THE SERVANT OF THE LORD

Text: Isaiah 42:1-9
Readings: Matthew 12:1-21
Theme: The Lord introduces his chosen Servant and describes his ministry of compassion, justice and deliverance. 
Purpose: To help us understand and appreciate the ministry of Christ as the Servant of the Lord. 


This passage is the first of four “servant songs” in the prophecies of Isaiah. They are a rich and beautiful part of this book.

You should not think of the servant as a slave but rather as God’s representative, a trusted envoy. Think of the honoured position that Eliezer had in the household of Abraham and the responsible tasks he was given. 
The Servant in Isaiah refers first of all to the people of Israel who were chosen by God and were called to serve him.
But Israel did not serve God faithfully and the Lord promised to send another servant, an individual, the Messiah, who would do his will and serve him faithfully. This Servant would be a prophet like Moses, a priest like Aaron, and a king like David; but he would succeed where each of these men had failed. 
So in these servant passages Isaiah first of all has in mind the people of Israel, but he also looks ahead to the coming Messiah, Jesus Christ, God’s chosen one. 

Notice how God introduces his Servant.

In verse 1 we read that God will uphold him. This promise is repeated in verse 6 where God said; “I will take hold of your hand.”
The Servant was given a very difficult task and the Lord God promised to sustain and strengthen him in it; he would hold his hand so he would not stumble and fall. 

God also says he delights in him. God the Father confirmed that in the baptism of Jesus when a voice came from heaven saying; “You are my son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” (Luke 3:22) God delighted in his Son because during his ministry Jesus did the will of his Father and completed the work he had been sent to do. (John 4:34; 17:4)

God also said; I will put my Spirit on him.”
In chapter 11:2 Isaiah had promised this about the Branch, the Messiah; “The Spirit of the Lord will rest upon him…” This too was fulfilled in the baptism of Jesus when the Holy Spirit came down from heaven as a dove. Jesus conducted his entire ministry in the power of the Spirit. 

The rest of this passage is about the ministry of Jesus. 
We will see that it was one of compassion, justice and deliverance. 

1. His ministry of COMPASSION (v 2-3a)

a. In verse 2 we read;
“He will not shout or cry out,
or raise his voice in the streets.”

The Messiah here is contrasted with Cyrus, who is described in chapter 41, who was also a servant of the Lord; but Cyrus, the king of Persia, was a ruthless ruler who defeated the Babylonians in 539BC. 
Jesus, however, would not come as a great military ruler, he would not shout orders like a sergeant major; nor would he be a trouble maker or a rabble-rouser; he would not be obnoxious or over-bearing. 
Instead he would be quiet and gentle. During his ministry, especially at the beginning, he deliberately avoided situations of conflict and confrontation. He came as the Prince of Peace to set up God’s kingdom on earth. (Is 9:6) He had a ministry of compassion and peace.

b. In verse 3 we read another aspect of this compassion;
“A bruised reed he will not break, and a smouldering wick he will not snuff out.”
A bruised reed is weak and fragile. And if you have a smouldering wick on a candle, you need to give it care and attention to keep it burning; you need to protect and shield that sputtering little flame. 

This is how God treated the exiles who were in Babylon, because they were like this.

This is how the Lord Jesus treated those in need while he was on earth. He had compassion on his people for they were like sheep without a shepherd. He healed the lame and the lepers. He spoke kindly to children. He helped the widows. 

Jesus looks after us today in the same way. 
Some of you may feel like a bruised reed, battered by other people or by your situation. 
You may feel like a smouldering wick; your faith may be feeble and your hope may be small; you may lack assurance of salvation or you may feel discouraged. 
Be assured that Jesus knows your situation and how you feel. He knows the state of your soul and where you are in your faith. He says to you; “Come to me all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest. Take my yoke on you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” (Matt 11:28f) As the Servant of the Lord Jesus has a ministry of compassion.

2. Secondly, we consider his ministry of JUSTICE (v 3b-4)

The word “justice” literally means “that which is straight”. The standard of Justice is God’s character and his laws and commands – they define what is right and true. 

The people of Israel were supposed to practice justice in their nation but they failed. This is why many of the psalms are passionate cries for God to bring about justice on earth! (cf. Psalms 9-12 and 74-77) 

Because God’s servant Israel failed in this task God sent his Servant to “bring justice to the nations.” (v 1) In verse 4 we read that he will establish “justice on earth”. 

We need to read the word “justice” very broadly here. It covers the truth about God, and his laws, and his plans for salvation. It includes the entire new order that Christ the King would establish.

Not only should we read the word “justice” broadly, but we should also see the wide extent of his just rule. Isaiah prophesied; “In his law the islands put their hope.” “The islands” refers to the Gentiles. Jesus “will bring justice to the nations.” (v 1). 

The mission of the Servant of the Lord was breath-taking in its scope. It was not a “mission impossible”, because all things are possible with God, but it was a gigantic mission that would extend the justice and the rule of Christ over all the earth. 

With such a mammoth task in front of him God assures us that “he will not falter or be discouraged.” (v 4a) The verbs translated as falter and discouraged are borrowed from verse 3. They anticipate that the Servant of the Lord will face opposition and will suffer; the final servant song in Isaiah 53 prophecies about that more explicitly. 

Despite what he suffered the Messiah kept going and did not fail in his task. He had courage and stamina and strength and he brought God’s order and justice on the earth. He did his task with diligence and “in faithfulness”. (v 4)

At present there is much injustice and disorder in the world and in our own society. We do not yet see Christ’s just rule over all the earth. But by faith we see Jesus crowned with glory and honour, seated at God’s right hand and we believe that he is putting all his enemies under his feet. (Heb 2:8f; 1 Cor 15:25) “He will bring justice to the nations.”  

3. Jesus has a ministry of compassion which is a comfort to us, of justice which is encouraging for us, and, finally, he has a ministry of DELIVERANCE (v 5-7)

What Isaiah has prophesied about God’s Servant is so astounding some people may not believe this is possible. So before he explained this final part of his ministry God reminds us, in verse 5, that he is sending this servant; “This is what the Lord God says”! This is God the great Creator who made the heavens and the earth! (v 5) His Servant will be able to do this work because God the Creator has sent him and will uphold him in all he does!

With this reassurance Isaiah goes on to prophesy a ministry of deliverance. In verse 6 we read; “I, the Lord, have called you in righteousness.” 
The word “righteousness” is used here in the general sense of God’s salvation, redemption and victory. God has called his Servant to fulfil his purpose of delivering his people.

a. That deliverance would first be directed, first of all to the people of Israel. (v 6b) “I will keep you and make you to be a covenant for the people.” 

The people refers to Israel and the covenant is God’s agreement with his people that he will be their God and they will be his people. But they did not keep their part of the covenant; they ignored God’s laws and disobeyed his commands. 

This is why God sent his Servant “to be a covenant for the people.” Jesus is the essence and the focus of the covenant. He kept God’s covenant laws, fulfilled the covenant promises and now applies to his people all the covenant blessings. 

These are the “new things” God declared to his people. (v 9) At his last Passover meal with his disciples Jesus said; This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matt 26:28) 

This is why Matthew quoted these words of Isaiah as fulfilled in the ministry of Jesus. In his gospel Matthew includes many quotes from the OT; this one from Isaiah 42 is the longest sustained quotation he gives, which highlights just how important it is. (Matt 12:17-21) God established the New Covenant, these “new things” through his servant, the Messiah. 

b. The deliverance Jesus brought was also directed to all the nations; he would be “a light for the Gentiles.” (v 6) This is another way of saying that Jesus would bring salvation to the Gentiles.

Again, this was the task of the people of Israel, but yet again, they failed to do that. They were not a good witness about the Lord. 

So God the Father sent his Son, his Servant, as the light of the world. (John 8:12) He came as light into a world of darkness. He would “open eyes that are blind,…free captives from prison, and …release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness.” (v 7)

From this verse some have developed what has been called “Liberation Theology” which makes a directly political application of these verses. 
But this verse applies first and foremost to release from the prison of sin and Satan. Jesus Christ came to set us free from bondage to Satan; this is a spiritual deliverance first of all. 
You can see that as you read the gospels. Many believed in Jesus. Their sins were forgiven. They were delivered from slavery to the Devil. 

All this has implications for us in our society. We are lights set on a hill, we are to shine in our small corner, we are to be witnesses for the Lord Jesus, we are servants of Christ carrying out his work of deliverance in the world. 

We need to think about how to carry out this mission of deliverance in our own community and district and nation. 
What can you do as an individual, and what can we do as a church, to have a ministry of compassion, justice, and deliverance to those around us? How can you do the work of the Lord Jesus in your situation? How can you serve him in the place he has put you? How can you bring glory to God in your life and study and work?

This last question is based on verse 8; “I am the Lord; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or my praise to idols.”

The Lord God sent the Messiah Jesus as his Servant. He gave him a ministry of compassion, justice and deliverance. He upheld him in the work he did.

Ultimately, all the glory for all of this must go to God. This is the great theme of the Bible. This is the chief end of man – to glorify God and enjoy him forever; to praise him for the great work of salvation he has brought about in his Servant, the Lord Jesus. 

Amen


