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Isaiah 41-42.17 

 
We are in a new section of Isaiah which began at Chapter 40. The experts call this 
Second Isaiah, but it is the same prophet, but with a message that is given for the 
people who will return from Exile. Chapter 40 began with comfort, and this continues 
through chapter 41 and into chapter 42. Today we will consider some of the material in 
these passages 41 to 42 verse 17. In these verses, the identity of The Servant, a term 
already introduced, but up to now shrouded in mystery is illuminated a little more. In the 
chapters 40-55 we will encounter the four Servant Songs, and some scholars see a fifth 
in chapter 61.  
 
In chapter 40 there was a change of pace. It was almost as if God had let the nations go 
about their schemes and plots to a point where it all ground to a halt. Now God steps in 
and He takes the initiative which the rebellion of the people had delayed. God declares 
what He will do now that He has finished disciplining His people for their sins.  
 
There is an important message in all this, one that I have pointed out many times 
already. The Lord, as the Sovereign Lord, is entitled to rule and to discipline as He wills. 
He has full right over the created cosmos both as its creator and its redeemer. We 
forget this at our peril, yet still all of us consider ourselves as solid and permeant and 
God as ethereal and unreal! God is entitled to full allegiance and where this is not 
willingly given, He will correct with discipline if we will not respond to His overtures of 
love. That sums up the history of Israel so far. God woes them and draws them with 
cords of love, but His tenderness is spurned. When Israel turns to other lovers God acts 
to punish and expose the falseness of these other gods that Israel chose to follow. 
 
The discipline is over for the present, and God is making promises of what He will do for 
the people when they come out of Exile. Judgment is never the last word from God to 
His people. Mercy will triumph over judgment, and that is important for us to remember 
through all the passages we read in Isaiah. Another thing we must remember, and we 
will encounter it today in these passages, is that there are layers of fulfillment of 
prophesy. We will read material today which was never realized in the return of the 
Exiles, but was fulfilled to a greater degree in the coming of Christ, and will yet have a 
greater fulfilment in a great revival before the end of the age, and then the 
consummation of the full promise at the return of Christ.   
 
Those who went into Exile never returned because they aged and died in exile. Their 
children returned, but not all of them. We will probably not live to see a great world-wide 
revival unless it comes very soon, but that does not prevent us living in the confident 
and joyful expectation of the return of Christ and our being perfected in His presence. 
That is part of the Christian hope, and it is this and other hopes which sustains us 
whatever the days may bring us. It may be the beginning of winter now, but we know 
that there is a Spring and then Summer to come. Whether we live to see it or not, we 
can have our hearts warmed by summer suns even if our toes are nipped by frost for 



now. It was hope that was given to comfort the people for the challenge of returning 
from Exile. 
 
Chapter 41.  
Verse 1.  
God speaks and summons the nations to come to His court and to present their 
defense. They have to gird themselves up to do this and get into order. It is as if God 
tells them to shut up and stop babbling and give account of themselves. There is in this 
a very strong statement of absolute power and rule here. It is God who calls them to 
appear before Him, and He who is in the chair of the judge, not them. Israel thought of 
themselves as an autonomous nation, and the nations who had attacked her considered 
themselves as powerhouses. The nations had mocked the God of Israel as ‘a nobody,’ 
yet here, it is this nobody God who is in the seat of authority, robed in majesty and the 
nations are the disorganized and fearful rabble! This claim of authority will later be 
proved by God to be true and not just some lofty but unsubstantiated statement. 
 
This is a really important picture to linger on. We sing songs that contain lines such as, 
‘our God reigns,’ and this is absolutely true, yet much of the time we do not behave as if 
we believed it to be so because we don’t actually believe it. We are still so deaf and 
blind, there is still such a gap between what we say and what we believe, what we say 
is true and what we stake our lives on.  
 
Verses 2-7 and 21-19 
The historical backdrop to this passage is that of the next threat that arose for the 
nations after the difficult days of the preeminence of Assyria. This came from the rapid 
rise to power of King Cyrus who engaged in a very successful time of empire building. 
Israel was in Exile in Babylon, and Cyrus was knocking on the borders of this and other 
nations who had so recently been in dread of Assyria. It now appears that an even more 
dangerous foe was on the horizon and the nations are again in turmoil.  
 
It is with this background that God’s message comes to Isaiah. God throws down the 
gauntlet. The nations thought that the rise of Cyrus was just a happenstance. No, God 
declares that it is He who has raised Cyrus up. We have had this before when we were 
told that God had raised up Assyria, now He is insisting again that it is He who raises up 
and puts down, that it is He who is sovereign over all the affairs of all people. This is a 
theme that was pronounced from the beginning of Isaiah, but is appearing again here, 
and will increase in potency as we continue through the rest of Isaiah, that it is the Lord 
who is the Lord of all, Jews, Gentiles and all of creation.  
 
Every generation struggles with this idea of big God small us. We have a disposition 
because of original sin to want to say big me, small God. Our struggle with the rightful 
balance of power is seen in every generation that considers themselves modern and 
being liberated from the shackles of superstition and ignorance. We now have the 
theory of evolution, advanced bio science and all the rest. However all of our 
discoveries are dependent on what is already there. We talk about creating life in the 
lab, but so far it is combining bits and pieces of other things which already exist. All that 



science does it recognize what is already there. We say that we have discovered 
galaxies. Well done us, but they have been there for a long time. It is just that we have 
become a tiny bit less blind in one area! The Scriptures go much further. They tell us of 
the Lord who made everything from nothing! If God were a scientist, He would be given 
the Nobel Prize, every one of them, every time they come around for ‘His work in 
creation!’ How foolish we are to ignore such wisdom and skill as God the creator, never 
mind as the redeemer, yet this is what we do. We still want to proclaim that we are big 
and God is small. Psalm 2 is relevant here. Here in chapter 41 we are given the 
evidence that God is big and we are small. 
 
We need to take the claim of these verses very seriously. I know that very few people 
believe that the miseries we see in the world today come from anything else but ‘natural 
causes.’ I know that there are conspiracy theories that AIDS is a lab made virus from 
America and that Covid 19 is the product of a Chinese lab. This may or may not be so, 
but the claim being made in these first verses of chapter 41cannot be dressed up in any 
other way. Verse 2 who raised up Cyrus, God raised Him up. The significance of this 
cannot be overstated. There is nothing that happens under the sun which God does not 
either do or permit. He does not act as a wrathful or disinterested party. Everything that 
happens is worked by God for His glory and for the good and salvation of the people of 
God. 
 
That of course raises questions in our minds, and Paul expands on this in Romans 8. 
The tendency we have is to complain and to be angry or curse God when something 
happens that is hurtful, or tragic. This is the mystery of evil, and minds better than mine 
have grappled with such questions. Those who have survived the darkness and mystery 
have come to a place where they surrender and say let the Potter be the Potter, for I am 
but clay. Trust is where we must come to, and surrender to the gentle caress of God or 
the strength of His hand if our clay is resistant. This is the conclusion I have come to 
having read widely and wept profusely over the years. I have seen others who have 
sadly kicked against God and unlike Paul when knocked off his donkey, they have not 
asked who the Lord is.  
 
Verses 2-7 give the picture of what Cyrus’s rise was like. He was like a wind that swept 
over the nations, victorious where ever he went because God was blowing in his sails. 
He sweeps over the nations and turns them to dust, a picture of total victory. Verse 5-7 
depicts the nations quaking before the onslaught and trying to gather together in a pact 
to defend themselves, but to no avail. Cyrus was a mighty King, but with God, he was 
invincible. There is a rather sad, but important statement in verse 7. Part of the strategy 
of the nation’s seeking to withstand Cyrus was a resurgence in their devotion to idols. 
There is great busyness in fashioning new images of the pagan gods. I find the last line 
of verse 7 so sad. 
 

‘He nails down the idol so that it will not topple.’ 
 

How sad, an idol has to be nailed in place. It cannot even ensure its own ability to stand. 
How then can it save if it cannot even save itself? When we look on this do we not 



consider such people foolish? However, we do not easily see that we have idols that we 
set up which we hope will secure us from threat or dangers. We set up saving and 
pension funds in the hope of securing ourselves in old age or in financial downturns. 
Good if we can afford to do this, but how many of these are actually secure? We may 
be able to afford private medical insurance, and if we can get it, it is good, but that 
assumes that there is a treatment for whatever condition we get. No matter how well 
provided we are for numerous eventualities, there is nothing we can do to protect 
ourselves from to greatest danger which is death and an eternity in torment. There is 
only one source of rescue from this ultimate threat and that is from God. If we are to 
believe and trust in God for rescue from the greatest foe, the greatest threat, then why 
will we not turn to Him for lesser dangers in this life? It is not that we do not take steps if 
we can, to make provision for some security in saving or insurances and assurances, 
but why do we make the Lord the last stop, the last resort and not the first? We are back 
to the matter of faith and trust again. Idolatry is the crutch of a deceived people. 
Christianity is not a crutch for weak people, it is the rescue of people who face an 
undefeatable foe.  
 
Verses 21-29  
We go to these verses because they are a continuation of v1-7. We will return to v 8-20 
shortly. 
 
Isaiah has made lofty claims of God’s absolute sovereignty at the start of the chapter, 
he now gives the proof of the claim. The case being tried before God is this, who is the 
true God, the Lord or the nation’s idols. Here is the case as it is tried. Think back to the 
days of Elijah when he confronted the priests of Baal. The altars for sacrifice are set and 
the priests are invited to call on the Baal’s and Elijah will call on God. The proof will be 
that the God who answers with fire will be shown to be the true God. The Baal’s do not 
answer because they are no gods, and the Lord takes the day by sending the fire. 
Isaiah depicts a similar challenge, but this is evidenced based from immediate history 
as well as past history. 
 
God challenges the nations to bring in their idols to predict what will happen and to 
present evidence that in the past they predicted what would happen. Isaiah mocks them 
by inviting them to at least have a stab at it whether they get it right or wrong, at least 
get the idols to say something! Of course, if they had carried the idols in they would 
have sat there as if they were lumps of wood or stone. Wait a moment, they were just 
wood and stone, and that is the point. Dumb inanimate idols are just that, dumb and 
lifeless and utterly useless in the great affairs of life and death. Verse 24 is the 
conclusion of the fact resented in verse 7, idols are less than nothing. The point is much 
further reaching than at first appears. Idols are crafted by creatures. The creature 
cannot make anything that is alive, yet substitutes a dead work of their own hands for 
the living God who has created all things. That is why idols are less than nothing!  
 
In contrast to the silence of idols, God presents His case. It is He who has told His 
people and the nations what will happen. It began back in Genesis with the promise of 
one who would crush the serpents head, and is now about to be spoken of as the Lord’s 



Servant. It was God who told Abraham that he would be the father of nations and that 
his descendants would be enslaved before God took them out by His strong right hand. 
It was God who told the Patriarchs that they would possess a land that God would give 
them. It was God who told His people that they would go into exile because of their sin 
and rebellion and so on. Even the terms of the Covenant told them that the 
consequences for faithlessness to the Covenant would be defeat in the face of their 
enemies, plagues, drought, and economic hardships due to the collapse of their 
agricultural economy and so on. God had told them all this, and they could not deny it. 
What they did not do was take heed of it, and so were surprised when it all came to 
pass.  
 
The situations we face in the UK and the world are no different today. Our rebellion and 
pride, our independence and greed are at the root of all our distresses and God is in 
and behind them all. If we will not be drawn by cords of love, then God says and is 
bringing discipline and correction. This is also true of the Church. For generations now, 
there has been disparity between what we say we believe and what we act on. We have 
even reached a place where we call dark light, and evil good, and so we find ourselves 
in Romans 1 territory, verse 18 and 32. 
 

‘The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and 
wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness,…’ 

 
Although they know God’s righteous decrees that those who do such things deserve to 
death, they do not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who 

practice them.’ 
 

There are many examples that I could cite regarding these verses, however I know that 
many people would not consider the examples I chose as valid having accepted them 
as the new normal. However let me ask us to consider the new weaponry we use today. 
A couple of technicians in one country can now target someone thousands of miles 
away with a drone. They can be killed and those who pulled the trigger can be home 
with their families for tea! That frightens me. What about some of the ordinance we 
have, bunker buster bombs. This has happened in the Iraq conflict. Civilians sheltering 
in the lower floors of (I think) a car park, were bombed and the bomb passed down 
through many floors before exploding deep underground killing men woman and 
children. The accounts of this event are contested, but how many non-combatants are 
chalked down as ‘collateral’ damage today? Our military abilities are quite obscene if 
they go wrong. This is a result of the ever downward spiral of morality as we depart 
further and further from God.  
 
What we are being asked to consider and understand is this, since it is God alone who 
has demonstrated His rule over human affairs and has proved it to be so by being the 
one who tells what will happen, it is surely wise, given His past record, to believe Him 
for what He now promises for the future. Verses 25-29 repeat this, God has awoken 
Cyrus and is the wind in his sails, and so, the good news that Isaiah is declaring should 
also be believed. Verses 28 and 29 give the conclusion to this contrast between the 



nation’s idols and the living God. God askes them, invites the idols to speak, and guess 
what, they cannot, case proved.  
 
Verses 8-20. 
In verses 8-16 there is a recital of the history of God’s dealings with His chosen people. 
The language is tender. The wrath and anger is passed and God speaks to a chastened 
and humbled child who has always been dear even though rebellion had to be dealt 
with before the people self-destructed. The God who has raised a rod on His people will 
now shield and protect them. They are not to fear that God ever rejected them and they 
are not to fear that God will be an enemy ever again to them, but will be their Father, 
even when He chastens them. It is a sad consequence to our fallen state that we do not 
understand the ways of God better. When God hides His face or disciplines us we think 
and feel that all God feels for us is anger. When God blesses us, we are tempted to see 
this as an indication that everything we are and do is perfect in God’s sight. Neither of 
these attitudes is correct, yet we struggle to rest in this that as believers we are 
members of God’s family, His children no matter whether we are under His smile or 
frown, and that all that happens in our lives is turned for God’s glory and our good.  
Verse 10 gives us the negatives of our little understanding, fear and dismayal. It also 
gives us the promise of the Father, He will strengthen and uphold us. 
 
The statements regarding the change that God will bring to His people is expressed vey 
dramatically. Verse 14, Israel at this stage of their history are very depleted, they are 
captives, exiles, strangers in a strange land, and unsure whether they have any future 
with God or not. They are called a worm, they are little Israel. This does not sound like a 
people of might or of strength, yet in verse 15, look at what God says He will make 
them. He will make them, they will not make themselves, but God will make them a 
threshing-sledge, new and sharp with many teeth. The idea is that God will make them 
such as they can separate all the falseness and bondage of other nations. It may seem 
an unlikely transformation, but this is the thrust of Isaiah’s prophecy, that nothing is too 
difficult with God. To resist Him in judgment is just as futile as resisting Him when He 
chooses to bless.     
 
In the New Testament, 1 Corinthians 1 tells us that God seems to delight in using weak 
and broken and even despised things to shame the strong and self-opinionated. God 
seems to delight in using the foolishness of preaching to accomplish His purposes and 
He delights in being strong in people when they are week. Therefore it should not come 
as a surprise that God would delight to exalt a lowly and chastened people to a place of 
being strong. However, do keep in mind that it is God who does this, the people will be 
little in their own eyes, but strong in the Lord so that all the glory will go to Him. 
 
Verses 17-20 
These verses are astonishing in the language used to convey the good that God will do 
to His people. There are reminders in these verses of the Exodus journey. All the 
provision that was made for the people then are being promised to the people who will 
return from exile. There are promises of reforestation, and this to a nation where 
everything had been spoiled. If you ever take the road through the hills to Jerusalem, 



one of the amazing things are the trees that cover the mountains, cypress, pines and 
firs as in verse 19. They are all there just as promised. Look at the stark contrasts 
because it is easy to read them but not take notice of how strong the contrasts are. 
Rivers on barren heights, streams in the valleys, desert turned to pools of water, 
parched ground will become clothed in vegetation. This does not happen in a desert 
unless the rains have come, and here the picture is of the effects of abundant and 
persistent rains. Past writers of accounts of revivals have used similar language. Some 
speak of revival as ‘God’s river in spate.’ What is being promised and described here 
would be wonderful for those who tried to eke out a living in the desert. The message 
here is that when God acts, things can change fast and the effects can be utterly 
unexpected. The histories are full of surprising and unexpected acts of God. We are 
here being encouraged to see that what is here today may by tomorrow be changed.  
 
Chapter 42.1-17 
This is the first of the passages called the Servant Songs. They occur here and in 41.1-
4, 49.1-6, 50.4-9 and 52.13-53.12 with some taking 61.1-3 as a fifth song. Isaiah and 
Cyrus and Judah have been called God’s servants. Israel was meant to be God’s 
Servant being a light to the Gentile nations. Instead of this, Israel became a shame and 
an example of the opposite to what they were called to do. In chapter 1, Israel is called 
a harlot, when they were called to be the companion of God, how the mighty were 
fallen. Likewise, the Church is called to be salt and light to a nation. If the Church is not 
this, do we really think that God will do nothing about it? Will He suffer His Name to be 
‘unhallowed’ because of the wickedness of those who are called His Church. Christians 
are as capable of terrible sins even though we need not be. If in doubt, ask King David, 
or read the history of Peter, and ask what were the errors that the Epistles were written 
to correct? This is why it is worth taking all this time to deal with books like Isaiah which 
have so much to teach us about the ways of God. God took the time to reveal Himself 
as a jealous God who would not accept rivals. He has not changed and if the Church 
continues to depart from His word and ways, He will at some stage act. This is what we 
are facing today. People, it is time to turn back to God with all our hearts, souls, minds 
and strength, or we may be like the foolish virgins who were excluded from the final 
wedding feast!  
 
Before the people of Israel can become genuine servants of the Lord, before the Church 
and those of whom it is composed can become genuine servants of God, we require the 
services of the Servant that God choses and raises up. Ultimately this is none other 
than the Lord Jesus Christ. We cannot serve God, we cannot live unless the Servant of 
God fulfills His double ministry of being the Servant of God and performing a service on 
our behalf.  
 
The question is at this point, who is this servant, is it the remnant of the people or 
someone else? Look at verses 1-4. This does not describe the people of Israel at this 
time. They were fearful and dismayed, they were not as depicted in verse 4 not faltering 
or discouraged. Therefore this is someone else of God’s choosing who is called to act 
for God and to do good and to prepare the people for the restoration of their calling to 
serve God. 



 
This Servant Song is in three parts. 
Verses 1-4 are spoken to Israel and describe the character and work of the Servant. 
The servant will bring justice to the nations of the earth. Notice the little word, ‘till’ or 
‘until.’ He will do this to completion, He will serve God faithfully until His work is fully 
completed. What is the nature of this justice which He will bring? The word has a much 
richer meaning than just some sort of legal case completed. It has the sense of bringing 
everything into correct alignment, bringing everything into the state and function for 
which it was made. This is a word that denotes a very radical reorganization and 
reordering of affairs. We have come across this idea before when we read about lions 
lying down with lambs and the cruel predator with what has been its prey, nature being 
red in tooth and claw is being reversed. This is a radical justice, things being brought 
into harmony as we see in Eden before the fall, only better.  These are the sorts of 
things we need to think about even as we wander about in this veil of tears of a world. 
We are to see the world as it is, and eternity as it is coming and being guaranteed by 
God Himself.  
 
Verses 5-7 are spoken by God to the Servant Himself. This is here what ‘this is my 
beloved Son,’ is to the baptism of Jesus. By God’s call and empowering this Servant will 
open blind eyes and unstop deaf ears. This happened in physical and spiritual ways in 
the ministry of Jesus and is repeated and expanded upon in Isaiah 61. It prefigures 
Jesus as the Light of the World, and so from our vantage point of having the Cross in 
the past, we can see where all this is heading much more clearly than those who heard 
it first from Isaiah.  
 
Verses 8-9 are spoken to Israel, and are a promise of the new things that are to come. 
 
With such promises given by the God who has shown that He keeps His promises, what 
is there left to do for those who have received this message with faith, but to sing! The 
verses 10-13 are a call for all peoples and all places to praise and rejoice in God in His 
promise. Those who believe will pray for and then praise God for what He has promised 
because with a promise keeping God, to have the promise is to have the beginning of 
its reality. 
 
For example, say your other half tells you that they plan to buy a cruise for our birthday. 
If they have proved to be true to their word, you accept that the tickets will be bought 
and you start reading the literature of where you will go, what you will need to take with 
you, and probably you will google the cruise line to see what sort of foods are going to 
be available. Probably by now you will be imagining the sun on your shoulders and 
sitting down to lovely meals. None of it has happened yet, but you know that it will, and 
the excitement sets in already! All of this is because you know by experience that your 
other half will do what they say. This is what is being presented here. The promise is the 
first taste of all the good which is certain to come.   
 
This long passage of comfort comes to a close with a recap of God’s solemn promise to 
do what He has said He would do. 



 
I hope that the applications I have made as I have gone through the passage will 
suffice, but let me underline one application which I may not have made clear, even 
though to me it is implied through this passage. We need to be attentive and keep alert 
because when God acts, He can do so suddenly and what He does may seem 
completely contrary to the flow of what has gone before.  
       
 
 
 


