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MIDWEEK OF LENT 5: LEADER 

ONE LITTLE WORD CAN FELL HIM 
Isaiah 49:1–6 

THEME VERSE 

“He made My mouth like a sharp sword.” (Isaiah 49:2) 

INTRODUCTION 

With vivid accuracy, Isaiah 41–48 foretells the end of captivity in Babylon and 

Cyrus’s redemption of Israel. Now, beginning with chapter 49, Isaiah’s prophecies 

become more concerned with Israel’s spiritual captivity to sin and the solution of the 

Lord’s Suffering Servant. This Servant is the perfect Israel and gives Himself as a 

substitute for the nation of Israel, indeed, for all people. This paradox is demonstrated 

when the Servant is called “Israel” (v. 3), yet through Him, “Israel might be gathered to 

Him” (v. 5). The Fourth Servant Song depicts the climax of the Servant’s mission 

(52:13–53:12). 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

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

 

Q1. Who is this Servant? 

A1. It has become popular for Christians to interpret Isaiah’s Servant Songs as 

applying both to corporate Israel as well as to Jesus. Some understand the Servant using a 

pyramid with Israel as its base and Christ at its apex that connects to a second pyramid 

with Christ at the zenith and the Church at the base. The Servant, then, is Israel reduced 

to one in the person of Jesus. However, this interpretation ignores the context of the four 

Servant Songs. The negative portrayal of Israel as the Lord’s servant in chapters 42–48 

rules out the identification of corporate Israel with the Servant in 49:1–6; 50:4–9; and 

52:13–53:12. The First Servant Song (42:1–4) initially refers to the nation of Israel; 41:8 

makes this point clear. Idolatry (cf. 6:9–10) blinded the nation to the Lord’s will and 

ways, so He asks, “Who is blind but My servant?” (42:19). Chapters 42–48 announce that 

Israel is the Lord’s servant (e.g., 42:19; 43:10; 44:1, 2; 45:4), even as these chapters make 

it clear that Israel will be unable to fulfill this servant role. Because Israel fails, the Lord 

rejects the nation in 48:1. Israel is Israel in name only and therefore the Lord terminates 

His people as a servant nation. Chapter 48, then, plays a pivotal role in Isaiah’s 

presentation of the two servants. Not only is Israel dismissed as the Lord’s servant, but 

also the new Servant speaks for the first time, saying, “And now the Lord GOD has sent 

Me, and His Spirit” (48:16c). The connections between 48:16c and the Second (49:1–6) 
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and Third Servant Songs (50:4–9) are apparent. For instance, the title “Lord GOD” 

appears again in 50:4, 5, 7, and 9, while the “and now” of 48:16c anticipates a similar 

word usage in 49:4. This subtle introduction of the Servant is just as elusive as the 

prophet’s gradual unveiling of Cyrus. Though he is alluded to in 41:2, the Persian is not 

named until 44:28. This new Servant, inconspicuously introduced (48:16c), is Israel 

(49:3), but is far different from the nation of Israel. For example, He listens to the Lord 

(50:4–5), whereas the people do not (e.g., 42:19–20; 43:8; 48:8). Israel laments that the 

Lord disregards its “cause” (40:27). On the other hand, the Suffering Servant knows that 

His cause will be vindicated by the Lord (49:4). Israel is punished for her own sins (e.g., 

40:2; 43:27–28); the loyal Servant suffers and dies for the sins of others (53:4–6). And 

this is the main point Isaiah is making. The prophet gives us two servants—one who is 

blind from idolatry and in need of rescue, the other whose eyes and ears are wide open so 

He can be the Rescuer. After the Righteous Servant’s vicarious satisfaction for the 

servant’s sin of idolatry, as well as for the sins of all (53:11), Israel is deemed righteous 

by the Lord (54:17c). Forgiven and cleansed, the nation is then able to take up their 

servant role anew. 

 

Q2. The Servant joins others who were set apart at birth for God’s purposes (e.g., 

Jeremiah 1:4–5; Luke 1:13–17, 31–33; Galatians 1:15). The expression “from the womb” 

links the Servant with the Lord’s choice of the nation (e.g., Isaiah 43:1; 44:1), as well as 

with Isaiah’s Immanuel prophecy (7:14) and other Messianic texts that reference birth 

(Genesis 3:15; Psalm 22:9; Isaiah 9:6; Micah 5:2). How does the Servant’s consecration 

from birth impact our lives? See Ephesians 1:4–5. 

A2. Because the Servant was set apart to be our Savior, we have likewise been 

elected before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in Christ (Ephesians 

1:4–5). 

 

Q3. A “mouth like a sword” describes the Servant in Isaiah 49:2. This is similar to the 

mouth of the coming Davidic deliverer, described as the one who will “strike the earth 

with the rod of His mouth” (11:4). See also Ephesians 6:17; Hebrews 4:12; Revelation 

1:16; 2:12, 16; 19:15. What do these texts teach you about God’s Word? 

A3. It is like a sharp sword that defeats the enemy; see Matthew 4:1–11. 

 

Q4. The Lord hides His Servant in His hand (Isaiah 49:2). This is a safe place to be, 

for no one can snatch anything from God’s hand (Deuteronomy 32:39). Hidden in this 

hand, the Suffering Servant is “Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God” 

(1 Corinthians 1:24; cf. 2 Corinthians 5:16). A seemingly-insignificant itinerant preacher 

accomplishes the most significant event in human history—the salvation of sinners 

through His death and resurrection. How does God protect you? 

A4. Answers will vary, but see Psalm 46. 
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Q5. The Servant’s name is Israel and His purpose is to make the Lord beautiful 

(Isaiah 49:3). The same promise appears in 44:23, only it is the Lord’s promise to the 

nation of Israel. In a supreme paradox, the Servant’s greatest beauty is displayed when 

“His appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance, and His form beyond that of 

the children of mankind” (52:14). Ugly from sin (e.g., 1:18; 64:6), how do we become 

most beautiful in Christ? 

A5. Answers will vary, but see Isaiah 62:3; Ephesians 5:26–27. 

 

Q6. The Servant’s lament in Isaiah 49:4 is typical of other call narratives in the Old 

Testament (e.g., Judges 6:15; Jeremiah 1:6). In light of the Lord’s scathing rebuke of the 

exiles in chapter 48, the Servant’s frustration is understandable. The expression “my 

right” first appears when Israel voices the complaint that “my right is disregarded by my 

God” (Isaiah 40:27). Israel wallows in self-pity, but the Servant, in His lament, turns to 

the Lord in hopeful confidence. God announces, “I will set My justice for a light to the 

peoples” (51:4). This happens through the Suffering Servant who is taken away apart 

from justice (53:8). Paradoxically, Israel is vindicated through this perversion of justice 

(53:11; 54:17c). How did this happen to Jesus? 

A6. When Jesus is tried before Pilate, the perversion of justice is featured in all four 

Gospels. Bogus charges are contrived by false witnesses (Matthew 26:59–61; Mark 

14:56–57; cf. Luke 23:2). Although Pilate repeatedly declares that Jesus is innocent 

(Matthew 27:24; Luke 23:4; John 18:38), he ends up condemning Him to the cross (Mark 

15:15). Judas (Matthew 27:4), the Roman centurion at the foot of the cross (Luke 23:47), 

and Herod’s wife (Matthew 27:19) also declare that Jesus is innocent. This one act of 

injustice, though, leads to the justification of all (Isaiah 53:11; 54:17c; 2 Corinthians 

5:19; 1 John 2:2). 

 

Q7. The Servant’s ministry is to bring Israel home, a theme announced in Isaiah 

40:1–11. Cyrus makes it possible through his victory over Babylon. The Servant, 

however, is the Lord’s means of gathering the exiles and leading them back to Himself 

(49:6). This is just part of the charge. Bringing exiles back to Zion is “too light a thing.” 

He is further dispatched to be a light to the nations and the means of salvation for the 

ends of the earth. The phrase “to the end of the earth” denotes the full extent of the 

Lord’s or the king’s rule (e.g., Psalms 2:8; 67:7; 98:3; Jeremiah 16:19; Zechariah 9:10). 

In Isaiah 40–55 the Lord’s promise of salvation “to the end of the earth” comes in Isaiah 

42:10; 43:6; 45:22; 48:20. Luke employs the phrase in Acts 1:8; 13:47 (cf. Luke 24:47). 

What is your part in taking the free gift of salvation to the ends of the earth? 

A7. Answers will vary, but see Romans 12:4–8; 1 Corinthians 12:1–31; 1 Peter 4:10. 
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Q8. This Suffering Servant will accomplish individually what Israel was unable to do 

corporately. He brings salvation not only to the children of Abraham (Matthew 1:1–17), 

but also to the children of Adam and Eve (Luke 3:23–38). The movement from Israel’s 

restoration to the restoration of the nations follows Christ’s ministry in Matthew. He 

sends out the Twelve to gather the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 10:5; see 

15:24). The charge to make disciples of all nations is later (28:19–20). How do Luke 

2:30–32; John 8:12; and Acts 13:47 understand this dual mission of the Servant? 

A8. Simeon (Luke 2:30–32), Jesus (John 8:12), and Paul (Acts 13:47) understood that 

because neither the tribes of Jacob nor the nations are able to turn themselves toward the 

Lord, the Servant will become a covenant and light, just as Abram was to be a blessing 

(Genesis 12:1–3). Christ’s mission is to bring both Israel and the nations together as one 

people in one Church (John 11:52; Ephesians 2:14–15; 4:4–6; Colossians 3:11). 

CONCLUSION 

Paul, along with Barnabas, quotes from Isaiah 49:6 with its term “a light for the 

nations,” applying it to themselves (Acts 13:47). Paul’s appropriation of Isaiah 49:6 is in 

line with the apostle’s understanding of what it means to be “in Christ.” Just as he was 

crucified (Galatians 2:20), buried, and raised with Christ (Romans 6:3–4), so he is also a 

servant, like Christ (e.g., Philippians 1:1; 2:7). Therefore, Isaiah 49:1–6 was foundational 

for Paul’s ministry. Like the Servant (v. 1), he was set apart at birth (Galatians 1:15); and 

he also echoes the phrase, “I have labored in vain” (Isaiah 49:4) in Galatians 2:2; 4:11; 

1 Corinthians 15:58; Philippians 2:16; and 1 Thessalonians 3:5. Further, just like Paul, all 

the baptized are servants of the Servant, who share in the great commission of being a 

light to the world. 

 


