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We have a small part to play in a very big story, which is the story of God’s love. This is true for us as 

individuals, and it is true for us as a congregation. As a congregation, we have a small part to play in 

the story of God’s love. The book of Isaiah helps us understand more about the part we play. 

When we are reading the book of Isaiah, it helps to understand that this is a book comprised of three 

distinct sections. The first section is chapters one through thirty-nine. If we were to give the first 

section a title, we might call it “The transgressions and guilt of the nation of Israel”.  

The tone of the book changes dramatically in chapter forty with these words, “Comfort, comfort ye my 

people.” This middle portion, chapters forty through fifty-five might be given the title, “God’s 

Faithfulness”. It is all about the ways God is faithful to God’s people.  

This portion was first heard by the people of Israel about 550 years before the time of Christ. At this 

time, the political and cultural leaders of the people were living in exile in Babylon. Their capital city, 

Jerusalem, had been destroyed by the Babylonian army, and the Temple lay in ruins. These sixteen 

chapters contain some of the greatest poetry in all of Holy Scripture. These poems, including the poem 

we read today, are about the way God is faithful to God’s people, and the way God’s people play an 

essential part in the story of God’s work. 

The chapter we are reading today, chapter forty-two, is especially instructive. In the first four verses 

God presents God’s servant to the nations, in a sort of royal, legal announcement. The critical point 

here is that God’s servant is not an individual. When we hear the verse, Here is my servant, whom I 

uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights we might assume that this refers to an individual. But the 

individualistic world view we bring to our reading comes from our time, not from Isaiah time. During 

the past several hundred years we have come to think of our lives in individual terms. We think the 

words of scripture apply to us as individuals.  

In most cases this leads to misunderstanding what Jesus, and St. Paul and the Hebrew prophets were 

talking about. For Jesus and St. Paul and the Hebrew prophets salvation was not an individual 

enterprise. Faith was not an individual enterprise. Reading scripture was not an individual enterprise. 

The traditional understanding of the world, held by Jesus and St. Paul and the Hebrew prophets, is that 

we sink or swim together. We build the kingdom of heaven together. 

Likewise, in today’s reading God’s servant is the nation of Israel. God upholds God’s people. God 

delights in God’s people. God puts God’s spirit upon the people to bring justice to the nations. 

He will not cry out, or lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street; This is an especially striking 

description. These words are intended to stop us in our tracks. God has put forth God’s chosen 

emissary, God’s servant people. They will bring justice to the nations, but not with swords and loud 

shouts. This is an unexpected twist in the pronouncement. People were expecting God to send a mighty 

conqueror into the world. 

Instead, God upholds a nation of people as his servants, who will lead, not through their destructive 

power, but through their gentle persistence. A bruised reed he will not break. But never mistake 



kindness for weakness, nor meanness for strength. The servant people will not grow faint or be crushed 

until the time when God’s justice is established on the earth. This is God’s royal announcement of the 

work of God’s servant people. 

The remaining verses of the poem are spoken directly to God’s servant people. I am the Lord..I have 

taken you by the hand and kept you; I have given you as a covenant to the people, as a light to the 

nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeons. If we had not 

understood the first verses of the poem, these words might lead to feelings of self-importance. But the 

whole picture of the God’s servant people is not one of grandeur and power over others.  

God’s people are servants of the Lord of love. They must be gentle in pursuing the work of God’s 

justice and love. They must be persistent, knowing that God is upholding them. They will not faint or 

be crushed. They will seek to liberate those who are oppressed and held captive. They will care for 

those in great need. In all of this, they will be as a light to the nations.  

This is our sacred story. I hold onto this poem, almost as a creed, as directions for how we are to be 

God’s people in the world.  

There is one more piece of this story that is most relevant for us today. We must remember this 

pronouncement about the work of God’s servant people was first heard in their time of greatest 

weakness, as the exiles were still in Babylon, as the Temple lay in ruins. Their capacity to liberate 

those who had been oppressed and those wrongly imprisoned, was not reliant on the strength of their 

army, because they had no army. Their effectiveness at being agents of God’s justice was not reliant on 

the grandeur and strength of their cities, because their only real city, the city of Jerusalem, had been 

destroyed. Their ability to serve as a light to the nations was not based on the beauty and sanctity of 

their houses of worship, because their only place of worship, the Temple, had been destroyed and all of 

the gold and valuable decorations had been stripped away by armies and thieves. 

This is a message of hope. God calls us to be God’s servant people, in the time of our weakness. God 

calls us to work with gentleness and compassion, even though we are also in need of being treated with 

gentleness and compassion. God calls us to be a light to the nations, even as we struggle to see the next 

step forward in our path.  


