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“Servant of the Lord.” That’s the New Testament description for what disciples of Jesus are supposed to be. Paul often introduces himself in his letters as a servant of Jesus: “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus (Philippians 1:1). The Servant of the Lord is not just a Christian metaphor, however. It lies deep in the Hebrew Bible with the names of many who were faithful servants of the Lord. And here in Isaiah 40-55 we have the Bible’s most eloquent descriptions of a servant of the Lord. We find four “Servant Songs” as our focus for Epiphany 2011:  Isaiah 42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9; and 52:13 to 53:12. On the table in the foyer is an article to give you some historical background of this book called “Second Isaiah” and of these four Servant Songs.

Why does the singer appear instead of the preacher? Why a poet rather than a professor? Perhaps the prophet knew something about the power of songs. When we are at our wits’ end and we don’t know how we will be able to get out of this mess, we don’t need an explanation. We don’t need someone to chastise us for the mistakes we have made. When we yearn for newness, for a new beginning, for a chance to see a bright future, for hope, we need a song. Miriam sang as the people crossed the sea to safety. Her namesake Miriam sang when she learned that she would be the mother of the messiah Jesus. We come here each week not just to hear a sermon and to pray but also to sing. Sometimes it is only the song which sustains us, so this month we hear the songs of the servant of the Lord.  
THE CALL OF A SERVANT (42:1)

The first Servant Song tells us that the servant hears a call of the Lord. Please open your Bible to Isaiah 42. The prophet writes the words, but Yahweh (the Lord) is the one who sings the song: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights” (42:1). The Lord points to someone and designates that person or community as the Lord’s servant. Who chooses a servant? The Lord God does. Our motivation for servanthood comes from the Lord’s call for our lives.

This call of the servant in Isaiah 42 is used in the Gospel records at the baptism of Jesus: And a voice came from heaven, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased.” (Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22; Matthew 3:17). The early gospel writers see in Jesus of Nazareth a fulfillment of the servant songs of Second Isaiah. I want to be cautious about how Jesus fulfills this prophecy of the call of the servant: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.”  We abuse the Hebrew Bible when we too quickly forget the historical situation of Second Isaiah and jump over 500 years to the life and ministry of Jesus. Yes, Jesus fulfills this prophecy of the servant song in Isaiah 42. No, Jesus of Nazareth is neither the first nor last servant to respond to the Lord’s call (although Jesus is our best revelation of what the Lord wants a servant to be). 

Each of us today is called by the Lord to be a servant, no matter our qualifications. Several years ago in Charlotte, North Carolina, The Alliance of Baptists elected a new president--Ann Quattlebaum. She said she struggled for a week with whether or not to accept the offer to be considered for president. Then she asked herself, “Where did we ever get the idea that we must be qualified before we accept a call to be the Lord’s servant?” Ann Quattlebaum said that she was not qualified but she was willing to answer the call to be the Lord’s servant. 

The servant’s qualifications are not mentioned here. The servant is called by the Lord, and that is all that is necessary for us to enter the Lord’s service. Our main motivation for being a servant is the Lord’s call. The call comes at Jesus’ baptism, my baptism, and your baptism: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights” (42:1).

THE TASK OF A SERVANT (42:1c, 3c, 4b)

What is this servant called to do? The servant’s task is sung three times by Yahweh: 

“He is to bring forth justice to the nations.” (v. 1c)



“He will faithfully bring forth justice.” (v. 3c)

“Until he has established justice in the earth.” (v. 4b)

The servant is to bring forth justice to all the nations of the earth. Now when we Christians think of servanthood, we think of attending church, serving on a committee, reading the Bible, praying, and being nice to your pastors. What is this call to bring forth justice?

As we shall see in these Servant Songs of Second Isaiah, the servant has an inward journey and an outward journey. The inward journey is tending to our personal relationship with the Lord through worship, prayer, Bible study and meditation. The outward journey is about mission and ministry to those around us.

When the Lord calls each of us to servanthood, the task is both the inward journey and also the outward journey. Which is more important? Well, which is more important in breathing--breathing oxygen in or exhaling carbon dioxide out? Just try doing one without the other right now and see how long you last! We need both inward and outward breathing and our servanthood needs both the inward and outward journey.  Next week we will hear the second Servant Song of Isaiah 49 and the call for the inward journey. Today in this first Servant Song the Lord calls the servant to an outward journey to bring forth justice.

Justice. We usually talk about justice when we feel that we are unjustly treated. How often will we shout when we are wronged, “That’s not fair! I want justice!”? When we cry for justice, it’s usually because we feel that we have been wronged. We want justice for us, for our family, for our team, for our nation. 

The Lord names the task of the servant three times in this first Servant Song:  He is to bring forth justice to the nations (v. 1c); he will faithfully bring forth justice (v. 3c); until he has established justice in the earth (v. 4b). The Lord calls the servant to strive for justice not just for my family, my team, my nation, but for everyone. 

Here the historical situation of Second Isaiah shows us the significance of this servant’s outward journey for justice for everyone. I think that Second Isaiah was written at the very end of the Babylonian exile of the Hebrew people. In 587 B.C.E. Nebuchadnezzar’s powerful military captured Jerusalem, burned the city, tore down Solomon’s temple, massacred men, women and children, and marched the remaining citizens across the desert to Babylonia, which is present-day Iraq. I think Saddam Hussein attended the same leadership classes Nebuchadnezzar did.

The people called for justice. They wanted Nebuchadnezzar defeated and their homes restored. They waited. They waited forty-seven years there in Babylon. And slowly they began to think about what Jeremiah had said earlier. Jeremiah said that the Lord did not want to stop Nebuchadnezzar from conquering Jerusalem because the Lord could use even Babylon to discipline the wayward people of Yahweh. Earlier they had called Jeremiah a traitor, but there in Babylon they began to believe that Jeremiah had been right--the Lord could use kings of other nations for divine purposes—even if the king did not worship the Lord of Israel.  

And now, forty-seven years later, the prophet of Second Isaiah hears the news of Cyrus of Persia who is conquering other nations. In 539 B.C.E. Cyrus defeats the Babylonian army, but Cyrus is no Nebuchadnezzar. The Babylonian policy (so evident to the people of Jerusalem) was to define justice as obliterating the culture of peoples they defeated--to destroy their cities, drag them to exile in another land, and make their religion illegal. Nebuchadnezzar believed justice meant launching preemptive strikes, offering shock and awe military power, and being right through might.

Cyrus, however, defined justice as returning captured people to their homeland and granting them financial aid to rebuild economic, social and religious institutions for their own peoples. Second Isaiah is realizing that the Lord can use not only Nebuchadnezzar as the Lord’s servant but also Cyrus the Persian. 

Can anyone in 539 B.C.E. hear the Lord sing, My servant is to bring forth justice to the nations, and not think of Cyrus as an example of a servant of the Lord who brings forth justice to the nations? As a matter of fact, Isaiah 45 is addressed directly to Cyrus: Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped to subdue nations before him and strip kings of their robes, to open doors before him--and the gates shall not be closed. 

Some have wondered if the Servant of the Lord in this first Servant Song is Cyrus himself. The Servant in these songs is obviously more than Cyrus, but Cyrus is a wonderful example of what the Lord is calling servants to do in their outward journey. Cyrus the servant is called to bring forth justice to the nations.
THE WAY OF A SERVANT (4:2-3)

It is not Babylonian justice; for Babylonian justice is based on getting what you deserve. Babylonian justice is about shouting in the streets, “We are number one and you are defeated!” Babylonian justice is about crushing with military might and subjecting conquered nations to Babylonian religion, Babylonian culture and Babylonian values. 

Yahweh, however, sings to the chosen servant, “He will not cry or lift up his voice; or make it heard in the street” (42:2). The servant’s manner of speech is in contrast to the shouting in Babylon. The Lord’s servant will not use violent or coercive words or violent and coercive force: A bruised reed he will not break a dimly burning wick he will not quench (42:3).

Here we have the servant Cyrus who is no Babylonian. He believes in compassionate justice. Justice for Cyrus and for the Lord is more than getting what we deserve. In the biblical understanding, justice does not exclude mercy. Justice makes mercy possible. The prophet of Second Isaiah sees clearly that Yahweh’s justice means not only the beginning of the Babylonian captivity because of Israel’s unfaithfulness. The prophet says that the Lord’s justice also means compassion and mercy; for, through the military leader Cyrus, the Lord is forgiving them and bringing the Lord’s people home. In mercy and compassion the Lord gives them more than they deserve.

Again we see Jesus of Nazareth as a perfect example of the servant of Isaiah 42. Jesus does not come with military might or coercive power. He, like the servant of Isaiah, is merciful and compassionate. A bruised reed he will not break a dimly burning wick he will not quench. In Jesus of Nazareth we have a new beginning for those who have no hope for new beginnings. 

One of the most profound insights of Second Isaiah is that there is one God and that this God is both Creator and Redeemer for the entire world. Because we read Genesis 1 on the first page of our Bible, we think that the creation story there was always known by the Hebrew people. 

Until the time of Second Isaiah, the Jewish people thought that Yahweh was their god but that other nations had their own gods. They considered the defeat of Jerusalem in 587 B.C.E. as the defeat not only of their army but also of their God. As they sat in exile in Babylon, however, they began to realize that Yahweh was the God of all peoples and that the Lord had allowed Nebuchadnezzar and Cyrus to be used for divine purposes. In Babylon they began to realize that the God who redeemed them through the military power of Cyrus was also the God who created them and created the whole world. The creation story of Genesis 1 began to be written down while they were in Babylon.

Why? When you are looking for hope, for a new beginning in your life, where do you look for help to begin again? You can look to yourself or to other people, but real help comes from the God who began the whole creative process. If the Lord God created the whole universe, then we can trust this Lord to help us begin our lives again. After all, this God is in the creation business. Isaiah sings, “Thus says God, the LORD, who created the heavens and stretched them out” (42:5a).  


We are not surprised, then, when John’s Gospel account begins with creation language: In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God. Isaiah believes that the Lord of creation is about to do a new thing with the people of Israel. John the gospel writer believes that the Lord of creation is about to do a new thing with the ministry of Jesus. And I believe the Lord of creation is about to do a new thing in your life today, no matter how closed, fated, or determined you think your options are. 

We are shocked at the news of the shooting of Arizona Representative Gabby Giffords and the death of six persons attending her “Congress on the Corner” event in Tucson yesterday. A bullet passed through Gibbons’ head and she is in critical condition. At the candlelight vigil last night, one Arizona representative said, “A bullet cannot stop love. A bullet cannot stop hope.”

This is exactly Isaiah’s message for us today. When we yearn for newness, for a new beginning, for a chance to see a bright future, we need a song. When we need hope, sometimes only a song can give us what we need. The poet offers us songs about a faithful servant of the Lord. The song begins with the words of the Lord of all creation, “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.” Remember: You are already blessed and in you the Lord of creation delights; therefore, you and I are called as servants of the Lord for the healing of the nations so that [sing] “fear will die and hope increase.”   
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