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LOOK AT MY SERVANT – Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7 

Becky Douglass (04/12/2022) 

The Snowball Effect 

About a week ago, my son, Ian, sent a picture of their first snowfall of the season. It was 

unusual because where he is living, they rarely get snow and certainly not this early in 

winter. But he enjoys it as it brightens up a rather gloomy time of year when there is only 

about 6 hours of sunlight a day and even then, the sun is often hidden behind low, grey 

clouds. I’ve lived in places where snow is a regular occurrence and I do miss it sometimes. 

It just transforms the landscape. And I have fond memories of playing in the snow as a child 

– building snowmen, having snow fights, and sliding down a hill on a sled or innertube. One 

of the things which is fun to do is to see how 

large a snowball you can make and then 

watch how long it takes to melt. If you want 

to make a large snowball, the best way to do 

it is to start with a small ball of snow. You 

pack it tightly and then start rolling it in the 

snow. As you roll it, the snowball picks up 

more snow and adds it to what is already 

there. If the snow is the right consistency, it 

will continue to pick up more snow as long 

as you continue to roll it – it can get very big!  

These are some fun memories! But what do snowballs have to do with Isaiah? Well, making 

a large snowball is one way to think about how, over time, God has developed some of the 

ideas we see in the Bible. Just like the rolling snowball picks up new snow to add to its size, 

we can see that some of the ideas in the Bible pick up new meanings and dimensions as 

God’s plan unfolds. As we look back at their development, we see how simple ideas have 

taken on a rich, multi-faceted meaning. 
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One of these “pictures” we find in the Bible is that of the servant of God. This week and 

next, we will be looking at what are often called the “Servant Songs” in Isaiah. These are 

called “songs” because they are written in a form of lyric poetry that is like the Psalms. 

However, just because they are called “songs” doesn’t mean they do not contain serious 

prophecy and theology. They are called “Servant Songs” because they all refer to a group 

or person whom God calls His Servant. There is a lot we could explore in these passages, 

but today I want to focus on just two things which we learn about this Servant from the first 

two songs. We’ll look at the Servant’s identity and the Servant’s mission. Next week, we’ll 

look at the last two Servant Songs to understand the Servant’s methods in accomplishing 

the mission – something which really puzzled the readers of Isaiah before Jesus. 

The Servant’s identity 

The identity of the Servant can be a bit confusing because several different people and 

even the nation of Israel are call the God’s servant at different times. At the beginning of 

Isaiah 42 we read: 

Look at my servant, whom I strengthen. He is my chosen one, who pleases me. 

… and I will give you to my people, Israel … (42:1,6) 

This looks like the Servant is a person who has been given to Israel to help them. Earlier in 

the book of Isaiah, we read that Isaiah himself is called God’s servant, bringing God’s 

message to Israel. Even the pagan king, Cyrus, is called God’s servant who will release 

Israel from their captivity and help them to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple and 

the city.  

But then in Isaiah 49 we read: 

He said to me, “You are my servant, Israel, and you will bring me glory.” (49:3) 

This seems to indicate that Israel is the servant, and there are other passages in Isaiah and 

elsewhere which also call Israel God’s servant – but a servant which had badly failed to live 

up to the role which God had given the nation to be a demonstration of God’s holiness and 

witness to God’s justice and mercy. So, how does this all fit together? 

One of the goals of Matthew in writing his Gospel is to answer this question. He was writing 

specifically to Jews, showing them the relationship of Jesus to the Jewish nation and to the 

Jewish prophecies. Several times, he links Israel and Jesus together, showing how Jesus 

did what Israel failed to do. One example of this is his emphasis on Jesus’ trip to Egypt after 

the visit of the Magi. Jesus and His family flee to Egypt to escape certain death from Herod. 

Matthew relates this to Jacob’s flight to Egypt to escape certain death from famine. He 

says: 

This fulfilled what the Lord had spoken through the prophet: “I called my Son out of 

Egypt.” (Matthew 2:15) 

This prophecy comes from Hosea 11:1, which clearly refers to the nation of Israel and the 

Exodus. However, it goes on to talk about how Israel, in spite of God’s loving deliverance, 
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rebelled against God and ended up back in captivity. The Jews failed to live up to their 

calling to serve God. In this and other instances, Matthew shows his readers that Jesus 

was a better Servant than Israel for He remained faithful and fulfilled God’s calling as His 

Servant. 

We also see a clear link between the Servant and Jesus when He is baptised by John the 

Baptist. Matthew describes the scene as follows: 

After his baptism, as Jesus came up out of the water, the heavens were opened and 

he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and settling on him. And a voice from 

heaven said, “This is my dearly loved Son, who brings me great joy.” (Matthew 

3:16,17) 

Those watching Jesus’ baptism would have immediately thought of Isaiah’s description of 

the Servant, where God says, “I have put my Spirit upon him … (42:1). Although Jesus was 

God and was already in intimate relationship with the Spirit, what happened at Jesus’ 

baptism was a way for God to visibly link Jesus to the Servant of Isaiah.  

Finally, if there were any doubts left in the minds of his readers, Matthew quotes the first 

four verses in Isaiah 42 in relation to Jesus’ ministry, explaining why He chose to work 

quietly, not aggressively – especially in the beginning of His ministry.  

Does this mean that the nation of Israel is no longer God’s servant? Has Jesus replaced 

them? I don’t think so – at least not entirely. I think that the idea of a snowball can help us 

here. As we look across the whole Bible, we can see that this idea starts back in the very 

first chapter in the Bible. Adam and Eve were created by God to relate to Him and to be His 

agents or servants to care for His creation. They failed in doing this as God intended, but 

we are still called to care for His creation today – that idea hasn’t gone totally away. Then 

Abraham, and the nation of Israel were called to serve God by staying true to Him and 

being a blessing to the nations, pointing them to God. At times, they did this, but overall, 

they failed. But this idea didn’t totally go away either and I believe that one day, the nation 

of Israel may well point people to God as He intended. But then Jesus came, and He was 

the perfect Servant of God and was faithful to all that God wanted Him to do – unlike Israel! 

He not only pointed people to God and His ways, but also provided salvation, a way back to 

a relationship with God. He is the ultimate fulfillment of the idea of the Servant.  

You can see that over time the idea of being God’s servant has grown and taken on new 

dimensions. None of the earlier ideas go away, but more are added. Certainly, as we look 

as what Isaiah says in these chapters, he is talking about things which only Jesus as the 

perfect Servant could fulfill, but in some small ways, all those other ideas of God’s servant 

are also present. God has always been sending His servants as servants of His love and 

truth.  
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The Servant’s mission  

The Servant, which in these passages I believe is first and foremost referring to Jesus, is 

specifically set apart by God for the task. The Servant says: 

The LORD called me before my birth: from within the womb he called me by name. 

We see this happening in the life of Jesus in the angelic predictions of Jesus’ birth to Mary 

and Joseph. The angel tells Joseph, “You are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people 

from their sins.” (Matthew 1:21) You couldn’t get much more specific than that! There is a 

sense of purpose and design. God has a plan, has always had a plan, and He is bringing it 

to pass.  

And the mission of the Servant, while a continuation of the mission of Israel as God’s people, 

is bigger than they ever imagined. 

He (God) says,  

“You will do more than restore the people of Israel to me. 

(OR: it is too small a thing for you to just restore the people of Israel to me) 

I will make you a light to the Gentiles,  

    and you will bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.” (49:6) 

I will give you to my people, Israel, as a symbol of my covenant with them. 

And you will be a light to guide the nations. You will open the eyes of the blind. 

You will free the captives from prison, releasing those who sit in dark dungeons. 

(42:6,7) 

As we see in the ministry of Jesus, He went first to the people of Israel, but even during His 

lifetime, we see Him reaching out beyond them to the Samaritans and other Gentiles. God’s 

amazing plan could not be confined by any national or religious boundaries. God was 

initiating something new - the spiritual rescue of the whole world from the enemy which is at 

the root of all our problems, the sin which blinds us, and enslaves us and keeps us in 

darkness.  

The contrast between light and dark in these verses reminds me of the first few verses in 

John’s Gospel which says: 

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness can never extinguish it. (John 1:5) 

This proclaims that no matter how dark our darkness is, God’s light can overcome it. We 

see this in in Jesus’ ministry. His light transformed obvious sinners like tax collectors and 

prostitutes. He reached into the darkness of people possessed by demons and freed them 

from bondage. He also changed the lives of some (although not many!) Pharisees who 

were caught up in their pride and self-righteousness. And many “ordinary” people who 

might not have seemed to be living in darkness but nevertheless needed God’s light to free 

them from their petty sin and selfishness and despair. There was no dark corner that was 

too dark or too hidden for His light. And this is true for us today as well! Thanks be to God 

that all people, everywhere can be beneficiaries of the light if they allow it into their lives. 
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However, in these verses, Isaiah begins to give us a hint that the mission of Jesus will not 

be easy. He tells us that at times, the Servant will face discouragement and, for a time, will 

even be rejected by those He comes to serve. People will love the darkness more than the 

light and will reject the salvation Jesus brings. It will even seem like the mission was a 

failure. However, thanks be to God, it was not a failure, and we benefit from it today. 

God’s servants today 

But this commission to spread God’s light did not stop with Jesus. The snowball kept rolling! 

For God now commissions us to be His servants too.  We are not the Servant (capital S) 

but we are all called to be servants (small s) as we pass on to others the light which has 

shone in our lives. John explains it well, using John the Baptist as an example. 

God sent a man, John the Baptist, to tell about the light so that everyone might believe 

because of his testimony. John himself was not the light; he was simply a witness to 

tell about the light. The one who is the true light, who gives light to everyone, was 

coming into the world. (John 1:6-9) 

God calls us now to serve Him by being a witness to the Servant who was a light to the 

nations. Matthew finishes His Gospel with our commissioning. 

Go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 

the Son and the Holy Spirit. Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I 

have given you. And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the age. 

(Matthew 28:19,20) 

We are often afraid at the thought that we are called to be God’s servants in this way today. 

We are afraid that we won’t know what to say. We think we need to know just the right 

words to use, the right theology to pass on to others. Firstly, we have His promise to be with 

us – we’re not doing this on our own and He has promised to give us the right words to say. 

Secondly, as I think about what it means to be a witness, I think we might make it more 

complicated than necessary. To be a witness simply means to tell others what we have 

experienced ourselves. In this case, it means telling people what we have seen of the light 

that Jesus has brought into our own lives. Yes, there is a time when the way of salvation 

needs to be explained more carefully. But initially, being a witness to the light simply means 

telling others what Jesus means to you. How has He changed your life? How has His light 

overcome the darkness you have experienced? How has He opened your eyes to the 

salvation found in Him? The wonderful truth is that we don’t have to “save” anyone – that is 

what Jesus did as the Servant of God. Our job is simply to point people to Him and the best 

way to do that is to show them what Jesus in doing in our lives. He will do the rest.  


