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“Comforting Voices” 

Isaiah 40:1-11 

 

 It had been a bleak half-century. For 50 years or more at this point, the Jews had been in 

exile in Babylon. Not all of them, mind you—the poorest of the people had been left to eke out 

an existence in the midst of the massive destruction and dire poverty the Babylonian army had 

left in the wake of the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. The upper crust of Jewish society—the 

political and religious leaders, the wealthy, and the artisans and craftsmen—had been taken 

captive to Babylon, to be placed in the service of the Babylonian empire. 

 It was a bondage of sorts that the Jews longed to be free from. You can see the intensity of 

their grief and anguish and anger in the words of Psalm 137:1 

 
 By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept 

when we remembered Zion. 
There on the poplars we hung our harps, 
for there our captors asked us for songs, 

our tormentors demanded songs of joy; 
they said, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” 
 

How can we sing the songs of the LORD 
while in a foreign land? 

If I forget you, Jerusalem, 
may my right hand forget its skill. 

May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth 
if I do not remember you, 

if I do not consider Jerusalem my highest joy. 
 
Remember, LORD, what the Edomites did 

on the day Jerusalem fell. 
“Tear it down,” they cried, 

“tear it down to its foundations!” 
Daughter Babylon, doomed to destruction, 

happy is the one who repays you 
according to what you have done to us. 
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Happy is the one who seizes your infants 
and dashes them against the rocks. 

 

 Many of the Jews didn’t understand what was going on or why they were suffering such a 

fate. But some of them realized they’d brought all this on themselves by their disloyalty and 

disobedience to the LORD their God. It was in reality idolatry—the violation of the very first 

commandment, “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3)! But by now most all 

of them were wondering, “When will enough be enough?” 

 

When will enough be enough? 

 Have you ever felt that way? I have. 

 In the seven years that I was pastor of the First Baptist Church of Fairmont, North Carolina, I 

averaged conducting or participating in 17 funerals per year. There was one stretch that was 

particularly difficult. In just over eight months (July 9, 1999 through March 14, 2000), I 

conducted or helped conduct 25 funerals. The ages of those who had died ranged from 44 to 103. 

Most were members of First Baptist, a few were members of other churches we had served, and 

a few were folks in the community. Four of these funerals were within five days at the end of 

that August, and four more within eight days in late September. It was one of the most 

emotionally draining stretches of my ministry. I got to the point that I dreaded hearing the phone 

ring. I’ll have to admit, I was beginning to wonder when enough would be enough! 

 Our family went through such a time in 2007. Within five months JoAnn’s mother died 

unexpectedly, my oldest brother took his own life, JoAnn had surgery, and her father was 

diagnosed with cancer and died a little over two months later. It was hard not to wonder when 

enough would be enough. 

 You’ve probably had those times as well. In fact, I’m sure we all feel that way right now with 

the pandemic. 

 At the beginning of the Exile some prophets had falsely declared, “This will last two, maybe 

three years, tops. Then Babylon will be defeated and we’ll go home.” 

 Early on, Jeremiah had sent them a letter with a word from the LORD telling them to settle 

down, build houses, have children, and seek the welfare of Babylon—for their own sakes. The 

time would come when they’d return, but it would be about 70 years before it would happen. It 

had already been 50, and things were still looking bleak. 

 Oh, they had finally learned to live with it. And some of those who still didn’t care much for 

the covenant or the God who had made it with them had become satisfied there. But in the hearts 

of those seeking the LORD, there was a deep longing, a yearning to return to the land of promise, 

to rebuild Jerusalem and the temple, and to see Israel restored to its rightful place among the 

nations. 

 But none of this had happened. Dreams unfulfilled and hope deferred were making their 

hearts sick. 
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God spoke . . . 

 But then out of the clear blue, God spoke—through a word from the book of Isaiah: 

 
 Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. 
 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her 
 that her hard service has been completed, 

that her sin has been paid for, 
 that she has received from the LORD’s hand 
  double for all her sins. 

 

It was a comforting voice, a voice that gave the hope of restoration and redemption. 

 But was it enough? After all, it could be their hopes amplified that they heard ringing in their 

ears. But the LORD’s voice was joined by a voice from the heavenly council, issuing the order for 

the way of the LORD to be prepared through the desert.2 

 You know how it is when the president’s coming. The advance team comes in to set up 

everything, to make sure security is like it’s supposed to be. Local folks get everything in tip-top 

shape to prepare for the visit. 

 Well, in the ancient world, a construction crew might go in advance of a monarch’s journey 

to smooth the road out to prepare his way. That’s what this voice was calling for as the LORD 

was preparing to return to Jerusalem. 

 That was the message: Jerusalem has had enough; the LORD is returning, so prepare the way 

for Him to come! 

 Another voice from the heavenly council joined in as well, telling the prophet to cry out. His 

message was to be that though humans are like flowers and grass, withering and fading away 

when the LORD’s breath blows on them, “the word of our God endures forever.”  

 Now this was a comforting voice! God had spoken comfort, forgiveness, and deliverance to 

Jerusalem, and that word would stand forever!  

No wonder the voice calls on those who bring good news to Zion and to Jerusalem to go up a 

high mountain and shout to the other cities of Judah, calling out to them,  

 
See, the Sovereign LORD comes with power, 

and he rules with a mighty arm. 
See, his reward is with him, 

and his recompense accompanies him. 
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. 

 

Comforting voices, indeed! God spoke comfort to the Jews by declaring that He would bring 

them back to Jerusalem. He comforted them with the promise of redemption and restoration. No 
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wonder biblical scholars have long called this part of the book of Isaiah that was addressed to the 

people in the time of exile “The Book of Consolation” or “The Book of Comfort”! 

 

Comforting voices . . . 

 Through the centuries, these voices have continued to comfort God’s people. It was in this 

passage that John the Baptist saw his identity as he prepared the way for the Messiah. He 

understood himself to be the voice of one calling in the wilderness to prepare the way of the 

Lord. Through this very passage, John understood that the Messiah was coming, and that he was 

His forerunner, the one whom God had sent to prepare the way for Messiah. 

 Like a new Exodus, God has displayed His redemptive power and purpose described here in 

Isaiah 40 in Jesus, the Messiah, who is the Good Shepherd. In Jesus Christ, through His life, 

death, resurrection, and exaltation, God has mightily redeemed His people, forgiving us of our 

sins, setting us right with Himself, and giving us eternal life. The good news of this redemption 

is indeed a comforting voice! 

 It’s especially comforting when it comes to us personally, calling us to a journey with God in 

which He shepherds us through the wilderness of this fallen world, eventually to our eternal 

home with Him in heaven until the day of resurrection, then in the new creation for eternity when 

He brings His kingdom in its fullness! 

 It’s comforting to hear God’s voice through His word and through the voices of His servants, 

speaking peace in our troubled times, encouragement in our struggles, consolation in our griefs, 

and the hope of resurrection in times of illness and death. Oh, how we’ve needed that in this year 

of confusion, calamity, and contagion! 

 The voices all say the same thing. No matter what difficulty or crisis we’re facing, God 

speaks comfort to His people by assuring us of His redemptive power and purpose. God’s 

redemptive power and purpose minister to every need we have. They help us in every trial we 

face. And they will eventually lead us home! 

 

 In Alice Gray’s book, Stories for the Heart, Paula Kirk tells her story of a miserable Easter 

vacation. As she made her way through the airport to catch her flight home, her heart was heavy 

over her daughter’s distress and devastation. Her husband of one year had left, and the resulting 

shock and sorrow had immobilized her. To make matters even worse, Paula’s daughter was an 

air traffic controller, and Paula was worried about how she would stay focused for this critical 

task. 

 Paula stopped by a gift shop to buy some souvenirs for her grandchildren back home. As her 

credit card was processing, the smiling clerk behind the counter asked Paula how she liked her 

home state. Paula made a polite reply about its beauty. The clerk nodded in agreement, saying, 

“Yes, God made a beautiful world for us to enjoy. So much variety. What did you see on your 

vacation? 

 At this, with her grief so raw and so close to the surface, tears welled up in Paula’s eyes. 

 She stammered, “It wasn’t a vacation. Just a serious family problem, and my daughter is 
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having an extremely hard time. I hate to leave her.” 

 “Oh,” the clerk said, “but God is good. He will work on your daughter’s behalf.” 

 “I know,” Paula whispered through her tears.3 

 A comforting voice. 

 

 The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an end 

(Lamentations 3:22, NRSV). 

 “For I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to 

give you hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11). 

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us 

from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). 

 “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you” (John 14:18). 

 “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do 

not let your hearts be troubled, and do not be afraid” (John 14:27). 

We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called 

according to his purpose . . . . For I am convinced that neither death nor life, nor angels, nor 

rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 

our Lord (Romans 8:28, 38-39, NRSV). 

“I am the resurrection and the life” (John 11:25). 

“Comfort, comfort my people, says your God” (Isaiah 40:1). 

 
MEG 

 

 
1 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® 

(2011 edition). 
2 Notes on Isaiah 40:1-11 in The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Revised Standard Version, Herbert May and 

Bruce Metzger, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 869. 
3 From Alice Gray, compiler, Stories for the Heart, “At the Counter,” (Sisters, OR: Multnomah), 47. 


