
“Your 2020 Christmas Present”     December 20, 2020 
Isaiah 40:1-5 

SI:  My dad had a record collection with a lot of classical sacred music that he  
   would play on Sunday mornings when we were getting ready for church. 
Handel’s Messiah was in regular rotation. 
   So I grew up hearing it on Sunday mornings year round.   

I tried to continue that tradition in my own family, playing the Messiah on Sunday  
   mornings but there were a number of complaints, so I gave up. 
But when Christmas rolls around, I ignore the negativity and play it a lot and 
   very loudly on the stereo.   

As you probably know, the lyrics are all Scripture, word for word straight out 
   of the King James Version. 
The Messiah starts with an instrumental overture and then the first three choral  
   pieces are Comfort Ye My People, Ev’ry Valley, And The Glory Of The Lord. 
And the lyrics of those three pieces are Isaiah 40:1-5. 

I’m going to read it in the King James Version, because I can’t hear it 
   any other way.   



INTRO:  Time magazine has declared 2020 the worst year ever. 
The editorial did qualify that a bit.  
It admitted that the years of the Great Depression were worse, and the years 
   of World War 2 were worse, and many other years in history. 
But it argued that for many people alive today, this might be the worst year ever  
   because of how the uncertainty and disorientation caused by the virus  
   has exacerbated other problems and losses. 
I’m sure we would all agree with that. 
   We have felt more sharply the sins and sorrows of life in this fallen world because  
   many of the familiar props and helps have been jerked away. 

Last week Dennis and Susan Reid gave us a Christmas present. 
   It was a tin of Susan’s homemade peanut brittle, and on the tin  
   was a Christmas Tree ornament. 
It’s a laser cut piece of wood and in the middle in big numbers it says 2020.   

I looked at it and thought, I’m not sure if I want to put that on the tree or not! 
   I like happy Christmas tree ornaments.  I like good memories.  
   A 2020 ornament is not a good memory. 
But then I saw some writing around the edge, so I put on my reading glasses, 
   and saw that it said:  Faith over fear, Faith over fear, Faith over fear, 
   all the way around, encircling 2020. 
When you read 2020 Faith over fear and at the same moment crunch down on 
   a big piece of Susan’s peanut brittle, I guarantee it will cheer you up.   

Guess what.  You have a Christmas present to open this morning that will 
   cheer your soul at the end of this hard year. 
This Christmas present will give you faith over fear, anxiety, uncertainty, and grief  
   because it’s from God himself. 

My sermon doesn’t have two points or three points. 
   We’re just going to look at this present and admire it, and then we’re going 
   to open it together and see what’s inside. 
So let’s do that. 

The label 



We’ll start with the label.  Who is this present to and who is it from? 
   When I was a boy, the best Christmas presents said “To Andrew, From Santa.” 
Even after I came to realize that there is no you-know-who, I still got excited 
   when I saw that label because I knew it was from two people who loved me, 
   so it was bound to be good.   

What does the label on your Isaiah 40 Christmas present say?  It says: 
   To my people, From your God.  
These phrases “my people” and “your God” appear hundreds of times in the Bible. 
   Most often they appear separately, but a number of times they appear together, 
   like they do in this verse. 
Let’s look some places where the Bible says “my people” and “your God.” 

The very first place is Exodus 6:7 
The Lord is speaking to Moses and tells him to go to the Hebrews and tell them 
   that he has heard their groaning in slavery, he has seen their cruel treatment, 
   he has remembered the covenant he made with their forefather Abraham, 
   that he would give him the Promised Land.   
He says, Moses tell them: 
   I will take you to be my people, and I will be your God, and you shall know that I am the  
   LORD your God, who has brought you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians. 

Who establishes the relationship?  Who makes the first move?  You or God? 
   God does.  All you can do is groan in your self-absorbed pain. 
   But he sees you there and he has mercy on you and he say: 
You’re going to be mine.  And I’m going to be yours. 
   From now on you will know me by name, and you are going to know that 
   I’m the one who brought you out and delivered you. 
If you are able to pray to God as your God, it’s because he has established a  
   relationship with you as one of his own people. 

The next place is Leviticus 26:12 
The Israelites were getting close to the Promised Land, and once again God  
   instructed Moses to tell them something.  When you get to this land I’m  
   giving you, remember to keep my laws.  Remember to obey me. 
And I will walk among you and will be your God, and you shall be my people.  I am the LORD  
your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, that you should not be their slaves.  And I 
have broken the bars of your yoke and made you walk erect. 
Why should you obey God?  Why should you keep his laws?   
Is it to get on his good side?  Is it to earn points with him so he owes you? 



   No.  It’s because you’re already on his good side.   
   It’s because he lifted you up and enabled you to obey. 
You should obey God he’s yours and you are his and you are grateful to him 
   for saving you.  

But what happens when you’re ungrateful God and you break his law and sin? 
   We’ve all done that.   
Psalm 50:7 tells us what happens.  God says: 
   Listen, my people, and I will speak; I will testify against you, Israel: I am God, your God 
The relationship is not ended.  God does not cast you off.   
   He says:  You’re still mine and I’m still yours, but you can’t go on like this. 
I’m going to talk.  You’re going to listen.  I’m going to testify against you. 
   My Holy Spirit and my Word are going to make your conscience miserable, 
   until you repent and come back to me. 
That’s love.  Or as we say today, tough love. 

And then we have this passage.  What’s it about?   
   As we’ll see, it’s about hard times.   
It’s about 2020 seasons and events in your life when things are very hard.   
   God wants you to know that you’re still his and he’s still yours. 

Martin Luther once said:  The Christian faith is a matter of personal pronouns. 
   Jesus loved me and gave himself for me.  I am your God, you are my people. 
   Luther says the secret of the Christian life is applying them to yourself. 
That’s the label on your Christmas present.  Take it off carefully.  Save it. 



The wrapping 
Now let’s look at the wrapping paper.  Don’t rip it off.  Look at it. 
You know how most Christmas wrapping paper has a repeated pattern— 
   it says Merry Christmas over and over or has repeated images of candy canes.   
Your Isaiah 40 wrapping paper also has a repeated theme. 
   It says comfort, comfort.   
But the words aren’t just printed on the paper, it’s as if you can hear them. 
   This is talking wrapping paper.  
   It is speaking to you in such a tender way that you are comforted. 

We mostly use the word comfort to say things like a comfortable bed or a  
   comfortable pair of blue jeans.  Obviously, that’s not what this verse is about.   
   It’s not about feeling comfortable in a physical sense.  
Imagine you have a friend who has just been diagnosed with a fatal disease,  
   or who has suddenly lost a spouse or a child and you go to comfort him, 
   or comfort her in that moment of grief, fear, loss, and pain.  
What are you actually trying to do for your friend?   
   What benefit do you hope your presence and words will have for your friend? 
   You want to somehow strengthen him, or strengthen her. 
That’s the core meaning of comfort.  It’s a combination of two Latin words. 
   The prefix com which means with or together and fortis which means strong.   

Why did God’s people need comfort at this time? 
Because they had experienced a string of 2020 type years and it looked like more  
   were on the horizon.  This was a bad, demoralizing time for believers in Israel. 
What was wrong?  Well, first and foremost, the spiritual life of Israel was in  
   serious decline and there didn’t appear to be any way for it to be reversed.  
For true believers, that was a very hard thing to see.  How do you raise your 
   children in the faith when society and the church are corrupt?   

To try to get Israel’s spiritual attention, God had allowed the Assyrians to invade. 
They took away 10 of the 12 tribes into captivity and then they surrounded Jeru. 
   God delivered Jerusalem, but it didn’t change the hearts of most people. 
So he began to prepare the Babylonians.  
   Those who could see this threat were greatly worried about Israel. 
I can’t help but be struck by the similarities.  We’re living in a time of spiritual 
   decline, both in American society and in the American church as a whole. 
If you watch the news, there are so many threats both within and without. 
   But God wants to comfort his people. 
So how does he do it?  What channel does he use to comfort us? 



   That’s important to know so we can position ourselves in front of this channel. 
Here’s where the old 1611 King James Version is helpful. 
   Let me read it again in King James then in a modern English version. 
Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God.  Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem. 
Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem. 

What’s the difference?  Ye!  What does ye mean?  It’s old timey English for y’all. 
   Y’all comfort, y’all comfort my people.  Y’all speak tenderly to Jerusalem. 
There’s no graceful way to say that in modern English so Bible translations just 
   drop the ye.  But that leaves it unclear where the comfort is coming from. 
   Is it coming directly from God?   
No, God is telling a group of particular individuals to comfort his people. 
   Who are they?  It’s his prophets.  So it’s going to be through the word of God 
   revealed and spoken through the prophets, and the New Testament would add, 
   through the apostles, that God’s people are comforted in hard times. 

True comfort that strengthens you in hard times will not come through self-esteem  
   or positive self-talk or any of the therapeutic approaches that seek strength 
   from listening to your own voice. 
It’s not going to come from the voices of human experts, financial, medical,  
   political, as if the right advice will deal with all the contingencies of life. 

It’s going to come through the voice of God spoken through the prophets and  
   apostles as they have been recorded for in the Bible.   
That’s God’s regular channel for comfort.  Position yourself there. 

So you carefully remove the wrapping paper and now you have . . . 



The box 
It’s an unusual box, because it has three sides.   
   You may argue with me that there’s no such thing as a three-sided box. 
   Well, there obviously is, because you’ve got one in your hands right now! 
The box has writing on each of the three sides that says: 
   Warfare ended 
   Iniquity pardoned 
   Double received   Let’s look at each message. 

Her warfare is accomplished.  Or her warfare is ended.   
This was a tumultuous time for the people of Judah. 
God spared Jerusalem from the Assyrians, but after the Assyrians, there was  
   another threat.  The Babylonians.   
And as you know from our study of Daniel, they did eventually come and tear  
   down Jerusalem and take the people into exile. 

So was this an empty promise by the prophet Isaiah?   
   Your warfare will end.  Oops, I forgot about the Babylonians. 
No, it’s not a promise.  It’s a statement.  Your warfare has ended. 
   He’s reminding them that no matter what happens, they are at peace with God. 

When God claims you.  When he says, You’re mine and I’m yours, and when his  
   Holy Spirit gives you faith and you trust him, you’re no longer at war with God. 
That doesn’t mean you step into a magic circle and bad things stop happening. 
   Being a Christian doesn’t mean you don’t have 2020 type years and events. 
It means that when they do happen it’s not because God is against you. 
   He may be disciplining you, sanctifying you, or carrying out some mysterious  
   good purpose in your life, but it’s not because he’s against you.   
You have peace with God through Christ. 
   Nothing bad can separate you from his love. 

That’s one side of the box.  The next one says:  Iniquity pardoned. 
Presidential pardons have been in the news lately, and they seem to be an easy thing 
   for the outgoing President to do.  It’s just a matter of taking some legal actions. 
   But there’s a lot more going on in this statement. 
Edward Young, a famous Isaiah scholar, says the English word pardoned  
   doesn’t capture the richness of this Hebrew verb.  It has two nuances in Hebrew. 
   Your debt is fully paid and you are received favorably. 

I could imagine someone receiving a presidential pardon for a crime, but for the  



   people who were victims of the crime, it’s an affront.   
   Justice has been denied.  The debt hasn’t been paid. 
I could also image someone receiving a presidential pardon for a crime, but even 
   though he’s free, all the doors are closed to him, because of his bad reputation. 
   He lives forever under a cloud. 

Through Jesus, the debt of your sin is fully and truly paid for by his death.   
   All the demands of justice are met.   
And here’s the amazing part, because of your identity in Christ, God receives you  
   as favorably as he receives his Son. 
No matter what sins you have committed, if you trust Jesus, they are fully paid for 
   and God receives you favorably when you come to him in prayer. 

The third side of the box says:  Double received. 
   She has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins. 
If you sin once, God will punish you twice.  No, that’s not what this means. 
   But isn’t it interesting that when you first read it, that’s what you think it means? 
   Oh no, I’m just waiting for the other shoe to fall! 
Back to Edward Young again.  He points out that it doesn’t say double punishment.   
   It just says double.  And looking at the context, it’s actually double grace.   
Peace and pardon.  You sin and through Jesus you get double grace, peace with God  
   and pardon of your iniquities.  
When you go through 2020 years and events, don’t forget God’s amazing grace.  



Are you finally ready to open the box and see what’s inside?  
Ok, let’s look at . . . 
The contents  
You open the box and inside is a picture.  A picture of something amazing. 
Allison and I were driving on 157, crossing Lake Catoma, and she said: 
   “What are they going to do about that?” 
She didn’t have to explain or point because I knew what she meant. 
   She was referring to that hill with the rock face that sits at the end of the 
   new bridge span over Catoma.  As you know, that section of the highway is  
   finally getting four-laned, but that very solid looking hill is right in the way. 
We kept driving and then it was my turn.   
   I pointed at the deep ravine across from Northbrook Church and said:   
   And what are they going to do about that? 
I’m not certain, but guess they will knock down the hill and fill in the ravine.   
   Sometimes road builders can do that, sometimes they can’t.   
   They have to go around or use tunnels or switchbacks.  

The picture that you pull out of the box is of a highway. 
   This highway goes through the most rugged terrain on earth. 
   But the civil engineer who build this road didn’t go around anything. 
Towering mountains have been leveled, bottomless canyons and chasms filled in.  
   There are no bends or curves—it’s straight as an arrow and wide and smooth. 
You wouldn’t think a picture of a highway would be mesmerizing, but this one is. 
   You can’t take your eyes off it because something is happening in the picture.   
   I mean something is actually moving. 

Far in the distance where the road goes out sight, a light is coming toward you. 
You want to keep looking at the light and you also want to run from it. 
   You want whatever or whoever is the source of this light to come to you. 
   You are also very much afraid he will come to you.  
You realize almost unconsciously that you’ve started speaking aloud. 
   You’re saying:  “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.” 
   “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.” 
   Just like Peter when he saw Jesus perform a miracle and he fell on his knees.   

But in the next breath you are saying:  “Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus.”    
   You’re a Presbyterian, but you start speaking in tongues. 
   Maranatha.  Maranatha.  Maranatha. 
No Christmas present has ever had this effect on you! 
What is the highway and what is the approaching light? 



The highway is God’s master plan of salvation.   
When our first parents rebelled against their Creator in the Garden of Eden, the  
   world was cursed by sin and death.  But God would not allow Satan to win.   
God began to build a highway through human history on which the Savior of the  
   world would come.  That highway is the story of a chosen people. 
Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and Moses and Israel and David and Daniel— 
   and finally, Joseph and Mary.  All the men and women who lived by faith, 
   who longed for the Messiah and who prayed and repented and obeyed God. 
They all had obstacles in their lives that could have destroyed their hope, 
   but God, the master civil engineer, leveled those mountains and fill those valleys. 

And the light, you know what the light is, it’s the glory of God in Jesus Christ.   
His glory appeared at Christmas when he was born as a man. 
   His glory appeared at Easter when he rose from the grave. 
   And his glory will appear at the end of the age when he comes again. 
We know he will come again because he proved it by his resurrection.   

Now this is all very poetic stuff, but think of it this way. 
The highway is not just God’s salvation plan in history, it’s his salvation plan 
   in your own life.   
You’ve had deep, dark, painful valleys and rough places, haven’t you? 
   You might be in one right now, caused by circumstances or your own choices.   
You’ve had mountainous obstacles that cannot be overcome. 
   Hopes and dreams for yourself or people you love that are blocked by 
   perplexing things other people have done or not done or believed.   

God doesn’t promise to rearrange those things according to your plan. 
   But he does promise to order your life according to his master plan, and  
   make a way for Jesus Christ to come to you. 
And that’s your 2020 Christmas present.  


