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ASH WEDNESDAY: PARTICIPANT 

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 

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

in Babylon in the sixth century BC? 
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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? 

 

 

 

 

 

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? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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? 
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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? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

to remove? What are your obstacles? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

sledge? 

 

 

 

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” 

(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). 

 

 


