. 
His word is dependable, reliable and sure – you can count on it. 
His word is constant and unchanging – God never goes back on his promises. 
His word is revealed in the Bible and Jesus assured us that “Scripture cannot be broken”. (John 10:35) 
And the word of God is revealed and confirmed in the Lord Jesus Christ. All of God’s promises are yes and amen in him. (1 Cor 1:20)

This year you can rely on God’s word. You can depend on his promises. You can trust in what you read and hear from the Scriptures. God’s word is certain. He will do all he has promised. 

4. God assured his people that he will come to them; he spoke a word of comfort, or preparation, of certainty and, finally, we note that this is the word OF GOD. (vs 9-11)

The promise of a return from exile was good news for the people of Judah who would go into exile. This needed to be told!

The phrase in verse 9, “you who bring good tidings”, translates one Hebrew word. The Greek equivalent is the word “evangelist”. God wanted his messenger to “go up on a high mountain” so they could proclaim this good news.

Verse 9b: “Lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah; “Here is your God!” Literally it reads; “Behold, your God!” The word “behold” means, “Sit up and take notice! Look at this!” “Behold, your God!”

He is Elohim, God Almighty, God the Creator. 

The Bible never tries to prove the existence of God; rather it simply assumes that he exists. That is how the Bible begins; “In the beginning God…” That is what Paul preached to the Greek philosophers in Athens. And this is what Isaiah proclaimed to the people of Judah; “Behold, your God.”

What the prophets and preachers of the Bible did was to explain the character of God; they tell us about God’s attributes. 

Isaiah does this here. He tells us that God will come with power; (v 10) “See, the sovereign Lord comes with power, and his arm rules for him.”

And Isaiah assures us that he is gentle (v 11);
“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.”

The Scriptures always direct our attention to God and his character. 
The focus is theocentric, not anthropocentric; it is on God not on us. 
Keep this in mind throughout this year. 
Look up not down.
Look at God not at others.
Focus on the Lord Jesus not at your problems. 
Look forward in hope, not at the past with regret. 


God assures us that he will come to us through his Son.
This is a word of comfort assuring you that God will forgive you your sins if you trust in Christ.
It is a word of preparation, because you need to be ready for the return of the Lord Jesus. 
His word is certain and true and he will do as he has promised.
This is the word of God and of his Son the Lord Jesus Christ.

Will you trust in God?
Do you believe his word?
Are you ready for Christ’s coming?

Amen 

