
Songs of the Servant (1) ... Isaiah 42:1-9

We're in the second half of the book of Isaiah for 
our study this evening. Isaiah is often set before 
us as the greatest evangelical prophet of the OT 
era. Six hundred plus years before Jesus came, 
he saw a vision of a higher throne, of the King in 
resplendent glory, he was writing so much about 
him. His insights are precious - his predictions 
are sensational - for me, the prophet is a legend 
when it comes to messianic truth.  
And that's where this mini series comes into 
sharp focus - the spotlight is shining on what are 
often called, the servant songs of Jehovah ... four 
poems of the servant. The first one is here in 
chapter 42 where he is the supreme servant, the 
second in chapter 49 where he is the sovereign 
servant, the third in chapter 50 where he is the 
submissive servant, and the fourth runs from the 
last few verses in chapter 52 into chapter 53 
where he is the suffering servant. 

The truth is that Isaiah is looking forward into the 
future ... through the eye of faith, and with a real 
sense that God is going to do something big and 
beautiful, he looks beyond a distant horizon to a 
day when all of this will come to pass. And come 
to pass it did ... read the gospel narrative! That 
said, what didn’t happen at the first advent, will 
be fulfilled at the second advent when our Lord 
returns in power and glory. 
It dawned on me when I was reflecting on these 
chapters that they were talked about on the road 
to Emmaus ... you recall what happened there? 

The Lord Jesus drew near and shared with two 
sad men what Dr Luke called, ’things concerning 
himself' - and we know from Luke 24:27 that he 
used the books of ‘Moses and all the prophets’ in 
his conversation. What a moment! 
So, on that occasion, Jesus said to them: 'Look, 
guys, we’ve gone through the stuff that Moses 
wrote about, so far, so good, now, listen to this, 
the prophet Isaiah is also talking about me! I am 
the servant king.’ 
It was all so intimate, so up-close, so personal. It 
was quite a breathtaking revelation to them - and, 
as a result, their hearts were set on fire! 
That’s my prayer for you this evening - that you 
will catch such a vision of Jesus as Servant and 
Sovereign that a flame will ignite on the altar of 
your heart … their testimony was: ‘Were not our 
hearts burning within us while he talked with us 
on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?’
The big question we ask ourselves as we start 
out on our study is this, What do these songs tell 
us about the Lord Jesus Christ? The fact is, when 
we see him as he really is and when we have him 
where he belongs, then everything else falls into 
place.

I came across a lovely story the other day. It was 
about the father who was trying to get peace to 
read his copy of The Daily Telegraph. The 
problem was, every time he settled down and 
was engrossed with his nose in the paper, his 
little girl kept asking him questions. And so he 



came up with the bright idea that he would give 
her something to do - a kind-of diversionary 
tactic.
He leafed through one of the missionary 
magazines lying on the coffee table and found a 
map of the world. He cut it out in small pieces, 
and said: ‘Look, here’s a map of the world, see if 
you can put the jigsaw puzzle together!’ Feeling 
rather chuffed, he sat down for the nth time!
Guess what? In a few minutes, she was back! He 
just could not believe it. Taken completely by 
surprise, he asked her: ‘How did you do it so 
fast?’ Like a flash of lightning, she replied: ‘Well, 
Dad, it was easy. I found a picture of Jesus on 
the other side and I knew when I had him in the 
right place, the whole world would be all right.’
Simple, yet profound. And that’s the key for us to 
understand what’s happening here in Isaiah 42. 

The song breaks down nicely into three stanzas: 
one, verses 1-4, God speaks of his servant; two, 
in verses 5-7, God speaks to his servant; and, 
three, in verses 8-9, God speaks to his people. It 
seems to me that there are at least four things to 
be noted about Jesus in this first servant song.
And the first is, his relationship to God. We see 
that ever so clearly in verse 1, with the phrase: 
‘Here is my servant …’ Or, as some translations 
like the ESV have it, ‘Behold, my servant!’ It’s 
followed by an exclamation mark! There’s a 
change of tempo in the text … not unlike John the 
Baptist on the banks of the Jordan river when he 
saw Jesus approaching him - cf. John 1:29 - 
‘Behold the Lamb of God.’

Actually, in the previous verses, that word pops 
up a few times - behold the idolatry, behold the 
idolaters and their ultimate emptiness - they are 
suffering from delusion … here’s the amazing 
contrast when the inspired writer declares, 
‘Behold, Him … my servant!’ On one side, this 
shows the futility of life without God; on the other 
side, it reminds us of the fulness of life when we 
have a relationship with God. That tells us that in 
a crumbling world of crazy idols, the Servant is 
sufficient! He’s the one we all need!
He gives us a beautiful description of the servant 
when he speaks of him as ‘my servant.’ That 
underlines the depth of relationship both enjoy - it 
speaks of security, and identity … the word ‘my’ 
makes all the difference! He is the Father’s Son, 
yes, he is, he’s also the Father’s servant!
As a servant, he is at the Father’s disposal - he’s 
there to do whatever the Father wants, he’s there 
to go wherever the Father wishes - he will do the 
Father’s work as he carries out the Father’s will. 
His prime role is to represent the interests of his 
Father. And that’s what he did from the womb to 
the tomb. 
And he can do all of that because he is ‘upheld’ 
by God the Father (1) … there’s a couple of ideas 
behind that phrase - it means, as the servant, he 
will be strengthened by God at all times - through 
thick and thin, the Father will keep him going; 
two, it also means, ‘to grip fast, to hold on tight.’ 
That speaks of the Lord’s sovereign rights over 
his servant and his determination to keep his 
servant for himself - no matter how we look at it, 



that is an exclusive, exquisite relationship. An 
unbreakable bond.
He goes on to say that the servant is ‘my chosen 
one’ (1). The servant is appointed by God, he’s 
hand picked by God, he’s elected by God - and, 
because the choice is his, God upholds him. He 
equips him and supplies him with everything he 
needs to do his bidding.
See what follows on … he speaks of him as one 
in whom his soul delights (1). He finds pleasure in 
him. God is ecstatic about him because he thinks 
the world of him. Think about that little phrase - 
does it not remind you of what happened at the 
baptism of Jesus? That’s when a voice from 
heaven affirmed: ‘This is my Son, whom I love - 
[or, in whom I delight]; with him I am well pleased’ 
(Matthew 3:17). The spinoff is that he wants you 
and me to delight in him too! We should be able 
to say, Jesus is all the world to me! 
How reassuring that must’ve been for Jesus as 
the servant - at the outset of his public ministry, 
for him to know that the Father found immense 
joy and satisfaction in him must have been a real 
thrill … in the best sense of the phrase, he was 
the Father’s blue eye, the darling of heaven. The 
Father likes him and, yes, the Father loves him.
He goes on to say, ‘I will put my Spirit on him’ (1) 
… again, that has echoes of his baptism in the 
Jordan when the Spirit came upon him. He would 
empower the servant with a fresh anointing from 
on high. He’d be endued with divine power. So 
the servant of the Lord will be equipped by the 
Spirit of the Lord to fulfil the job in hand. We see 
it foretold in Isaiah 11, where we read: ‘The Spirit 

of the Lord will rest on him - the Spirit of wisdom 
and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of 
power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of 
the Lord …’ 
Jesus confirmed it himself in the Nazareth 
synagogue when he quoted from Isaiah 61:1-2 
(cf. Luke 4:18): ‘The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
because the Lord has anointed me …’ All that 
Jesus did as the servant, all that he said, he did 
in the power of the Spirit of God. That’s why he is 
unbeatable - he’s the champion, a superhero. 
See what he’s going to do … ‘he will bring justice 
to the nations’ (1). With God’s Spirit resting upon 
him, the servant’s ministry will be successful - so 
often when we think about justice, we think about 
a just and fair society, we think of equality and 
righteousness. And that’s all very important, but 
it’s not the major thrust of what’s anticipated here! 
Behind the idea of justice here is the idea of the 
truth of the Word of God. That is, the servant is 
going to bear witness to the truth of God’s Word. 
It is God’s Word and God’s truth that the world 
desperately needs, and this faithful, Spirit filled 
servant is going to bear witness to that. In fact, he 
will go further and actually embody it - for, in him, 
John says, we have the ‘Word made flesh.’ 
Look again, he will not only establish it in Israel, 
but he will bring it ‘to the nations’ (1). His task is 
to bring God’s truth to the peoples of the earth, to 
the Gentile nations, to the very ends of the earth, 
to you and me! It is international in its scope. The 
ripples are global in their reach … thank God for 
that.



And when that happens, justice is seen in all its 
beauty and glory - for it’s only then that men and 
women are in a right relationship with God and 
one another - it suggests that all is right, and that 
everything is as it was meant to be. That’s a 
ministry in which he specialises - we have been 
defaced and disfigured by sin, we’ve messed up - 
but this God, this God of justice, is big on getting 
us back into his shape - a ministry of restoration. 
He comes not only to put things right out there, 
but to put things right in here!
The second great theme of this song is found in 
verses 2-3 where we shine the spotlight on his 
relationship to others. Isaiah informs us: ‘He 
will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the 
streets. A bruised reed he will not break, and a 
smouldering wick he will not snuff out.’
I think these verses are some of the most 
beautiful you’ll find anywhere in the Bible … 
simply awesome they are. In fact, they are 
specifically quoted about Jesus in Matthew 
12:15-21. They show us what Jesus looks like 
and the kind of things he does and doesn’t do!
Here’s the one who’s coming to put things right, 
the one who has all power invested in him, the 
one who’s been specially selected for this role, 
and see what the preacher man says about him! 
There’s something unusual about him for this 
person bucks the trend, he swims against the tide 
… not what you’d expect, eh? That’s not the way 
the world does things!
The servant is someone renowned for modesty 
and meekness, along with majesty! See how 
quietly and gently he pursues his task … he just 

gets on with it and doesn’t bring any attention to 
himself. He’s not here to startle you, he’s not 
going to shout you down, he’s not going to stand 
and scream at you in front of your face, he’s not 
going to press the self promote button, he’s not a 
showman, he’s not aggressive, he’ll not domineer 
you - he will do all that he needs to do, sure he 
will, but he’s someone marked by tenderness, by 
mercy and compassion.
Here is someone who cares for the weakest, who 
has quality time for those who are at the very end 
of their rope - for those of us who look like and 
feel like a bruised reed or a smoking flax, a little 
oil candlelight that’s just about to go out … as the 
servant, he has a unique ministry to those of us 
who are crushed, to those of us who are ready to 
snap and break! He doesn’t snuff us out - rather, 
he will fan the flame. 
He doesn’t trample all over us, he doesn’t toss us 
away, he doesn’t extinguish the flickering ember - 
no, he does what he needs to do in order to get 
us up and going again! Jesus, as the servant of 
Jehovah, is attracted to weakness - he loves 
people who are battered and bruised, people who 
are damaged goods, people who are fearful, and 
feeble, and fragile. The tender touch of Jesus, the 
incredible patience of Jesus, are seen when he 
restores us to a place of usefulness.  
The third trait is seen in his relationship to his 
own trials, and we find that in verses 3 and 4. It’s 
a pity, but this doesn’t come out too clearly in the 
English translation - I have to say, in the Hebrew 
text, it is crystal clear! 



Isaiah declares that ‘he will not falter or be 
discouraged’ (4) … very interesting, indeed. It’s 
fascinating, though, when we realise there’s a link 
with what he’s just described in verse 3. You see, 
the Hebrew word for ‘falter’ is the same word that 
is translated as ‘bruised’ … and the Hebrew word 
for ‘discouraged’ is the same as the word that is 
used for ‘smouldering’ … it’s a play on words. 
See the connection there is between the Servant 
and you and me!
He’s a real man, living in the real world, dealing 
with real issues, and facing real challenges - but, 
in it all and through it all, he will not break and his 
light will not go out! He’s marked by strength and 
power, stamina and courage. That’s why he 
understands us so well, that’s why he knows 
what makes us tick; that’s why he comes to our 
aid, he’s there to help us and pull us through. 
Ah, my friend, isn’t that glorious - that’s where the 
servant puts the amazing back into grace! To be 
honest, he takes it to a whole new level when we 
read the outcome at the end of verse 4 - for him, 
it will be a classic case of mission accomplished! 
As the Servant, he’s not only sufficient, he is also 
successful! It has a ring of inevitability to it.  
The final cameo of the Servant is reflected in his 
relationship to his mission … and that takes up 
the rest of the song from verses 5-9. He starts off 
by reminding us who God is - he is transcendent, 
he is the great creator, he’s the one who keeps it 
all in sync, he is the giver and sustainer of life … 
this one is none other than Yahweh, Jehovah, the 
God who revealed himself to Israel in times past 

and the God who desires that his Servant reach 
out to the whole world … 
And the mission of the Servant is spelled out so 
clearly in verses 6 and 7 … there’s also a word of 
encouragement for the Servant in that God will be 
with him - he wasn’t doing it on his own or going 
on his own … look at it - the One who called him 
is the one who will take hold of his hand, he will 
keep him and make him a channel of blessing to 
needy souls around the world (and, guess what, 
that’s what he’ll do for you and me as well).
What an epic mission this is - ‘… a light to the 
Gentiles, to open eyes that are blind, to free 
captives from prison and to release from the 
dungeon those who sit in darkness.’ That’s a 
major mission, by any stretch of the imagination. 
But nothing is too big or too hard for him. Jesus is 
the light of the world - he even said it himself! 
The great news … ultimately, he will win the war! 
Jesus saves … Jesus redeems … Jesus delivers 
… Jesus rescues … Jesus emancipates, I can’t 
help but think of the words of Wesley’s old hymn: 
‘Thine eye diffused a quickening ray, I woke, the 
dungeon flamed with light; My chains fell off, my 
heart was free, I rose, went forth, and followed 
thee.’
Isaiah rounds it all off with a wonderful finale - 
another reminder that God is the Lord, that he is 
truly unique in every sense, that he is someone 
who is incomparable, even unrivalled - here is 
someone who protects the honour of his peerless 
name, who jealously guards the glory of his 
splendour and character … 



And he’s the one who runs the entire show from 
start to finish - in a world of tiny, little gods, he is 
God. He is in control of the future, just as he was 
in control of the past - he is sovereign, he is a 
good God of gracious providence. 
He’s the unchanging God, he’s aye the same, 
but, today, he’s in the business of doing ‘new 
things’ (9) … that’s all wrapped up in the work of 
the Servant - the new covenant in his blood, the 
new birth that the Holy Spirit gives to us, the new 
creation of which we become a part, the new 
song that we have begun to sing - and, at the end 
of time, he makes everything new! 
Yes, it’s the final stanza in the song … but, as we 
finish, we go back to the opening words in verse 
1, we hear them again: ‘Behold, my servant …!’ 
You see, it’s all about him - Jesus … for you and 
me, let’s never lose sight of Jesus!  
   
     


