
ECF 22nd November 2015 Isaiah 42 The Gentle Servant 
Video: Steve Jobs trailer  This is the latest in a series of movies and books about the life and work of Steve Jobs, the driving 
force behind the technology company Apple.  Whether they’re fans of Apple or not, many people are fascinated by Steve 
Jobs and the impact that he’s had on the world!    
 
But although he is well-known for his innovations, his commitment to excellence, his self-belief and his successes, he is also 
famous for being a difficult person to work for.  Many have accused him of being arrogant, hypercritical, abrasive, 
dictatorial, mean-spirited, even cruel.   
 
I don’t know how true this is.  But sometimes we can get the impression that to really succeed, you need to have at least 
some of that cut-throat mentality – that if you’re going to get ahead in this world, you need to be willing to walk over some 
people, discard those who’re struggling and be ruthless in the pursuit of your goals. 
 
But this isn’t the picture of the Messiah painted by Isaiah.  Yes, as we have seen, he is God with Us, the Mighty God who 
shoulders the government of God’s kingdom, the one who will reign on David’s throne, judging perfectly and condemning 
the wicked.  But Isaiah 42 also describes him as the Gentle Servant, who will care for the broken and bruised.  Isaiah 42:1-9: 
 “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, 
my chosen one in whom I delight; 
I will put my Spirit on him 
and he will bring justice to the nations. 
2 He will not shout or cry out, 
or raise his voice in the streets. 
3 A bruised reed he will not break, 
and a smouldering wick he will not snuff out. 
In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; 
4 he will not falter or be discouraged 
till he establishes justice on earth. 
In his law the islands will put their hope.” 
5 This is what God the Lord says— 
he who created the heavens and stretched them out, 
who spread out the earth and all that comes out of it, 
who gives breath to its people, 
and life to those who walk on it: 
6 “I, the Lord, have called you in righteousness; 
I will take hold of your hand. 
I will keep you and will make you 
to be a covenant for the people 
and a light for the Gentiles, 
7 to open eyes that are blind, 
to free captives from prison 
and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness. 
8 “I am the Lord; that is my name! 
I will not give my glory to another 
or my praise to idols. 
9 See, the former things have taken place, 
and new things I declare; 
before they spring into being 
I announce them to you.” 
 
1. The Servant’s Identity  
Over the past three weeks, we’ve looked at 3 prophesies of the coming king, given to Isaiah in the time of King Ahaz.  But 
the context of this prophesy is the reign of his son, Hezekiah.   
 
In many ways, Hezekiah was much better than his dad, but he still brought disaster to his nation. If you were on our church 
weekend, then hopefully you’ll remember the major events of his reign:   

 Isaiah 36-37 recorded the Assyrian attack on Jerusalem and God’s miraculous deliverance in answer to Hezekiah’s 
prayer. 

 Isaiah 38 recorded Hezekiah’s illness and God’s miraculous healing, again in response to Hezekiah’s prayer. 

 Isaiah 39 went on to record Hezekiah’s pride in welcoming envoys from the King of Babylon and the resulting promise 



that Babylon would defeat and exile Judah, which would happen about 100 years later. 
 
But in the context of this coming disaster from Babylon, Isaiah brought a message of hope.  Babylon would ultimately be 
defeated, by God’s chosen instrument, which was Cyrus, the King of Persia (Isaiah 44:28). 
 
But God had a greater rescue plan than just the defeat of Babylon and the return of the people of Judah to their land.  And 
for this greater plan, God was going to call someone else, someone who would fully obey his commands and fulfil his 
purposes.  This person is the Servant of the Lord, and what we’ve just read is the first of 4 Servant Songs in Isaiah that 
describe his mission and ministry. 
 
a) He Belongs to God 
There is some debate about who this servant is.  Some think it is Cyrus, the coming King of Persia.  Others think it refers to 
Israel as it is one of Isaiah’s names for the nation.  Still others suggest it refers to Isaiah himself or another of the prophets.  
But although Isaiah doesn’t identify him here, he does say: “Here is my servant.”  Isaiah 42:1.  He declares his relationship 
with God – that he belongs to God!  
 
b) He was Chosen by God 
This is because he was chosen by him.  God says he is “My chosen one.” Isaiah 42:1 and that “I, the Lord, have called you…” 
Isaiah 42:6.   He is the one called and appointed by God as his Servant to accomplish his plans.   
 
c) He Pleases God 
Of course God can choose to work through someone without delighting in him.  The Lord said about Cyrus: “I summon you 
by name and bestow on you a title of honour, though you do not acknowledge me.” Isaiah 45:4 God was going to work 
through Cyrus to send his people back from exile even although Cyrus wasn’t a believer.   
 
But this wasn’t the case with this Servant.  The Lord didn’t only choose him.  He also delighted in him.  He is “My chosen one 
in whom I delight.” Isaiah 42:1  
 
d) He is Jesus  
I think this all points to who the servant is.  At Jesus’ baptism, heaven opened and a voice declared: “This is my Son, whom I 
love; with him I am well pleased.” Matthew 3:17  And on the Mount of Transfiguration, a voice came from the cloud 
declared: “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.” Luke 9:35  
 
Jesus is ultimate one who belongs to God, who was chosen by God and who pleases God.  And he is the ultimate fulfilment 
of this Servant Song.  In describing Jesus’ ministry, Matthew says, “This was to fulfil what was spoken through the prophet 
Isaiah: “Here is my servant whom I have chosen...” Matthew 12:17-18 and quotes from this prophecy.  So we can be sure 
that this prophecy ultimately points to Jesus.  He is the ultimate Servant of the Lord.   
 
2. The Servant’s Mission 
And so this song declares Jesus’ mission.   
 
a) To Establish Justice 
“He will bring justice to the nations.” Isaiah 42:1  He will bring fairness and righteousness to this world and establish God’s 
rule and reign.   And this was not only for a few people in the nation of Israel.  But this also was for the non-Jewish nations.  
In fact his mission will include establishing God’s justice in the remotest parts of the world.  “In his law the islands will put 
their hope.”  Isaiah 42:4   
 
b) Reveal God’s Truth 
He will do this through revealing God’s truth.  And so the Servant will be “a light for the Gentiles, to open eyes that are 
blind.” Isaiah 42:6  He will remove the darkness of ignorance and unbelief and open hearts and minds to God’s truth.   
 
c) To Release the Captives 
And the impact of this will be “to free captives from prison.” Isaiah 42:7, to release those held in the darkness of slavery and 
fear.  
 
d) Reconcile People to God 
And as a result people will come into a right relationship with God.  He will “be a covenant for the people.” Isaiah 42:6.  
God’s covenants are his treaties or agreements with people.   
 



The Mosaic Covenant was made with Israel at Mount Sinai but it could not make them right with God because it was 
required perfect obedience to the Law.  But the New Covenant that Jesus, the Servant, brought is based on grace and offers 
full and free forgiveness when we respond with simple faith. 
Hebrews 8:8-12 states: “The time is coming, declares the Lord, 
when I will make a new covenant… 
I will put my laws in their minds 
and write them on their hearts. 
I will be their God, 
and they will be my people. 
11 No longer will a man teach his neighbour, 
or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ 
because they will all know me, 
from the least of them to the greatest. 
12 For I will forgive their wickedness 
and will remember their sins no more.”  
 
And so this was the mission of the Servant.  He was coming to change people’s lives – to establish God’s justice on earth, 
through revealing God’s truth, releasing people from captivity to sin and the law and bringing them into a new relationship 
with God through grace and by faith! 
 
And many of us have experienced this in our lives.  He has opened our eyes, released us from sin and adopted us into God’s 
family God through our faith in Jesus.  And this is the offer that he continues to make to anyone: “Everyone who calls on the 
name of the Lord will be saved.” Romans 10:13  
 
3. The Servant’s Ministry 
But despite the importance and world-wide nature of this Servant’s mission, his ministry was going to be characterised by 
meekness. 
 
a) He is Humble 
He will not be loud or forceful.  “He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.” Isaiah 42:2 
 
There are many people who want to make a lot of noise about their abilities or achievements, who are eager to advertise 
themselves, who are willing to shout others down so that they can dominate the situation.  They do this believing that this 
will be most effective in getting their name known and their voice heard. 
 
But Jesus didn’t minister like that.  Jesus didn’t yell at the top of his voice, he didn’t enter into shouting matches, he didn’t 
promote himself.  Instead he worked in quiet, unaggressive and unthreatening ways.   
 
Matthew quotes from this prophecy when he describes how “he healed all their sick, warning them not to tell who he was.” 
Matthew 12:15–16.  This doesn’t mean that Jesus was secretive.  He came to reveal God’s truth.  But Jesus knew that 
although being loud and domineering can create a following – it doesn’t build real friendship.   
 
Jesus didn’t heal to create a spectacle or to become famous.  Instead he healed because he cared about individual people 
and wanted to express God’s love to them and get to know them so that they would come to him for salvation.   
 
I think we need to learn from this.  James says, “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become 
angry.” James 1:19   We need to be willing to be humble, ready to listen, allow others to share what is on their heart, get to 
know people and then quietly and sensitively share God’s truth with them.   
 
b) He is Gentle with the Weak 
Isaiah also said about the Servant that “A bruised reed he will not break.” Isaiah 42:3.  When a reed is bruised it is useless as 
a support or for anything else.  But the Servant will not break and discard those who are weak and helpless.  Instead he will 
care for them.  He will work to bring healing and restoration to them. 
 
Jesus didn’t surround himself with only the strong, capable and gifted people.  Instead he called the weak, the hungry, the 
sick, the poor, the broken to find their rest and recovery in him.  “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I 
will give you rest.” Matthew 11:28   
 
And he still want us, bruised and battered as we are with life, to come to him today!  And he also wants us to reach out in 



compassion and love to those who are bruised and battered around us.  For example, Paul wrote: “If someone is caught in a 
sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.” Galatians 6:1  
 
c) He is Gracious to the Struggling 
Isaiah also said “a smouldering wick he will not snuff out.” Isaiah 42:3.  Lamp wicks were made of linen.  When they were 
lacking oil, they would burn with a feeble flame that it would be so easy just to put it out.   
 
But the Servant will not crush the faith of those who struggle.  He will not abandon those who wrestle with doubts, who are 
hardly holding on in their commitment to God.  Instead he will graciously reach out to them and feed their faith and 
encourage their commitment.   
 
Jesus did this with Thomas.  After the cross, he was a smouldering flame.  While others were rejoicing in the resurrection, 
he couldn’t bring himself to believe.  But Jesus did not condemn or reject him.  Instead he brought him the evidence of his 
nail- pierced hands and encouraged him to “Stop doubting and believe.” John 20:27  
 
Is that how we respond to those who are struggling in their faith, who are feel overwhelmed with doubts, who can’t bring 
themselves to believe?  Jude tells us to “Be merciful to those who doubt;" Jude 22  Do we condemn and reject them, or are 
we willing to graciously lead them to the reality of Jesus and encourage them to come to faith?  
 
4. The Servant’s Faithfulness 
This is how God’s Servant will minister – with humility, gentleness and grace.  But we mustn’t mistake this meekness for 
weakness because he will serve with determination and commitment.  “In faithfulness will he bring forth justice.”  Isaiah 
42:3  He will not stop until he has finished his work!   
 
One of the greatest challenges for Christian ministry is discouragement: 

 John Stott, the amazing Christian leader, scholar and author, wrote that “Discouragement is the occupational hazard of 
the Christian ministry.”   

 And Charles Spurgeon, another amazing preacher and pastor, of the 19th century, wrote that “Discouragement … creeps 
over my heart and makes me go with heaviness to my work.… It is dreadfully weakening.” 

Discouragement just goes with the job of serving God in this fallen and sinful world.  It is tough to serve God, whatever our 
role and ministry. 
 
a) Determined to Finish 
And as we’ll see in later passages of Isaiah, the Lord’s Servant will experience unimaginable opposition, false accusation, 
beatings and suffering.  But despite the enormity of his work, his compassion for those in need and the battle he faces: “he 
will not falter or be discouraged.” Isaiah 42:4   
 
Whatever happened, Jesus would not be deflected from completing the work that he was given to do.  And so on the cross, 
Jesus could declare, “It is finished.” John 19:30  He completed his mission, he fulfilled God’s rescue plan.  And so through 
simple faith in him, we are saved. 
 
5. The Servant’s Strength 
I don’t know about you, but I’m not like that.  I’m too easily discouraged and deflected from following God’s plan for my life.  
But what really encourages me is what Isaiah said about why the Servant could be so successful, why he was so faithful.  It 
was because his strength was in the Lord. 
 
The Lord declared that the Servant is the one “whom I uphold… I will put my Spirit on him.”  Isaiah 42:1  And he promised 
that “I will take hold of your hand.  I will keep you and will make you.” Isaiah 42:6  The Servant’s secret to his faithfulness 
and success wasn’t in his own ability or strength.  It was in the Lord’s commitment to empower him for the work that he 
had called him to do!  And this made all the difference because of who the Lord is: 

 He is the Creator: “who created the heavens and stretched them out.”  Isaiah 42:2  

 He is the Giver of Life: “Who gives breath to its people.” Isaiah 42:2 

 He is the one and only God: “I will not give my glory to another.” Isaiah 42:8 

 He is the one who knows the future: “New things I declare before they spring into being.” Isaiah 42:9 
 
Conclusion 
And this is the confidence that we can have in our lives.  We might be tempted to think that to succeed you need to 
aggressively pursue your own goals and ruthlessly use and discard others.  But it’s not true.   
 



Instead God wants us to be like his Servant: 

 Committed to fulfilling God’s call on our lives. 

 Speaking God’s truth in love and humility. 

 Reaching out in gentleness and grace to the weak and struggling. 

 And depending on the power of God in us through his Spirit. 
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