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As we begin this important passage we should remember the setting and a few points 
in the preceding chapters. Isaiah is prophetically speaking to the future people of Judah 
in captivity. He has told them that they should take comfort for God will raise up a ruler 
who will return them to their homeland (Isaiah 40:1-2). God will also send a Redeemer 
(Isaiah 41:14).  

In this passage, just as we have seen with previous prophecies, we can see an 
intermediate fulfillment or foreshadowing of an ultimate fulfillment. It very well may 
have been taken one way when the captives read it, but a deeper and more complete 
way by those who returned. The captives may have thought this servant that God was 
speaking of was the ruler that would come from the east and allow them to return to 
Jerusalem. While those who returned read it as speaking of the Messiah who was to 
come. Today we may even see another application. 

1 Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put 
my Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations. Isaiah 42:1 While Cyrus 
may have been God’s servant in financing the return of the Jews to Jerusalem 
(2Chronicles 36:23), and may have had the Spirit of God upon him to do so, we can’t 
say he brought justice to the world. The rest of the passage goes on to describe 
someone much greater than Cyrus. The only one to bring justice to the nations, the 
only one in whom the soul of God delights is Jesus. As God said two different times in 
an audible voice from heaven, 17b “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased.” Matthew 3:17b (Matthew 17:5) Jews and Christians call this the first of the 
Suffering Servant Songs. While later Jews interpret this as referring to the Jewish 
people, the early rabbis and the Aramaic notes on these passages declare this to be 
about the Messiah.1 The other Suffering Servant Songs in Isaiah make this quite clear, 
but to avoid losing adherents by conversion to Christianity, Jewish rabbis began to point 
to several verses to show the servant is the Jewish nation.  1 “But now hear, O Jacob 
my servant, Israel whom I have chosen! Isaiah 44:1 (Also see 41:8) 

I remember overhearing a Christian and some young Jewish boys talking about Isaiah 
53, which is another Suffering Servant Song, while on an El Al flight. The Christian tried 
to tell them it was about Jesus. The boys showed him several verses that declare God’s 
servant is Israel. Both sides were fully convinced. Both sides were unaware of the 
multiple use of the same term being used in different ways. For example in Malachi 3:1 
there are two distinct persons called “messenger.” One was John the Baptist preparing 
the way. The other was Jesus, the messenger of the New Covenant. The servant in the 
passage we are looking at, can’t be the servant of the second half of the chapter who is 
blind and deaf to the things of God (Isaiah 42:19). There are two messengers and two 
servants. If you press a Jewish person about the prophetic details of the servant in the 
Suffering Servant Songs, they would find difficulty holding to the opinion that it is about 
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the Jewish people. Would they agree that the Spirit of God is upon them, that they 
have brought justice to the world, or that they don’t lift up their voice in the streets? 
You’ll smile at that one if you’ve been to Israel. Looking at the details of the songs 
show the servant must be a righteous individual who suffers for the sins of the world 
making many righteous (Isaiah 53:11). In addition, Matthew quotes these verses saying 
they were fulfilled in Jesus (Matthew 12:18-20).  

Understanding this servant is Jesus of Nazareth, let’s see what God has said about Him 
in this first verse. God upholds Him as He does all those who trust in Him (Isaiah 
41:10). God has chosen Him, as He has chosen all who come to Him by faith (John 
15:16). God’s soul delights in Him, as He does all who fear Him and hope in His 
steadfast love (Psalm 147:11). God puts His Spirit on Him as He does with His servants 
(Joel 2:29). But bringing justice to the world is an act of God alone (Isaiah 2:4). All 
these descriptions together point us to the ultimate servant of God. 

2 He will not cry aloud or lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street; Isaiah 42:2 
Jesus was a teacher. He wasn’t a rabble rouser or the kind of leader who incites people. 
He invites people. Gentleness is a fruit of the Spirit. The way of the world is pushy and 
forceful. But Jesus just leads and invites us to follow. He blazed a trail of holiness with 
the scent of heaven as he loved the sinner and healed the leper. Unselfish love was 
never demonstrated so graciously as in the life of Jesus. 

3 a bruised reed he will not break, and a faintly burning wick he will not quench; he will 
faithfully bring forth justice. Isaiah 42:3 The bruised and broken were embraced by His 
words and actions. The isolated woman at the well found a love that wouldn’t use her 
(John 4:28). The widow who lost her son found compassionate power that raised the 
dead (Luke 7:15). The berated tax collector found the acceptance that transformed his 
life (Luke 19:9). It reminds me of a line from the song, Untitled Hymn. “Weak and 
wounded sinner, lost and left to die, come raise your head for love is passing by. Come 
to Jesus and live.” 

He is not only mercy and grace, for that would mean injustice would reign. He will 
faithfully bring forth justice. Injustice is more than a political dysfunction. “It is a 
spiritual evil, a denial of God.”1 The user and abuser will answer to Him. The selfish and 
merciless will give an account. Justice will be meted out upon Jesus or should they 
refuse Him, on them. If it were not so, heaven would be no different from this sick 
world. 

4 He will not grow faint or be discouraged till he has established justice in the earth; 
and the coastlands wait for his law. Isaiah 42:4 Chapter 40 told us that those who wait 
on the LORD will walk and not faint (Isaiah 40:31). In His steady plodding toward 
worldwide justice He will not stop until every wrong is righted and every debt is paid. I 
can’t imagine how discouraging it would be to face unrepentant soul after soul and 
recount all their sins and the righteous justice upon each one. What all the worldly 
judges have to hear and decide in a lifetime of service is miniscule compared to the 
justice that Jesus will deal out upon mankind at the Great White Throne (Revelation 
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20:11-12). But if that never was to take place, how hopelessly wrong would our 
existence be? 22 The Father judges no one, but has given all judgment to the Son, John 
5:22  

The world will wait for His law. His law is love (John 15:12). Until justice is meted out, 
His law will not prevail in the world. The Hebrew word for law is “torah.” It can also 
mean “instruction.” The coastlands speak of the people of the world that long for this 
broken world to be fixed. Man hasn’t come up with the answer in his thousands of 
years of history. All we have proven is that we don’t have the ability to fix the mess we 
created when we turned from God and decided to play gods (Genesis 3:17). That is 
why we wait for Jesus to come and give us His law.  

Around the world today the broken hearts of men and women are made whole when 
they hear and receive the law of Jesus. Hope is renewed and guilt is removed. Joy and 
peace are experienced for the first time. Imagine the expectation when Christ comes to 
reign on the earth. 

5 Thus says God, the LORD, who created the heavens and stretched them out, who 
spread out the earth and what comes from it, who gives breath to the people on it and 
spirit to those who walk in it: Isaiah 42:5 The One speaking through Isaiah introduces 
Himself. He is El. The Creator of heaven and earth. He is YHWH, the eternal God. God 
reminds us He stretched out the incredible universe with its incomprehensible size, and 
is still stretching it out (40:22). He made this amazing planet and everything in it, 
animal and plant life. The verse ends with a parallelism. He gives breath to people on 
the earth which is repeated in different terms as “spirit to those who walk in it.” This is 
Genesis one abbreviated. God created the heavens and the earth, the plant life, the 
animal life, and the crowning of His creation was man and breathing into him the 
breath of life (Genesis 2:7). God is telling Isaiah’s readers that He is the God of Genesis 
chapter one, from whom and to whom and for whom all things exist (Romans 11:36).  

6 “I am the LORD; I have called you in righteousness; I will take you by the hand and 
keep you; I will give you as a covenant for the people, a light for the nations, Isaiah 
42:6 Who is the one who is called? Once again we can read this as the mission of the 
Jewish people to bring the laws of God to the world through the Torah. Those in the 
captivity may have read it that way. But they would not come close to completing that 
mission. However, through the lineage of Abraham, Judah, and David would come the 
One Jewish person who would live a life of righteousness (Isaiah 53:11). The Father 
would keep Him from Satan’s attempt to destroy Him at His birth (Matthew 2:16) and 
Herod’s attempts on His life, that is, until His time came to become a covenant for the 
people.  

Jeremiah and Ezekiel predicted the days of a new covenant that was unlike the Mosaic 
covenant written in stone (Ezekiel 36:26). This new one would be written in our hearts. 
That is what Jesus proclaimed Himself to be at the Last Supper (1Corinthains 11:25). 
He made a new covenant with His own blood that fulfilled the old. It is He, who became 
the light of the world, as Jesus proclaimed Himself to be (John 8:12).  
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Jesus’ life and words have made the greatest impact on the world for good. No one 
comes close to affecting the world like Jesus. While our culture keeps pointing to the 
wrongs done using the name of Jesus, few will acknowledge the great good done by 
Christianity. Books have been written on the way Christianity was the chief cause for 
the end of the serfdom and feudal lords. It was the chief cause of the end of slavery. 
Capitalism with private property ownership can be traced back to Christian influence. 
That alone has done more to raise the quality of life than any other single factor. 
Personal responsibility and an honorable work ethic stem from the Christian faith. Our 
legal system and its effort to see that right prevails is traced to Jewish roots.  

Jesus is a light in a practical sense but even more so in a spiritual sense. It is by His 
power alone that we are freed from guilt and enslaving patterns of sin (John 8:32). It is 
through Jesus alone that we have the hope of heaven (John 14:6). 

Jesus is a light to the nations, 7 to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the 
prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness. Isaiah 42:7 
Without Jesus and His teaching we are blind to spiritual reality. “Our salvation will never 
come from our own self-assertion; it will only come from the gentle servant of the Lord. 
Our idolatries can do nothing but corrupt, because they're the magnification of our 
proud self-salvation. That's why our good intentions end up unleashing more evil. 
Everything we do is laced with poisons we cannot detect in time.”2 The upside-down 
way of the world has us chasing after our own destruction, but Jesus illuminates our 
understanding so that we can see where sin actually leads (John 3:20-21). Our eyes are 
opened to what is worthy of our attention and what is vanity. We were blind to what 
was of real value, but now in His light we can see. 

This is one reason Jesus healed the blind. The man that was born blind illustrated for us 
our spiritual condition (John 9:30). We were all born spiritually blind. Jesus did what 
was impossible in the physical realm to show us He can and does do what is impossible 
for us to do without Him in the spiritual realm. The man’s physical blindness was not 
nearly as consequential as our spiritual blindness.  

Bringing out the prisoners from their dungeons and those in prison who sit in darkness 
is saying the same thing in a different way. Sin enslaves. It isolates us. It keeps us in 
darkness so that we can’t see. The chains the sinner wears are forged by his or her 
own fallen desires. In Christ our chains are gone and we are free to live to 
righteousness (Romans 6:22).  

8 I am the LORD; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to carved 
idols. Isaiah 42:8 YHWH is the name of the eternal God. He doesn’t give His glory to an 
image. There is nothing to compare Him. The only way we could see that glory was the 
incarnation. We have seen His glory in the only begotten of the Father (John 1:14). He 
didn’t have to share His glory with another for He is one with the Son. (John 10:30).  

9 Behold, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare; before 
they spring forth I tell you of them.” Isaiah 42:9 God is reminding Judah that their idols 
don’t know the past and can’t predict the future. God can because He is YHWH. He lives 
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in eternity. He is in the past and the future right now. He is declaring to them their 
Messiah is coming. He will be the new covenant, not bring an agreement but be the 
agreement. He will bring light into the darkness. He will cause the physically and 
spiritually blind to see. He will release us from our bondage to sin. This is the glory that 
will come to Judah, to the city of Jerusalem, the very glory of God. And He did come. As 
Matthew declared, these verses came to pass in Jesus.  

I want you to look at this passage again in a way that I have already been hinting. If 
you abide in Christ and He abides in you, then you will represent Him wherever you go. 
His prayer is that you be one with Him and with the Father. 21 that they may all be one, 
just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the 
world may believe that you have sent me. John 17:21 Remember that Paul declared it 
was no longer he that lived but Christ who lived in Him. That is the desire of the born-
again believer, that the life of Christ be manifest in our mortal bodies (2Corinthians 
4:10).  

Just as the Father called the Son the One He upholds, the chosen, on whom He puts 
His Spirit, so are we to be His chosen ones, His servants in the world, upheld by Him, 
with His Spirit in us. Just as He was gentle and gracious, befriending the hurting, loving 
the needy, so are we, by His grace, to be the friend of sinners, gently leading them to 
wholeness and spiritual life in Him. While we cannot bring justice like He will, we can 
seek justice in the society in which we live. We can bring His law of love to the 
coastlands, to the hungry souls who see there is more than this world.  

He has called us in righteousness and will take us by the hand. We saw that in the 
previous chapter (Isaiah 41:13). He will even make us a light to the nations, as Jesus 
said, “You are the light of the world!” (Matthew 5:14) 

As we bring the new covenant in Jesus’ blood to the world, we open the eyes of the 
blind and loose prisoners from their chains. Through the Gospel we bring them up out 
of the dungeons of despair and into the promises of God in Christ Jesus.  

In Christ, this Suffering Servant Song is our song too. Jesus declared as much when He 
said, “As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” (John 20:21) You can 
sing this song in praise to Jesus, and you can sing it as a reminder of your calling in this 
fallen world.  

Questions 
1 What are several ways to read this passage? 
2 Why can’t the servant be Cyrus? 
3 Who do Jews think the servant is? Why do Christians think He is Jesus? 
4 How does God describe the servant? 
5 How did Jesus demonstrate verse 3? 
6 What is God’s self-description? 
7 How does Jesus open blind eyes? 
8 Why can’t an idol represent God? 
9 Why can we apply some of this passage? 
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10 What specifically does this tell us to about our calling? 


