
Songs of the Servant (2) ... Isaiah 49:1-13

We're back again this evening in the book of the 
evangelical prophet, Isaiah ... the focus of our 
interest is chapter 49 where we are lifting the lid 
on the second of the four Servant songs ... the 
theme here is: the calling of the Servant. 
We did the first one last evening when we 
explored chapter 42 where we thought about the 
equipping of the Servant. We were reminded then 
that the hope of the world is a Servant!

And, after today’s study, there's two more for you 
to consider - one in chapter 50, and the final one 
runs from the closing verses in chapter 52 into 
chapter 53. It seems to me that these 3 songs 
present God’s Servant, the Messiah, in three 
distinct and vital relationships - for example, song 
2 shines the spotlight on how his mission extends 
to the Gentile nations; song 3 focuses primarily 
on him and his Father; and song 4 zooms in on 
how he relates to his people Israel.

It’s very interesting, but he tells us here in chapter 
49 that he's going to do this and that, but he 
doesn't tell us precisely how it's all going to fall 
into place - in other words, he doesn't blitz us and 
bamboozle us with loads of info ... he gives it to 
us in bite-size chunks. 
These are known to us as poems or songs of the 
Servant - we usually call them songs, but there is 
nothing to say they were ever sung by Jewish 
people at their festivals or feasts ... on a musical 
note, these 4 songs have one string to their bow 

and that is Jesus! They are all about Him. The 
Servant comes over as one who is both the Son 
and the Sovereign - each of these songs pay an 
eloquent tribute to him as the Servant King. Here 
is a Servant worth singing about!
There are three main sections in this song - the 
first is in verses 1-6, where the Servant himself is 
speaking - it's autobiographical ... he's doing the 
talking and he's talking about himself. 
The second section stretches from verse 7 down 
to verse 12 ... that's where God is speaking to the 
Servant. That's clear from the use of the second 
person in verses 7-8 ... the word ‘you’ is repeated 
over and over again. And in verses 9-12 we have 
the words ‘they’ and ‘them’ used when referring to 
the Servant’s people. The third section is in verse 
13 ... one verse which highlights the response to 
this revelation from the pen of Isaiah. 
I read recently that ‘the world is full of people who 
want to serve in an advisory capacity.’ I chuckled 
when I read it, but it's so true! That certainly can't 
be said about the Lord Jesus - he didn't come to 
this world with good advice, he came with good 
news ... good news that sinners can be forgiven 
and life can become excitingly new! We see how 
that simple truth is taken to a whole new level in 
these verses in Isaiah 49 ... 
There are a few things worth pondering about the 
Lord Jesus in this Servant song. The first one is, 
The Servant’s Identity - we find that in verses 
1-3. Let me read them again - keep in mind as I 
do so that, in verse 1, the Servant is speaking to 



the ‘coastlands’ or islands and the ‘peoples from 
afar’ - that's shorthand for all the people who 
populate Planet Earth; that is, the Gentile nations. 
This gives you some idea of the reach of this 
message - it's beyond the borders of Israel to the 
far flung corners of the earth. There's an 
international feel to it - it has a global dimension. 
‘Before I was born the LORD called me; from my 
birth he has made mention of my name. He made 
my mouth like a sharpened sword, in the shadow 
of his hand he hid me; he made me into a 
polished arrow and concealed me in his quiver. 
He said to me, “You are my Servant, Israel, in 
whom I will display my splendour.”’
Wonderful words. Amazing truths. We read them 
and we feel way out of our depth - this is Jesus, 
the Servant, it's all so incredibly intimate and 
personal - he bares his heart, he opens up and 
shares his inmost thoughts - the words ‘I, me 
[and] my’ pop up over and over again! 
This is how the Servant looks at his past in 
relation to eternity, AND this is how he comes to 
terms with his upbringing in those 30 years when 
he was kept under wraps, when he was hidden 
from public gaze and scrutiny, when he was off 
centre stage and out of the limelight ... 
I think these words give us a beautiful glimpse 
into the mind of Jesus; a breathtaking insight into 
how, as the Servant, he saw his role in the drama 
of God’s purpose and plan. 
There are two unmissable truths in verse 1 - in 
the first, we are transported out of time and into 
eternity ... the Servant Jesus is conscious of his 
relationship with God before time began. God 

had a special mission for him and he called him, 
he appointed him, he chose him to fulfil that role - 
his was a gospel centred ministry. Even before 
his birth, the Father had big ideas for him ... his 
was a rescue mission to redeem lost people to 
himself!
The second truth relates directly to his birth in the 
most humble of surroundings in Bethlehem. The 
torchlight shines on his beginnings. The unseen 
hand of God was on him even in the darkness of 
his mother’s womb, he repeats that fact down the 
page in verse 5 - echoes there of David in Psalm 
139 ... sure enough, we know from the biblical 
narrative that Joseph and Mary had no say at all 
in choosing his name. An angel told them before 
it all happened that he would be called Jesus! 
And that was that! Why that name? Because he 
would save his people from their sins!
It's clear from verse 2 that the Servant would fulfil 
a prophetic role, he would engage in a preaching 
ministry - he talks about his mouth being ‘like a 
sharp sword’ - then, he says, he was ‘made [into] 
a polished arrow’ ... ah, a sword cuts and a 
polished arrow penetrates deeply! The sharpness 
of a sword is its effectiveness. A polished arrow is 
renowned for its accuracy - it's been well rubbed 
down, its aerodynamic, no rough bits, nothing will 
deflect it - it's on target! The sword wins victories 
close at hand, the arrow hits distant targets. 
He also speaks about being ‘hidden’ in the 
‘shadow of God’s hand’ - that is, God had a 
sword up his sleeve ... and he was ‘concealed 
[hidden] in his quiver’ ... that's hugely significant 
for, again, that's what actually transpired. He was 



lying low up there in Nazareth ... getting on with 
life, learning his father’s trade, doing all the stuff 
that Jewish men did. He was living in obscurity in 
a peasant home. Read the Gospel narrative and 
that's so evident - the thought is that he would be 
revealed at the appointed hour, not a minute too 
soon. In God’s perfect timing, when the arrow 
was highly polished, the Servant would be made 
known to the nation. 
The lesson is: Jesus is a man with a message - 
there was nothing blunt about his words, they hit 
hard and they hit home! The testimony of those 
who heard him was that ‘never man spake like 
this man.’ Think of the references in Ephesians 6 
and Hebrews 4 to the ‘sword of the Spirit’ being 
the Word of God. There's something similar in 
Revelation 19. See how it all links together - we 
can join the dots when we compare scripture with 
scripture. 
It's interesting to note, in verse 3, that the Servant 
is addressed as ‘Israel’ ... that raises all kinds of 
issues, the obvious one being, Is he talking here 
about the nation of Israel, the ancient people of 
God? A quick look back to some of the earlier 
chapters will show you that Israel has messed up 
badly. She has blown it big time. To put it simply, 
Israel has failed on many fronts. 
So ... the name in verse 3 is a name given to the 
Servant because he is all that Israel ought to be! 
He's different. He's the only one who can live up 
to God’s expectations. In fact, he's the only one 
who can deliver the goods outlined in verse 5 ... 
he alone can pull it off ... single-handedly, he's 
the one who can ‘bring Jacob back to God and 

gather Israel to himself’ (NIV). The only one who 
can take me from where I am and bring me back 
and restore me to sweet fellowship with Israel’s 
God. 
And, as a result, God will be glorified in him and 
through all that he accomplishes. His stunning, 
sparkling splendour will be revealed. The glory of 
God, his eye catching beauty, will be on show ... 
a sense of awe and wonder fills the air. 
When we move into verse 4 we are confronted 
with ... The Servant’s Despondency. In verse 1 
the stress is on God calling him from the womb - 
now, in verse 4, we read, ‘But I said ...’ It's one 
thing to be called by the Lord, but then there's a 
dark cloud that comes over him ... ‘But I said, “I 
have laboured to no purpose, I have spent my 
strength in vain and for nothing.”’ In spite of the 
divine call, there is a sense of utter despondency 
and dejection that sweeps over the Servant. 
There's no explanation for it here - in the first 
song, in 42:4, there was a hint that trouble was 
brewing - ‘he will not falter or be discouraged.’ A 
sense that opposition was on the near horizon. 
Cast your eye down to verse 7, where we read 
that he would be ‘despised and abhorred by the 
nation’ - and that's his own people, the nation of 
Israel that he's referring to. People can't stand 
him, they hate him, they are intolerant of him, 
they want to get rid of him as quickly as they can. 
He came unto his own and they received him not 
- they gave him the cold shoulder treatment. No 
wonder he's despondent in verse 4 ...!
Even though he's not feeling on top of the world 
because of all the buffeting and battering he's 



getting, there's a ‘yet’ in the very next sentence. 
Tenacious faith ... ‘Yet surely my right is with the 
LORD, and my recompense with my God.’ He 
says that his God is on his case and he knows 
the outcome lies with him. It is for the Lord to 
decide whether I am a failure or not. 
So there's a sense of despair and despondency 
on one hand, but there's also a stubborn, resolute 
faith on the other ... there's tears and trauma as 
well as the mindset of an overcomer ... and that's 
all balanced together in verse 4. 
I think it teaches us a vital principle: that you may 
be doing exactly what God calls you to do - you 
may be right in the centre of his plan - and, even 
there, you may feel swamped and overwhelmed 
with the seeming futility of it all ... that's when the 
doubts come, when the big questions are asked; 
yes, that does happen! Be warned. 
The Servant is human ... he's tested in many 
ways - yet, through it all and in it all, he's still 
conscious of his relationship with God - he 
speaks of him in verse 4 as ‘my God.’ That's the 
secret - when life and ministry seem pointless 
and don't make a lot of sense, look above to a 
higher throne and remember that Father knows 
best. 
This is the same Saviour and Servant we find in 
Hebrews 5 who, in the days of his flesh, ‘offered 
up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears 
to the one who could save him from death.’ Yet, 
see that, in spite of it all, he can still say ‘my God.’ 
There is ... The Servant’s Task in verses 5-6. His 
mission is clearly spelt out in verse 5, where we 
read that he is ‘to bring Jacob back to God, and 

gather Israel to himself.’ He is to restore God’s 
people to himself - it's worth noting that this is not 
a geographical restoration - it's not political; it's a 
restoration that brings them back to where they 
ought to be, into fellowship with the God of their 
fathers. It's a spiritual restoration. 
Then ... see what God says in verse 6 ... he tells 
the Servant that his ministry is going to be bigger, 
he's pushing the boat out from the shallow water 
into a wide ocean ... he's going from one people 
group to reaching all men ... he's moving beyond 
an exclusive mission to Jewish people - that's too 
little for him, it's too small a job, too trivial, far too 
narrow a focus - instead, the Servant will have a 
global ministry - it's to all peoples in all the earth! 
He will be ‘a light for the nations’ because they 
are living and dying in inky black darkness - his 
salvation will ‘reach to the end of the earth’ 
because the people need rescued, the people 
need redeemed. He won't only bring it, he is their 
salvation (that's what the aged Simeon said when 
he held the infant Jesus in his arms in Luke 2). 
It's promised away back in the promise God gave 
to Abraham in Genesis 12 ... in him ‘all the 
families of the earth [would] be blessed.’ That's 
why we are here this evening! We have entered 
into the blessing. All because God so loved the 
world. 
The next main point in verses 7-12 is on The 
Servant’s Assurance. There are two big chunks 
here - the first is in verses 7 to the first part of 
verse 9 ... the second goes from the middle of 
verse 9 down to verse 12. 



In verse 7 we are reminded of the epic success of 
the Gentile mission as people from every strata in 
society respond to the message! 
In verses 8 and 9a we see something of the huge 
success of the mission to Israel. It's all about the 
restoration of the hopeless ...
Then from the middle of verse 9 to verse 12 we 
have this grand picture where the Lord speaks of 
‘they’ and ‘them.’ Who is he talking about? It 
seems to me that it's a combination of this Jewish 
and Gentile people whom he is going to redeem! 
He says that no need will deprive them for we 
read, ‘They will feed beside the roads and find 
pasture on every barren hill. They will neither 
hunger nor thirst ...’ 
And no danger can harm them ... we read: ‘nor 
will the desert heat or the sun beat upon them. 
He who has compassion on them will guide them 
and lead them beside springs of water.’
Then, in verses 11 and 12, no barrier can prevent 
them. He affirms: ‘And I will make all my 
mountains a road, and my highways shall be 
raised up. Behold, these shall come from afar, 
and behold, these from the north and from the 
west, and these from the land of Aswan.’ Nothing 
can hinder these people coming to God from all 
around the world. 
The big challenge is this, how do we know God is 
going to do it? How can we say that he will bring 
it about? The answer is there at the beginning of 
verses 7 and 8 ... ‘This is what the LORD says.’ 
That guarantees it will happen - he underwrites 
the whole project. It'll happen because God says 

it will! And, in our lifetime, it's coming to pass in 
front of our eyes. 
It doesn't depend on us - the ball’s in his court. 
And our God is able. He can do it. He will do it. 
And that's why there's a rousing acclamation of 
praise from heaven and earth in verse 13, where 
we read: ‘Shout for joy, you heavens; rejoice, you 
earth; burst into song, you mountains!’ Let the 
praise party begin ... come on and celebrate. 
Why? Because ‘the LORD comforts his people 
and will have compassion on his afflicted ones.’ 
Again, the song ends, as did the first one, with all 
eyes gazing upon the Lord - the good God of the 
covenant tenderly reaches out to his people with 
comfort and compassion. He does what he does 
because he is who he is.
May I encourage you to ... turn your eyes upon 
Jesus, to look full in his wonderful face, then the 
things of earth will grow strangely dim, in the light 
of his glory and grace. 


