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WARNING AND COMFORT 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Isaiah 40:1-11 

Comfort for God's People 

40 Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. 

2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 

    and cry to her 

that her warfare is ended, 

    that her iniquity is pardoned, 

that she has received from the Lord's hand 

    double for all her sins. 

3 A voice cries: 

“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord; 

    make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 

4 Every valley shall be lifted up, 

    and every mountain and hill be made low; 

the uneven ground shall become level, 

    and the rough places a plain. 

5 And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, 

    and all flesh shall see it together, 

    for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” 

 

The Word of God Stands Forever 

6 A voice says, “Cry!” 

    And I said, “What shall I cry?” 

All flesh is grass, 

    and all its beauty is like the flower of the field. 
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7 The grass withers, the flower fades 

    when the breath of the Lord blows on it; 

    surely the people are grass. 

8 The grass withers, the flower fades, 

    but the word of our God will stand forever. 

The Greatness of God 

9 Go on up to a high mountain, 

    O Zion, herald of good news; 

lift up your voice with strength, 

    O Jerusalem, herald of good news; 

    lift it up, fear not; 

say to the cities of Judah, 

    “Behold your God!” 

10 Behold, the Lord God comes with might, 

    and his arm rules for him; 

behold, his reward is with him, 

    and his recompense before him. 

11 He will tend his flock like a shepherd; 

    he will gather the lambs in his arms; 

he will carry them in his bosom, 

    and gently lead those that are with young. 

 

Mark 1:1-8 

John the Baptist Prepares the Way 

1 The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

2 As it is written in Isaiah the prophet, 

“Behold, I send my messenger before your face, 

    who will prepare your way, 

3 the voice of one crying in the wilderness: 

    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 

    make his paths straight,’” 
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4 John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5 And all the country of Judea and all 

Jerusalem were going out to him and were being baptized by him in the river Jordan, 

confessing their sins. 6 Now John was clothed with camel's hair and wore a leather belt 

around his waist and ate locusts and wild honey. 7 And he preached, saying, “After 

me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to 

stoop down and untie. 8 I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit.” 

 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

 

A well-known clergyman, William Willimon, tells a story from his childhood. He writes: 

“At age ten, I was minding my business in Miss McDaniel’s sixth grade class. I attended 

Donaldson Elementary School. The principal was an ancient, intimidating man named 

Mr. Harrelson. One day I was copying words from the blackboard. And Miss McDaniel 

called me to her desk. ‘William, Mr. Harrelson wants to see you. Go to his office.’ 

Shaking with fear I trudged off towards the principal’s office.  

 

When I got there, Mr. Harrelson said to me, ‘Listen clearly. You, go down Tindal Street 

two blocks and turn left, go two more blocks, number 15. I need you to deliver a 

message to that house. You tell Jimmy Spain’s mother if he’s not in school by this 

afternoon I’m reporting her to the police for truancy.’ So, this wasn’t about me. It was 

worse,” Willimon says. He goes on to say, “Jimmy Spain was the toughest, meanest kid 

in the whole sixth grade. Huh, toughest, meanest kid in the whole school. But what’s 

truancy?  

 

Well, I journeyed down Tindal Street, bidding farewell to the safety of the schoolyard. 

The last two blocks were the toughest, entering the not so nice part of town, what was 

left of a sad neighborhood. Number 15 was a small house, peeling paint, messy yard, 

just the sort of house you expected Jimmy Spain to be holed up in, rough looking, 

sinister.  
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I stepped up on the rotting porch and knocked on the door. My heart sank when it 

was opened by none other than Jimmy himself. But before he could say anything the 

door was pulled open more widely and a woman in a faded, blue terrycloth bathrobe 

looked down at me. ‘What do you want?’ she asked in a cold, threatening tone. ‘Uh, 

I’m from the school. The principal sent me to…’ ‘The principal! What does that old fool 

want?’ ‘Uh, he sent me to say that we, uh, that is everybody at school misses Jimmy 

and wishes he were there today.’ ‘What?’ she sneered. ‘It’s like a special day today 

and everyone wants Jimmy there. I think that’s what he said.’” 

 

Well, that wasn’t what the principal said. William was supposed to issue a warning. 

What he actually said was encouraging, even comforting. Still, what had Jimmy and 

his mother needed to hear? 

 

One day, the Lord sent Isaiah with a message for His people, Israel. “Comfort, comfort 

My people, says Your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and cry to her that her 

warfare is ended, that her sin is pardoned, that she has received from the Lord’s hand 

double for all her sins.” 

 

Now that was a message of comfort, but earlier the Lord had sent Isaiah with a 

different message for Israel. “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put 

darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter. 

Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes and clever in their own sight…for they 

have rejected the law of the Lord Almighty and despised the Word of the Holy One of 

Israel… Woe to those who make unjust laws, to those who issue oppressive decrees, to 

deprive the poor of their rights and withhold justice from the oppressed of My people, 

making widows their prey and robbing the fatherless. What will you do on the day of 

reckoning, when disaster comes from afar? To whom will you run for help? Where will 

you leave your riches?” (Isaiah 5:20,21,24; 10:1-3)  

 

Now that was a message of warning. A message of comfort. A message of warning. 

Which one does God’s people need to hear? 
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William Willimon says that evening he told his mother at the supper table what the 

principal sent him to do. And she said, “That is the most outrageous thing I have ever 

heard! Sending a young child out in the middle of the school day to fetch a truant. 

And on that street! Mr. Harrelson ought to have his head examined. Don’t you ever 

allow anyone to put you in that position again!! Sending a child!” 

 

Sending a child. Elizabeth knew that’s exactly what God had done. She was well 

beyond childbearing years. At first her husband Zechariah thought it was the most 

outrageous thing he had ever heard. That he and his wife who had never been able 

to have children were now to have a son in their old age. But the Lord would convince 

him, too, with 9 months of forced silence. So, when the nine months came to an end 

on the day of John’s circumcision, Zechariah said God was indeed sending a child, 

named John, as He had sent Isaiah centuries before. “And you, my child, will be called 

a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for 

him.” (Luke 1:76) Prepare the way for the Lord, with a message of warning or a 

message of comfort? 

 

Israel needed a warning. They hid from change. In John’s day, as in Isaiah’s day, the 

doing of the law, the rituals of doing sacrifice, doing worship, staying clean, had 

become the doing over and over of the same things. And the doing over and over of 

the same things, the doing of the right things, had come to replace having a 

relationship with the Lord and taking His Word seriously. Just as today among God’s 

people the believing of the right things has come to replace having a relationship with 

the Lord and taking His Word seriously.  

 

But as far as the Lord is concerned, things will not just go on and on as they always 

have. Are we then to go on as though they will? There will be a day of reckoning. God 

has a plan. He is working that plan. That plan involved sending a child to shake things 

up. John would stick his neck out to preach warning, repentance, change, and he 

would eventually lose his head for it.  
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But for the moment John was to douse Israel in change, to upset the status quo, to 

change the current state of affairs, to prepare a highway for the Lord, to lift up the 

valleys and plow down the mountains. Who knew that the highway home for Israel 

would involve more than just standing in the middle of the road but would take them 

on a baptismal pilgrimage in which “rulers are brought down from their thrones but the 

humble are lifted up, the hungry are filled with good things but the rich are sent away 

empty”? (Luke 1:52-53)  For John was sent for the sake of another Child who was also 

sent by God to proclaim the same message as Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is on Me, 

because He has anointed Me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent Me to 

proclaim freedom for the prisoners, and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the 

oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

 

The people who heard Jesus speak these words that day in the synagogue in 

Nazareth thought it was the most outrageous thing they had ever heard. They would 

not be successful in their attempt that day to take Jesus’ head, but eventually they 

would silence Him, on a cross… but not permanently. Not even for nine months as 

Zechariah had been silenced. Jesus would be silenced for only three days. For this was 

the Lord’s plan, too. That by the death and the resurrection of this Child He had sent, 

His own Child, He could proclaim both warning and comfort: “Comfort, comfort, My 

people, says your God, speak tenderly to My people that their warfare is ended, that 

their iniquity is pardoned, not excused, but forgiven, pardoned, for the sake of that 

Child whom God sent to die on a cross. Tell them, My people, that they have received 

from the Lord’s hand double for all their sins. Double comfort. Comfort, comfort. 

 

William Willimon says that when he told Jimmy and his mother that it was a special day 

and everyone wanted Jimmy at school, when he spoke those words of 

encouragement and comfort, Jimmy looked at him in wonder. This toughest and 

meanest of all kids at Donaldson Elementary was listening carefully to every word 

William said. “Well, you tell that old fool that it’s none of his business what I do with my 

son, James. James,” his mother said, looking down at him, “do you want to go to that 

old school today or not?” He nodded his head. “Well, go get your stuff. And take that 

dollar off the dresser to buy lunch. I ain’t got nothing here.” “In a flash Jimmy was 

away and back again,” Willimon says. “And as we walked towards the school, we said 

not a word to each other. We walked up the steps to the school, took a right and 
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turned towards the principal’s office. I led him in and handed him off to the principal’s 

secretary. For the first time, Jimmy the Tough seemed not mean and threatening at all, 

but very small. As the secretary led him away, Jimmy turned and looked at me with a 

look of I don’t know, maybe regret, maybe embarrassment? But it could also have 

been a look of thanks, of gratitude.” 

 

Comfort is such a powerful message. The Lord’s Word of warning is what we need, but 

the message of comfort is also what we need, not license to go on as we have in the 

past, but forgiveness for the past, pardon, comfort, encouragement for the future. It is 

the two-fold message we ourselves are sent to tell. Willimon says that the night his 

mother said to him, “Don’t you ever allow anyone to put you in that position again,” 

he knew she was wrong. That day was the best day of his whole time at Donaldson 

Elementary. It was preparation for the rest of his life. It was his first experience of a God 

who thinks nothing of commandeering ordinary folk, like Isaiah, like John, like William, 

like you, like me, and handing them outrageous assignments. Like, “You, go. I need 

you to deliver a message...of warning and comfort.”     

 

Amen 

 


