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Isaiah 49.  The Servant of the Lord 

 
In these chapters we have the second of the Servant Songs. These songs speak about 
a servant who will, unlike the natural Israel, be the true Israel and fulfill God’s purposes 
to have a people for Himself. This people will be composed of Jew and Gentile from all 
nations and generations. In this song in chapter 49 and verses 1-6 we are further drawn 
into the question of the servant’s identity. His having a name is mentioned in verse 1, 
but frustratingly it is not given. However from our historical vantage point we know that it 
is Jesus Christ. 
 
Knowing this, and writing from that perspective enables us to see the greatness of the 
Lord from the description of what He will do. However, to try and rein in our tendency to 
race ahead, so that we consider what the people of that age experienced will also be of 
great benefit because it will give application in real life settings to the message 
contained in these passages.  
 
At this point, the mystery of the servant stands like this. The servant is called Israel, but 
cannot be the natural Israel because she has fallen and turned from her calling which 
was to be a people who live to the praise of God’s glory. I hope none of us are in doubt 
about that. Isaiah 5, the song of the vineyard should in itself be enough to show us that 
Israel was a vine that only produced rotten fruit. The judgments delivered upon the 
nation by Assyria and Babylon, the exile and all these events show that Israel was not 
who she was meant to be. In her alienation and rebellion, she was not fit, nor was she 
able to aspire in any way to be the servant spoken about in these songs. Therefore, 
even though the servant is called Israel, it is not the Israel as a body of people that is 
being spoken of. Indeed, we have already seen that the people of Israel themselves 
needed the services of the Servant to bring them back from alienation from God to her 
proper state. 
 
The text of Isaiah has described the Servant as a king, a priest and a prophet, and it 
could be that the prophet might be Isaiah himself or Jeremiah. However, there are 
elements in the Servant songs which lifts this person out of any normal human category 
and points to a supernatural person. This we now know can refer only to God’s perfect 
Servant, Jesus.  
 
Verses 1-6 of chapter 49 give us a double picture. On one hand, they tell us again what 
Israel was meant to be. They also tell us of what the Servant of God’s choosing is like 
and what He will do. From our standpoint knowing the Servant to be Jesus, we see that 
God has fulfilled the call He put on Israel to be His people and a light to the Gentiles 
because Christ is the personification of perfect Israel and was born of David’s line. He is 
the one who is the redeemer of Jew and Gentile, and the first fruits of the restoration of 
Israel, the Israel which God intends, Zion composed of believing Jews and Gentiles.   
 
Verses1-3 tell us what Israel were meant to be but failed to be. Verses 4-6 speak of the 
Servant that God will raise up, the challenge and the result of his mission. We are told 



that this Servant will bring back the remnant of Israel and also have a mission to the 
Gentiles. 
 
There is a very important principle and application in all this. How does God work? Does 
He decide a plan and then change it as circumstances change? Is God One who adapts 
to the whims of humanity or who alters His purposes and reacts as circumstances 
change? This all comes down to the question of what does it mean for God to be the 
Sovereign Lord? If we think it means that God is infinitely able to adapt to the events on 
earth, then that is a low concept of Sovereignty and is different from what the Scripture 
says about God. The Scriptures present God as Sovereign absolutely. God has His 
purposes and plans, and nothing will alter them because what need is there for perfect 
wisdom, knowledge, power and good to make any changes? God’s original purpose is 
the best purpose, and not even sin and rebellion, the waywardness of mankind and the 
malice of the devil can thwart it. Psalm 2 is the classic statement of the certainty of 
God’s purposes being fulfilled. The picture of the potter and the clay that we read of in 
Jeremiah 18.1-4. The pot was ruined in the hands of the potter, what does he do? Does 
he throw away the clay and start with another piece? No, he does not throw away the 
clay, but reworks it and shapes it again. The purpose is not changed, the ruined clay, 
Israel, will be reworked, which is the exile, and made into the vessel the potter first 
desired.  
 
God does not change His mind, what He has purposed will be accomplished, even if it 
seems to take a little longer and appear to have set backs. This is important for us to 
understand. God will bring to completion all that He has determined. He will draw us by 
cords of love and by disciplines and corrections, even by judgment and exiles, but He 
will have a holy people for Himself, a Bride made fit and ready for His Son. This is God’s 
purpose, and this is where all history is heading. We can have confidence in God that 
what He has promised, He will accomplish, even if a times it seems to us that nothing is 
going well.   
 
We are challenged in our thinking as regards our part and God’s part in the outworking 
of His plans. There is a tendency in our day to speak about building the Kingdom and 
the Church. Indeed many great churches have existed across the world over the ages. 
However, all of these have faded or fallen, and the main reason for this is that when 
people began to think that they can accomplish things by their own wisdom and power, 
then it all begins to fall and fail. We are dependent on a big God, and our part is to be 
small, meek and humble. To be small, meek and humble will actually take us applying 
ourselves to God with all our hearts, souls, minds and strength. Let me tell you a story 
to explain this. 
 
Did you ever compete in a father and sons race at a primary school sports day? I did, 
and the fathers were very competitive! The race was run, fathers and sons together. 
The result was that the fathers went off like demented hounds, and the children ran their 
little legs off for a short distance before being dragged behind and in the air from time to 
time. It was a terrifying experience which I will never forget. You see, the difference in 
strength between the parent and the child was such that even if the parent trotted, the 



little child had to run as if hounds were after him. Our strength is unequal to God’s, so 
even when He is moving at our pace, we need to engage with heart and soul and mind 
and strength to keep up with Him. It is God who gives His Kingdom and builds His 
Church. Our part is to use all our strength to keep in step with Him. Out of full hearted 
devotion we will participate in God’s plans. It is on record that many mega-church 
leaders of recent years have built large churches which have been widely admired and 
envied, but some have neglected their own devotion to God, and the resulting failures 
and falls have been sad. We have a Sovereign Lord who works, our part is to keep our 
hearts and be in step with Him to take us and use us as He wills and not as we will. Big 
God, small us.  
 
In verses 7-13 the word Israel is being used to refer to the people of Jerusalem and 
Judah, to those in exile and soon due to return to the city. The difference here is that we 
read of an extended people of not only exiles who will return, but many from other 
nations, Jew and Gentile. Those who return first will be witnesses to those who will 
follow and will encourage them to return to the city and to the Lord. It will be a partial 
realization of the calling of Israel to be witnesses in that they will witness to Jew and 
Gentile and see the people of God swell as a body of people. This gives rise to the 
rejoicing of verse 13, where heaven and earth rejoice. Jesus said heaven rejoices on 
the salvation of a soul, and so great rejoicing is to come on earth and heaven with the 
return and multiplication of those returning to Jerusalem and to the Lord. This is a high 
note. 
 
I wonder if this includes the many periods of revival that Scotland has seen over the 
generations. It is in keeping with God’s ways to send tastes and portions of His great 
purposes every so often. There are so many people in Scotland who have never seen 
revival and certainly those of 40 years and under have never seen it and many have no 
idea about it and don’t know what it means. We certainly need a visitation from God in 
these days, and I think that this should be a matter very high on every believers thinking 
and desiring.  
 
However there is a problem now as there was in Isaiah’s day. For those of Judah and 
Jerusalem, the fall of the city was a real crisis. Many who went into exile, and for those 
who lived through the exile, a pressing question and a troubling question was this, has 
God finished with us, has He divorced us, are we no longer His people? In Hezekiah’s 
day, God had rescued the city as He had said He would. However this was not a lasting 
promise, but was given to Hezekiah for his day and was not an eternal promise. 
However, the people remembered what had happened in the past and expected it to 
happen again, but it did not. Had God failed in His promise? Had God changed His 
mind? All these were groundless but very real fears. God had made and kept a promise 
to Hezekiah, but it was made for that day and not as a general principle, hence the 
confusion of the people.  
 
Verses 14-21 contains the response of the people and God’s response to their 
discouragement and despondency. Verse 14 tells us what the people thought and 
feared, and were saying to each other. As an aside, it matters what we say to each 



other, we can feed faith or fear, and we need to be sure that we understand what is 
being said. The people were saying that God had forsaken them, left them and had 
forgotten them. Forsaken is one thing, but forgetting is another. Who knows if the one 
who forgets will ever remember again, and that was the thing that the people feared.  
 
The length and the content of God’s reply to them shows how different God’s mind was 
towards His people. All that they were going through was not because God had 
forgotten them, but to the contrary, it was because God was fully committed to have 
them as His people, a devout and holy people. What the people feared was forgetting 
was in fact something God had said He would do. If His people were faithless, God had 
promised to bring them back by wooing them or purging them. They were not forgotten, 
they were being purged of their sin.  
 
If you spend hundreds of thousands of pounds for an operation that your child needs to 
save their life, it is because you love them, not because you hate them. If they have to 
be flown to another country for this surgery, you are not sending them away because 
you hate them, but because you love them. If you have to be kept in very strict 
conditions such that you are separated from your parent, it is not because the parent 
does not love you, but it is because the parent loves you and is doing what is needed 
for your recovery. This is what God was doing for His people, but they misconstrued His 
intents because they were so far from understanding His ways and were so far from 
understanding the seriousness and extent of their sin. 
 
How do we view the Church in Scotland today? There are so many different varieties of 
congregations. However, this is the question which I ask. Is the face of God shining on 
us? Is God in the midst of us and does His Shekinah glory flood our assemblies? This is 
much more than modern songs, choirs, famous preachers or lots of activities in the 
church. What I am looking for is for a people and a community to be saturated with the 
presence of God, and all that comes from that saturation. Once again, to have any 
concept of what it means for a people and a community to be saturated by God requires 
that in the absence of experience, we must go back and read about these special times 
when God visited Scotland in revival. 
 
Verses 15 -21 is God’s reply to the idea that He has forgotten His people. God poses a 
question and then tells the people to turn from their looking on their despondency to see 
what is happening.   Can a mother forget the baby she has borne? Not many can, but 
even then God says that even if a few forget, He will not. I have never lost a child, but 
like many of you I have lost other relatives. My father’s Birthday would have been today, 
the day I am writing this. He would have been 108 today! He died 33 years ago, but I 
have never forgotten him. Even more so God could not forget those who were His by 
creation and redemption. Further, God says that their names are engraved on His 
hands. He cannot forget His people because every time God, as it were moves His 
hands to do anything, He sees and is reminded of His people. In the same way Christ at 
the right hand of the Father will forever carry the five wounds in His hands feet and side. 
Hence there is the constant visual reminder that the blood of sacrifice has been offered 
for all time by Christ, and that God has done what needed to be done, to be the One 



who justifies sinners and does so righteously. That means that there is no appeal by sin 
or death or the devil against God’s verdict in declaring those who believe in Christ are 
now innocent. 
 
God then tells the people to look at the evidence from what will happen in the return 
from exile. The people return, and the nations which were the rod of correction and exile 
to the people have faded away, no more to visit sorrows on them. Verses 19-21 are a 
promise that even though the people have been ruined and decimated, they will return 
in such numbers that the land will be too small for them all. These promises have 
present and future fulfillment. Consider this. The church began in the upper room with 
120 people, and that was after three years of Jesus presence with them. How many 
Christians are there alive in the world today? It is somewhat more than 120! The 
promise is still being fulfilled today. 
 
In the next section, verses 22-26 we have a statement that in effect talks of a second 
exodus where the captives become the masters, and the masters will become the 
servants. Do you remember how the Hebrew people despoiled the Egyptians of gold 
and other items as they left? It was as if they were given the wages owed to them. Here 
in Isaiah a similar thing is being foretold. It did happen in that those who returned to the 
land were provided for by Cyrus and also those who came later were aided by the kings 
of the land of exile.  
 
All this is evidence we can take on board for ourselves and for the confirming of our 
faith. God supplied the needs of the exiles in the land of exile and as they returned to 
the city of Jerusalem. He had done so in the Exodus, and King David wrote that he had 
been young but now he was old and he had never seen the righteous forsaken or their 
children begging for bread. God may not supply all our greeds, but He will supply our 
needs. Our greatest need in this age is to be filled more and more with the Holy Spirit 
and for God’s presence to flood our souls. This is more needful than a Covid vaccine or 
economic recovery or even world peace. As we come to the end of chapter 49, God 
who had been standing in opposition to His rebellious people now takes His stand to 
defend and restore them now that the time of their discipline had come to an end.  
 
Today, God has acted in history, the Incarnation, the Cross to show for all eternity that 
His wrath has been totally satisfied and that God who was at enmity with mankind has 
now been reconciled by the Cross of Christ. God is not an enemy to those who believe 
in Christ. However this blessed state only holds for those who are believers in Christ. 
The tragedy of the spiritual blindness of the natural man is that the love of God in the 
Cross is not seen. The Cross is regarded by so many as an irrelevant byline of history 
or even a fable. How terrible that the Cross is not seen to be the supreme expression of 
God’s love and the means of rescue from sin and death.   
 
This was not the last time that God would bring correction and judgment upon His 
people. They had been purified to a degree, but they still were far from clean and 
perfect. They were a work in progress still, but at this point of history, God was 
extending great grace to them. God sends revival not when His church is perfect, He 



often does so at a time when they are low and in need of mercy and grace. Therefore, 
given the present condition of the church in the UK, we have grounds to pray and look 
to God for mercy and gracious favour to be poured out upon the church in revival. If 
God does not pour out His mercy, there is not enough mercy in the whole of mankind to 
do anything of eternal significance. 
 
The challenge that the exiles faced is not all that different from that which we face 
today. The Exiles would be out of their land for 70 years. A new generation of people 
would be born and grow up in exile and removed from what had been to them given as 
the inheritance from the Lord. While the exiles actually fared well in Babylon such that 
many did not return at once to the land promised to them, it was still a strange place in 
which they found themselves. It had been such a long time since they had had a living 
and vital relationship with God that it was easy for them to assume that what they were 
experiencing as regards their faith and life was normal or all that there was.   
 
We live in days where even the memory of things that happened only a relatively short 
time ago have been forgotten. There are very few people left alive today who saw the 
revival in the Hebrides in the mid 1900’s. There are more who remember the visit of 
Billy Graham to Glasgow 50 or so years ago, but that was a campaign of evangelism 
and not a revival. It is so easy for us to settle and think and accept that what we see as 
church today is Ok and that it has always been this way, but it has been very different in 
the past. I don’t mean by this the numbers that used to attend church. The Presbyterian 
Church I attended with my parents in my early teenage years was thronged on a 
Sunday morning. However the rot was already present because the pre-church prayer 
meeting before the evening service was attended by 4 people. That was until a group of 
us teenagers joined and tripled the attendance. But this is the thing, what was wrong 
with that generation of church goers that out of an attendance of several hundred, only 
4 were at prayer before service? It’s not numbers that are in focus here in this chapter, 
but the condition of hearts. It has always been about our hearts. God does not require 
our buildings, denomination, songs new and old, gowns and traditions or money. God 
does not require us to be busy doing things in church, He wants our hearts. If God does 
not have our hearts, then what do we think we are doing when we do all the other 
religious things. 
 
We probably still have a few months of various degrees of restrictions ahead of us even 
assuming an effective and safe vaccine and enough of it is available for all. How will we 
use these weeks and months? Moaning about what we can’t do, or giving some or more 
of our time to seeking God for Himself? We may get the virus under control, but do we 
really want to return to ‘normal.’ Normal was not all that good. The wars will still rumble 
on, starvation, cruelty, illness, need and all sorts of ills both here in the UK and around 
the world will fill the news again. As in every generation, the call is to pray and seek the 
mighty God to break in and do what we cannot imagine never mind accomplish. Man’s 
promises turn to dust. God’s promises endure forever. The exiles, and we, are being 
called to learn and trust the God who makes promises. 
 
 


