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ASH WEDNESDAY: LEADER 

GOD HAS A WORD FOR THAT 
Overview of Isaiah 40–55 and Isaiah 41:14–16 

THEME VERSE 

“Fear not, you worm Jacob,  

 you men of Israel! 

I am the one who helps you, declares the LORD; 

 your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel.” (Isaiah 41:14) 

INTRODUCTION 

Located on the front of the historic Trinity Church in Boston are the sculptures of six 

men. At the center are the four Gospel writers, who are flanked on the right by St. Paul 

and on the left by Isaiah. Isaiah’s presence in this distinguished “cloud of witnesses” 

speaks volumes about his importance for the Church. He is the theologian par excellence 

in the Old Testament. His chief doctrine comes from his name, Isaiah, which means 

“Yahweh is deliverance.” For sheer grandeur, majesty, and supreme artistry, no book in 

the Old Testament comes close to Isaiah. The prophet’s saving message, soaring 

language, and unforgettable imagery are tightly woven into the fabric of Christian 

hymnody, liturgy, and devotional literature. 

Although the entire book pulsates with richness and depth, Isaiah 40–55 contains 

some of the best-known, most-cherished, and theologically significant texts in the Bible. 

These chapters teach an orientation to the Lord and the world that Jesus endorsed, 

sharpened, and laid as the foundation for the Christian Church. Christological 

interpretations of Isaiah 40–55 reach their artistic pinnacle in George F. Handel’s 

Messiah. Fourteen selections come from these chapters. The oratorio opens with 40:1–5 

and continues with settings of 40:9, 11. Mendelssohn’s Elijah and Brahms’s German 

Requiem also contain memorable settings from chapters 40–55. 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

(Note: Questions only are found in the student section.) 

 

Q1. Read Lamentations 1:3 and Psalm 137. What was it like for Judeans to be exiled 

in Babylon in the sixth century BC? 

A1. Judah’s exiles lived in a world that had shattered into a million pieces. They were 

demoralized and disillusioned. The word exile conjures up ideas such as forced 

population movement, mass deportation, refugee camps, prisoners of war, uncertainty, 

brutalization, displacement, and post-traumatic stress disorder. A monstrous reality called 
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Babylon was a fire-breathing horror that had destroyed everything. The Babylonians 

defiled and destroyed the Solomonic temple (e.g., Jeremiah 22:8; Lamentations 1:10; 

Psalm 79:6). The empire’s policy had decided once and for all to destroy the “rebellious 

city, hurtful to kings and provinces” (Ezra 4:15a). This is “why this city was laid waste” 

(4:15b). Judeans were paralyzed, hopeless, and unable to move forward. Cultural givens 

and cherished institutions had vanished in thin air. Gathered by the waters of Babylon (cf. 

Psalm 137), the exiles wistfully wondered: Is God for real? If so, does He really care 

about us? How can we believe in a God who lost the latest war? Why not worship 

Babylonian gods? After all, their armies are more powerful than ours. O Lord, “Will You 

be angry with us forever?” (Psalm 85:5).  

 

Q2. Isaiah 40–55 is addressed to Judean exiles in the sixth century who were living in 

Babylon. How does Psalm 106 help us understand why God judged His people so 

harshly? 

A2. Israel sinned, forgot, rebelled, craved wickedness, became jealous, worshiped 

other gods, despised the Promised Land, murmured, provoked the Lord to anger, mixed 

with the nations, sacrificed their children, and played the harlot. The final verdict was the 

Babylonian exile in 587 BC, when God enacted His Sinaitic covenant curses (e.g., 

Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28) to bring Judah to its senses, purge the nation of idolatry, 

and renew its mission to the world. Nebuzaradan, the commander of the Babylonian 

imperial guard, put it this way, “The LORD your God pronounced this disaster against this 

place. The LORD has brought it about, and has done as He said. Because you sinned 

against the LORD and did not obey His voice” (Jeremiah 40:2b–3). Yet God still 

“remembered His covenant, and relented according to the abundance of His steadfast 

love” (Psalm 106:45). Isaiah 40–55 announces this amazing act of grace! 

 

Q3. In terms of time, then, Isaiah 40–55 addresses Babylonian exiles in about 540 

BC. They were witnessing the rise of the Persian leader named Cyrus and, with him, the 

greatest empire the world had seen. Cyrus would open the prison doors and let the 

captives return home. Read Ezra 1:1–3. What does this tell us about Cyrus? 

A3. These verses narrate the events in early 538 BC often called “Cyrus’s decree.” 

For this reason, God calls Cyrus His “shepherd” (Isaiah 44:28) and “anointed” one 

(45:1). 

 

Q4. God likens the exiles to a worm (Isaiah 41:14). Read Leviticus 11:41–42; 

Deuteronomy 28:39; Jonah 4:7; Isaiah 14:11; 66:24. What do these verses tell us about 

worms? 

A4. When people are compared to worms or associated with them, it means they are 

under God’s judgment. David confesses to being under God’s judgment when he says, 

“But I am a worm and not a man” (Psalm 22:6). Our Lord quotes from this psalm 
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(Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34) because He, too, was under the Father’s judgment, even 

though He had no sin (2 Corinthians 5:21). 

 

Q5. Jacob describes himself and his household as “men few in number” (cf. Genesis 

34:30). See where this expression is used again in Deuteronomy 26:5; 1 Chronicles 

16:19; Psalm 105:12. Moses warns Israel that the expression will define them in exile 

(Deuteronomy 4:27; cf. 28:62). In Isaiah 41:14, the term denotes the small size of the 

exilic community. What are some instances in the Bible where God does amazing things 

with small and insignificant people? 

A5. Answers will vary, but consider these examples: Moses had a rod and this 

conquered a kingdom (Exodus 14). David defeated Goliath and all he had was a sling and 

a stone (1 Samuel 17:50). Gideon was left with three hundred Abiezrites who lapped 

water like dogs, and the Midianites lost the battle (Judges 7). Samson took a jawbone of 

an ass and defeated one thousand Philistines (15:15). The Savior once said, “The 

kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed . . . the smallest of all seeds” (Matthew 

13:31–32). Passing through Jericho on the way to Jerusalem, Jesus picked out little 

Zacchaeus and said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house [because this man] is 

a son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9). And then note these words, “Let the little children come 

to me and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 

19:14). 

 

Q6. In Isaiah 41:14, God is called “your Redeemer.” He is also called a Redeemer in, 

for example, 43:14; 44:6, 24; 47:4; 48:17; 49:7, 26; 54:5, 8. To “redeem” is to buy 

someone back. See Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45, where Jesus announces that He will 

give His life as “ransom for many.” How does Isaiah 52:13–53:12 announce this 

beautiful gift of redemption? 

A6. Isaiah 52:13–53:12 begins with a cry of victory (52:13) and ends with the spoils 

belonging to the Victor (53:12). This point is emphatic, because nothing in between looks 

remotely like victory. Much of Israel’s history is about people laid low who are 

subsequently lifted up. Typical are these words: “The stone that the builders rejected has 

become the cornerstone” (Psalm 118:22). God does this through His Suffering Servant 

and it is still marvelous in our eyes! 

 

Q7. In Isaiah 41:14, God is also called “the Holy One of Israel.” The phrase appears 

again in, for example, 41:16, 20; 43:3, 14; 45:11; 47:4; 48:17; 49:7; 54:5; 55:5. Isaiah’s 

attachment to the expression derives from the threefold “holy, holy, holy,” where the 

seraphim announce that the Lord is utterly holy (6:3). Why does Isaiah couple 

“Redeemer” with “the Holy One of Israel”? 

A7. This announces that the Transcendent and Holy One also, amazingly, comes to 

rescue Israel (cf. Deuteronomy 7:7). In half of its usages in Isaiah 40–55, the verb 
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“redeem” appears with “the Holy One of Israel” (41:14; 43:14; 47:4; 48:17; 49:7; 54:5). 

The Holy One God is transcendent; the Redeemer is immanent. The combination of 

God’s transcendence and immanence points to the incarnation of Jesus, who is both true 

God and true Man. 

 

Q8. What were Israel’s “mountains and hills” (Isaiah 41:15–16) that they were going 

to remove? What are your obstacles? 

A8. Isaiah maintains that God is powerful enough to weigh the mountains and the 

hills (Isaiah 40:12). This affirms His authority not only over creation but also over every 

earthly dominion. Babylon is about to be dissolved by God’s shepherd and messiah, 

Cyrus (44:28; 45:1). He will see to it that mountains and hills, that is, Babylon, does not 

stand in the way (40:4). Wormlike Jacob will thresh Babylon, not with the customary 

weapons of warfare, but with the Lord’s all-powerful Word (40:8; 55:10–11). “Do not be 

afraid, little flock. For it is the Father’s pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). 

Regarding our personal obstacles, see Matthew 17:20. 

 

Q9. God graciously transforms the worms into threshing sledges (Isaiah 41:15). In 

antiquity, threshing sledges were made up of wooden boards with iron or sharpened stone 

jutting out underneath in order to till the soil. This board was approximately seven feet by 

three feet and is used for threshing even today in Syria. The sledge was drug over grain 

by a work animal (e.g., Job 39:15) in order to separate the grain from the husks and stalks 

(cf. Psalm 1:4). Threshing could also be done with special machines or implements (e.g., 

2 Samuel 12:31; 28:28). The idea is also used as a figure of speech that likens the 

destruction of nations (e.g., Isaiah 25:10) or enemies (e.g., 1 Kings 13:7; Amos 1:3–5; 

Micah 4:13) to the same beating grain takes when it is threshed. What does a life look 

like that has been changed from feeling like a worm to one that is likened to a threshing 

sledge? 

A9. The enemies will be thrown high into the air for the wind to carry them away 

(Isaiah 41:16). Just as Israel rejoiced in the holiness of the Lord (Exodus 15:11, 13) that 

defeated the Egyptian hordes chasing them into the Red Sea, so in this new act of 

salvation Israel’s boast will again be in “the Holy One of Israel” (Isaiah 41:16). These 

promises were fulfilled in 539 BC when Cyrus brought down the empire of Babylon with 

breathtaking ease. 

CONCLUSION 

The rebirth of Judah, promised by Jeremiah and Ezekiel, meant that the end was not 

actually the end. The warnings of Moses’ Torah (e.g., Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28) 

and of other eighth-century prophets (e.g., Micah 3:9–12) had come true. But their gospel 

oracles were also fulfilled. God gave assurance that He would stand by David’s 

household and backed up this pledge with His word “forever,” “forever,” and “forever” 
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(2 Samuel 7:13, 16; 23:3). This guaranteed resurrection and new life for the Judeans in 

Babylon. Jeremiah declared how this happened. “The LORD has stirred up the spirit of the 

kings of the Medes [the people to which Cyrus’s mother belonged], because His purpose 

concerning Babylon is to destroy it, for that is the vengeance of the LORD, the vengeance 

for His temple” (Jeremiah 51:11). In 538 BC, God’s stirring prompted Cyrus’s decree 

(Ezra 1:2). Not only had Babylon fallen to Cyrus, but Cyrus made possible the rebuilding 

of the temple that the empire had destroyed (Ezra 4:3). 

 


