
Today’s reading from Isaiah is the second of four servant songs that this 
Prophet shares with us. This one is about the restoration of Israel (which 
is a community not a country), and of the promises of God when the 
people have been brought low by human-caused disaster, which in this 
case is their captivity under the Babylonians and the destruction of 
Jerusalem, which is their holy city, and is the “heart of who they were.” 


The people in this time were living in a moment when their community 
had been completely destroyed and their people had been forcibly 
displaced from their land.  It is a sort of total destruction that we can 
scarcely imagine today – as we continue to live in relative comfort.  

Into this situation of despair and an aching and urgent need for hope, 
Isaiah speaks these words of prophetic comfort about a servant-leader 
who will be raised up in their midst.  

The radical notion that we are confronted with in Isaiah is that the leader 
will not come from the outside to save those who are under the control of 
the Empire, but that instead the leader will come from within the 
beleaguered and distressed community itself, those affected by the reign 
of the Babylonians. 


While we must be careful to not appropriate Jesus as the leader in this 
situation (and remember clearly that this is a Jewish, not a Christian text) 
- it is also worth remembering that “Jesus was born when Herod was 
King.”  Another story of Empire in our larger biblical narrative repeats 
itself in the story of Jesus. 


Jesus - who was born into one of the lowest positions of power possible 
in his society - was raised up by God to be not just a servant-leader but a 
servant-leader-Saviour.  


In both situations there were people who were like us: educated, 
prepared, and ready to be leaders - but instead Jesus and Isaiah show us 
that the leaders have to come directly from those most impacted by the 
injustices of their day - and when those leaders are raised up, that is 
when a movement that lives into God’s preferred future of peace-filled 
reconciliation will most be possible.  


There is room for all of us at that Table. (Shannon Vance Ocampo) 

COCU 26C Reading for Holy Tuesday 

Isaiah 49:1-7 The Servant of the Lord

1. Listen to me, O coastlands,

    and give attention, you peoples from afar.

The Lord called me from the womb,

    from the body of my mother he named my name.

2. He made my mouth like a sharp sword;

    in the shadow of his hand he hid me;

he made me a polished arrow;

    in his quiver he hid me away.

3. And he said to me, “You are my servant,

    Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”

4. But I said, “I have laboured in vain;

    I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity;

yet surely my right is with the Lord,

    and my recompense with my God.”

5. And now the Lord says,

    he who formed me from the womb to be his servant,

to bring Jacob back to him;

    and that Israel might be gathered to him - 

for I am honoured in the eyes of the Lord,

    and my God has become my strength -  
6. he says:

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant

    to raise up the tribes of Jacob

    and to bring back the preserved of Israel;

I will make you as a light for the nations,

    that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 

7. Thus says the Lord,

    the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One,

to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nation,

    the servant of rulers:

“Kings shall see and arise;

    princes, and they shall prostrate themselves;

because of the Lord, who is faithful,

    the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.”




Commentary: Amy C Ogden, Working Preacher 
As always, it’s important here to state the big story at work in Isaiah in 
order to grasp the power of Isaiah’s proclamation in Chapter 49. God’s 
people have been defeated, their temple destroyed. They are taken in 
chains to Babylon, alienated from their land and their God. This exile is a 
crisis of identity and faith. Are they still God’s people? How can they 
worship in this foreign land?

 Into this crisis, Isaiah speaks a word of hope in these chapters. God will 
send a servant who will do justice. Indeed, it appears that much of 
second Isaiah (chapters 40-55) addresses the return of the Israelites to 
their homeland and the promise of a restored temple and nation. The 
disorientation of exile is replaced by a new orientation that is more than 
just returning to the way things were before exile. God has something 
much more in mind.

Isaiah shouts this news from the rooftops. If the first verse were an online 
blog, it would be in all caps. He has a message not for Israel alone, but 
for the whole world, even “you peoples far away” (v 1). And this message 
is from God: God has raised up a servant, one hidden and unknown, a 
nobody. God has made this servant the instrument of God’s glory (v 3).

From Rahab to David to Mary, the story of God’s people is full of unlikely 
servants raised up by God. This is a recurrent theme in scripture, and we 
want to notice it here. The servant is called while still in the womb, hidden 
and invisible. The Lord hides the servant “in the shadow of his hand” and 
“in his quiver” (v 2).

 In this case, the servant, too, is hidden even from himself as an agent of 
God. The servant stands disbelieving in the face of God’s call, blinded by 
self-condemnation to God’s purposes. He confesses a life “labored in 
vain,” spent “for nothing and vanity” (v 4). This servant is “one deeply 
despised, abhorred by the nations, the slave of rulers.” This servant, first 
invisible and then despised, will nevertheless be recognized by the 
powerful, by kings and princes, because the Lord, “the Holy One of Israel, 
has chosen you” (verse 7). For the preacher this is a great opportunity to 
talk about how God calls unlikely servants and, perhaps more 
importantly, how often those servants do not recognize themselves as 
such.

God has a direction this story is going, insistently toward the restoration 
of Jacob, “the survivors of Israel” (v 6). The decades of exile produced a 
diaspora with tribes scattered from Mesopotamia to Egypt, trying to 
scratch out a life. God’s purpose is to “raise up the tribes of Jacob” (v 6), 
“that Israel might be gathered to him” (v 5). God intends for Israel to be 

restored as a people with one another and with God. Their exile is not the 
end of the story.

We can imagine this proclamation falling on the ears of Israel with a sigh 
of relief. And if this passage was only about restoring Israel, that would be 
impressive enough within the dramatic narrative of Babylonian exile. But 
wait, there’s more! God doesn’t get stuck there.

This passage moves from the very particular and powerful deliverance of 
Israel to an even larger mission. In an astonishing phrase, this restoration 
of Israel is considered “too light a thing” (v 6) in and of itself. God’s 
people do not exist for themselves alone, nor is their restoration an end in 
itself. God gathers God’s people into God’s life for one purpose: the 
salvation of the world. God charges Israel, God’s servant, to be “a light to 
the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (v 6). 
God takes seriously the particular historical moment of Israel in exile and 
God doesn’t get stuck in that particular historical moment. Just as exile 
isn’t the end of the story, neither is restoration.

The long arc of God’s story points toward the restoration of all creation. 
“The Holy One, who has chosen you” (v. 7) calls Israel to inhabit not only 
its homeland, but its identity as God’s blessing for the world.

God doesn’t get stuck in the tidy resolutions to our crises that we think 
end the story. We often believe that if things turn out okay, the story is 
over. If the church makes budget, then “whew, thank God, that was 
close!” If we get through a health scare, we are humbled and grateful.

Yet God is not done. These so-called endings are beginnings, each a new 
horizon of possibility. Not for ourselves alone, but for the world God 
loves.

Restoration of individuals, or churches, or even of an entire people, is 
never only about that. God’s healing work moves outward, always 
expanding toward eschatological fulfilment, “that my salvation may reach 
the end of the earth” (verse 6). God’s story is always bigger than ours, 
holding our stories within God’s life and weaving them into the wide-open 
future.



