between the prisoners’ homeland and the land of their captivity.  God, Israel’s Deliverer, was going to come to them over that highway to free them.  But His getting to them would be hindered by the obstacles in the desert.  They had to be broken down and filled in so that He could come to them quickly.


Our hearts in sin are such a desert, filled with obstacles like pride, greed, hatred, despair, concern for all kinds of worldly things while forgetting the one thing needed.  John the Baptist was sent in his day to get the people ready for Christ coming to them by ridding themselves of such things in their lives.  We call it repentance.  And we must do the same.  But where can we find the strength to do it?


The strength comes from the shout: “Double for all your sins.” Not double punishment, but double kindness, double blessing, divine grace that forgives.  That motivates the Christian heart that receives Jesus at His birth in faith.  The gifts of forgiveness and an eternal inheritance lie ahead. That’s God’s promise.  Divine grace spurs us on to prepare our hearts in repentant faith to receive Him.

How different from the talk that we hear in our world in this moment of time. The world’s way is to wage war.  Sometimes it’s necessary to defend ourselves, but not to pay back, to seek revenge, to give two black eyes for one. God’s way is that of forgiveness, changed hearts, and faith in Him.  So astounding is God’s way that the prophet wants to run to the highest mountain and shout out: “Look, look. Here is your God!  Here is your Savior! Here is the Shepherd that wants to provide, protect, and hold you in His arms! Go to Him. Be prepared to receive Him with joy when He comes.”


God grant us such a blessed Advent Season as He speaks to our hearts. He speaks like a lover to his beloved, with all tenderness and care to give us confidence in His gracious promise: “Double for All Your Sins.” God grant it to us in faith for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.
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Stomping into the kitchen, he slammed the door after him. Was he upset! His father asked, “Son, what’s wrong?” Then he noticed a welt under his son’s eye, red and swelling rapidly. “Have you been n a fight?” “One of the bigger boys jumped me on my way home.” “But I’ll get him back.  He got the better of me for now. But I’ll double what he did to me.  I’ll give him two black eyes!”


“I’ll double what he did to me!” Those are words spoken in pain and anger. Revenge! Pay back! “I’ll double what he did to me!”


Some people think that’s what God meant when He said, “Proclaim to Jerusalem…that she will receive from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.” Does God threaten people with a double dose of punishment for sin? What if He did pay us back double for all our wrongs against Him?

Thank goodness! In the mouth of God these words do not mean the same as that little boy’s outburst. Ironically, God means the exact opposite – not double revenge, but double blessing.  He will not repay us for sin with two black eyes, not even with one black eye.  He will forgive us twice over and make us whole again. In God’s world double for all your sins is a comforting promise of grace. God is no bully. Rather, He acts in opposite ways from us. 

So it is that in excitement Isaiah bids us, “Go up on a high mountain where all can see and hear you. Cry out the Good News: Here is your gracious God. He gives you double for all your sins!” 

I. It is a shout that comforts God’s people. And His people of old needed to hear it for Israel was in a sad, sad state of affairs. It was their own fault. Isaiah says it was a time of “hard service.”

“Hard service,” what does that mean? For you who remember the KJV word “Sabaoth” as in “Lord God of Sabaoth,” “hard service” comes from the same Hebrew word. Its basic meaning is “army,” then “military service,” then “warfare.” It pictures troubles in life that war against people’s souls, taking them captive in misery.

Imagine a war raging in our country. An enemy attacks and gains control. We lose everything - freedom, homes, economy, our way of life. The enemy establishes a government in which we have no say.  Everything that we once cherished vanishes.


For a number of years the enemy leaves us be, except for taxing us heavily, so heavily that you lose everything you owned. A movement arises among us to rebel and cast off our oppressors. But the enemy attacks us more heavily than before. Bombs, missiles, drones rain down on our neighborhoods and transform homes into junk piles. Below the rubble lie the corpses of thousands upon thousands killed. The survivors are sent into captivity in a distant land - prisoners of war. Hunger, disease, poverty, and more overwhelm the once most prosperous nation on the face of the earth. What a sorrowful time of unbearable misery! That is “hard service.”  


And that is exactly what happened to O.T. Israel when they turned from God. The powerful Babylonian armies swept over the land, pulled down Jerusalem’s walls, gutted Solomon’s temple, and left the once proud city a pile of smoking rubble. No longer was earthly Jerusalem the “golden city.” Those not killed in war were taken prisoners to a land far to the east. Israel lost everything. Captivity left them with no comfort, no happiness, and no hope for the future. How could this happen to God’s Chosen People?

It happened because they had turned from Him to their own ways. Sin became their way of life, rebellion against God, putting everything else in their lives ahead of Him. They even began to worship worthless idols. So, God sent them into “hard service” to discipline them. Great was their sorrow.

Sometimes I wonder if the way things are going in our land will bring about a similar thing.  They once called us a Christian nation.  Are we? And remember, we are a part of this nation too. Dare we divorce ourselves from the evidence of sin and blame others for our woes? “Hard service” is a terrible thing.

It began in the Garden of Eden when Adam and Eve fell to Satan’s treacherous blow. Captivity in sin enveloped us.  We all see and feel its effects. The sainted Apostle Paul did and wrote, “When I want to do good, evil is present with me…I see a different law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and taking me captive in sin. What a miserable wretch I am! Who will rescue me?” (Rom.7:21f).


But into the midst of that struggle came our champion, Christ Jesus. At His birth, even 700 years before it in our text, God told His messenger to call out: “Comfort, comfort, my people. Speak to the heart of Jerusalem. Preach to her that her hard service is over,  Her guilt for sin is paid in full, and she has received from the
LORD’s  hand double for all her sins.” Double for all her sins!


The way God proclaimed this is meant to give us confidence (Hebrew perfects). It’s as though for O.T. Israel Christ had already been born, even as we celebrate that birth in just a week from today.  For us it is an accomplished fact, and the same was true for OT Israel in God’s eyes. What He promises is done.  Forgiveness, full atonement, eternal release lies in that manger - double blessing for all our sins. It is a shout that comforts all God’s people who look to Him in faith, no matter the age or the time in which they live. Not two black eyes, not even one in revenge, but a promise of full healing that lifts the soul to heaven and makes it whole again.
II. As shout that prepares God’s people to receive Him.


Double for all sin! How wonderful that sound is to all who have greatly sorrowed over it, not just for the consequences of sin – the hard service – but the sin itself.  There is a difference.


Our young friend who endured the black eye was sorry that he had to receive it.  So sorry was he that he cried, “When I get hold of him, I’ll give him two black eyes!”  Sorry for his pain, but not for his role in the problem. That type of “sorrow” prompted revenge.

Revenge is not right for a child of God. “Do not think, ‘I will do to him as he has done to me. I’ll pay that man back for what he did” (Pv.24:29). “Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Do not take revenge. ‘Vengeance is mine. I will repay,’ says the Lord” (Ro.12:17f).

Thinking of this instruction from God’s Word, the boy’s father said, “So, now you want to give him two black eyes. If you do, what do you think he would want to do to you?” “Probably hurt me worse,” the boy replied. “And so it would keep on going,” the father said. “Each time somebody will hurt the other one worse than before, and sin will consume both of you.” The boy understood and was truly sorry for his evil intent, not just because of the consequences he endured, but for the sin that lay at the door of his heart.


It is to both these feelings of sorrow that God addresses His words in our text as we await our coming Lord, “Prepare a way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.  Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level; the rugged places a plain – and the glory of the Lord will be revealed.”


The picture is that of a highway being built through the desert
