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Lesson 22 Isaiah 41:1-20 Three Pictures of Consolation 

Introduction 

The comforting of Zion continues from chapter 40 into chapter 41. It is not easy to say for sure what 
Isaiah’s structure is here. I am using Motyer’s structure, which seems to me as valid as any. It’s a 
helpful organizational tool. The theme of consolation helps to organize God’s words to Israel and 
then God’s words to the nations. 

Whatever structure we use, we will be able to agree on some of the major themes. Isaiah typically 
establishes themes and then develops those themes by coming back to them repeatedly. Here are 
three themes that are initiated here and are regularly encountered as we go through the Book of the 
Servant. 

Theme number 1: God is unique. He is incomparable. That was the main theme of our previous 
lesson. We will regularly come back to the uniqueness of God’s being and character. Isaiah develops 
this theme both by describing the unique character of God and also by denigrating the idol gods of 
the nations. God is unique. 

Theme number 2: God saves His people. God can send His messengers to comfort Israel because God 
intends to step into history and rescue His people Israel. Isaiah will develop two ideas of rescue: 
rescue from exile and rescue from sin. God cares about the physical state of His people. He cares for 
those suffering injustice and oppression. God also cares about the eternal spiritual needs of His 
people. God saves. 

Theme number 3: God works through His servant. The servant theme is applied first to Israel. We will 
see that in this lesson. Who is the servant? The servant is Israel. God’s servant Israel is shown to be 
weak, powerless, and often disobedient. We need a righteous servant who will act on God’s behalf in 
history. Who will that servant be? Will it be Cyrus, the king of Persia who releases Israel from exile? 
Yes. Cyrus will be called “God’s righteous servant.” Is that the end of it? No. Because deliverance 
from exile is not the greatest need of God’s people. Unsurprisingly, we will follow the servant theme 
through the Book of the Servant. 

To our present passage: Motyer’s structure is not Gospel, but it is helpful. The consolation of the 
world is divided into the consolation of Israel and the  consolation of the Gentiles. We are in the first 
half, the consolation of Israel, covered in 40:1-41:20. Motyer sees a nice four-part balance. The first 
passage, “Comfort O comfort my people,” included three voices of consolation. The last passage will 
contain three pictures of consolation. In-between the three voices and three pictures, we have two 
passages that emphasize the incomparable God of Israel. He is incomparable as the Creator, and He 
is incomparable as the world ruler.  

We have studied the first two passages in our last two lessons: the three voices of consolation and 
then the incomparable creator God. In this lesson we will consider both of the two remaining 
passages: incomparable God as world ruler and three pictures of consolation. These two passages 
are covered by just 20 verses, Isaiah 41:1-20. We start with God, the incomparable world ruler, in 
Isaiah 41:1-7.  

The Incomparable God of Israel: World Ruler (41:1-7) 

 1 “Coastlands, listen to Me in silence,   And let the peoples gain new strength;  
  Let them come forward, then let them speak;   Let us come together for judgment.  
 2 “Who has aroused one from the east   Whom He calls in righteousness to His feet?  
  He delivers up nations before him   And subdues kings.  
  He makes them like dust with his sword,   As the wind-driven chaff with his bow.  
 3 “He pursues them, passing on in safety,   By a way he had not been traversing with his  
      feet.  
 4 “Who has performed and accomplished it,   Calling forth the generations from the beginning?  
  ‘I, the LORD, am the first,   and with the last I am He.’ ”  
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 5 The coastlands have seen and are afraid;   The ends of the earth tremble;  
    They have drawn near and have come.  
 6 Each one helps his neighbor   And says to his brother, “Be strong!”  
 7 So the craftsman encourages the smelter,   And he who smooths metal with the hammer  

    encourages him who beats the anvil,  
  Saying of the soldering, “It is good”;   And he fastens it with nails, so that it will not  
      totter.  
The first verse is an invitation. Listen carefully to God’s invitation. Who is being invited? What are 
they being invited to do? What is being promised to them? That’s all in these four versets. 

 1 “Coastlands, listen to Me in silence,   And let the peoples gain new strength;  
  Let them come forward, then let them speak;   Let us come together for judgment.  

Who is invited? The coastlands are invited. Non-Jewish peoples live up and down the Mediterranean 
coast, beginning immediately with Israel’s neighbors the Philistines. The invitation is expanded in the 
second verset to peoples or nations. The final verset invites them to come for judgment. Lawsuit 
prophets like Isaiah use this kind of introductory formula to call Israel to judgment in light of Torah 
law. But that is not the kind of judgment in this case. The coastlands and peoples are invited to listen 
to God in silence, and, as a result of listening, to gain new strength. That’s interesting! It’s interesting 
because it’s a connection back to Isaiah 40, where God promises those who wait on Him that they 
will “gain new strength, they will mount up with wings like eagles.” The promise to Israel there is 
included here in an invitation to all peoples. New strength is also available to the Gentiles. And as 
strength was granted to Israel as a result of waiting, which is an expression of faith, Gentiles must 
first listen to God in silence. That is also intended as an expression of faith. They are not invited to a 
grudging, rebellious silence. They are invited to respectful, receptive silence; an appropriate attitude 
of humility when God speaks. 

After God speaks, the peoples are told they can then come forward and speak, that they would come 
together with God for judgment. That does not mean that God will put Himself on an equal level with 
all the nations in coming together to judge the truth of things. God invites them to speak, perhaps to 
ask questions or to communicate a response. It’s an invitation to interaction, to relationship. The 
judgment will have to do with whether or not the peoples accept or reject the Word of God. 

The subject to be addressed is, “Who truly rules the world?” Before God speaks, how do you answer 
that question? Who really rules the world? A natural response might be to look to the super-powers: 
for them Egypt and Babylon. For us, the United States, China, Russia. Or maybe for us, Apple, 
Microsoft, Amazon. It depends on your perspective of who really rules the world. And maybe we are 
conspiracy theorists and we believe there is a secret, elite cabal of powerful and wealthy people - 
they control world events, they really run things.  

“Who truly rules the world?” Verses 2 and 3 initiate that question by referring to a conqueror from 
the east who is somehow awakened to action. He doesn’t act on his own. It’s not surprising to Israel. 
For Israel, there was always a conqueror looming to the east. 

 2 “Who has aroused one from the east   Whom He calls in righteousness to His feet?  
  He delivers up nations before him   And subdues kings.  
  He makes them like dust with his sword,   As the wind-driven chaff with his bow.  
 3 “He pursues them, passing on in safety,   By a way he had not been traversing with his  
      feet.  

So the action is done by a conqueror, but someone arouses that conqueror. A conqueror coming 
from either the east or the north would be understood as a conqueror from Mesopotamia. The 
major cities of the two rivers lay more east than north of Israel, but any army would have to travel 
west, kind of up the rivers and then they would curve down on Israel from the north. So, 
Mesopotamia is described both as east and is north. Older commentators assumed the “one aroused 
from the east” was Abraham. He followed that route. Living east of the promised land, or northeast 
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in the land of Ur, he traveled west with his father up the Euphrates to Haran and then descended 
from the north. The reference to righteousness and the direct reference to Abraham later in verse 8 
are the probable motivations for this interpretation. But the language of these verses is the language 
of a conqueror. Abraham was never depicted as one who comes and conquers. 

We could interpret this reference to “one aroused from the east” in a general sense, allowing the 
ambiguity to stand. A succession of conquerors had arisen in Mesopotamia and would continue to 
rise up in Mesopotamia; Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians.  

The question we are supposed to consider is who aroused the conqueror? Who is calling the shots 
behind this unstoppable power that comes from the east? Who really rules the world? Isaiah’s point 
may be that all rulers, whether acting in submission to God or in submission to their own interests, 
all conquering rulers ultimately serve God’s righteous plan. Right now in Ukraine, Vladimir Putin 
believes he acts out of the determination of his own will. But his action, even though evil, causing the 
deaths of thousands of Ukrainians and even thousands of his own soldiers, that action ultimately 
serves the sovereign plan of God in history. That could be the point here. It is definitely one of the 
points made in the Bible. It is made in the book of Habakkuk, where the prophet is shocked that God 
would punish unrighteous Judah through the even more wicked, conquering army of Babylon. That’s 
this idea of God ruling even through wicked leaders. 

That may be the message here. But I do not think this “one aroused from the east” is intended as an 
ambiguous example of all human rulers. He is ambiguous here, but I think he is revealed later in 
Isaiah. At this point in Isaiah, we do not know who he is. I think the intent is that later, when we 
encounter Cyrus, the king of Persia, God’s servant, at that point we think, “Oh, that’s who Isaiah was 
talking about back in chapter 41.”  

I think this is forecasting for us a figure that is going to fit this description. And Cyrus does fit the 
passage well. He came from Persia. That is not only east of Israel, that is east of Babylon. He was a 
great man of history that was raised up and everybody fell before Cyrus’ Persian army. The case of 
Cyrus acting as a servant to accomplish God’s plan to free exiled Israel serves as a specific example of 
the general principle that fits all human kings. Kings fulfill God’s sovereign plan, whether they intend 
to or not. The call to this king “in righteousness to God’s feet” may suggest that in this case Cyrus is 
seen as acting in right submission to the will of God. We do not have to go so far as saying that Cyrus 
believed in God as the one and only God. He could have believed in God as one of many, as the true 
God of Israel, not the true God of everywhere. And in that belief, he could have shown respect to 
God. We’ll have to wait in see how Isaiah describes Cyrus when we get there later. 

The rest of verses 2 and 3 describe him as a victorious conqueror. He is unstoppable! 

  He delivers up nations before him   And subdues kings.  
  He makes them like dust with his sword,   As the wind-driven chaff with his bow.  
 3 “He pursues them, passing on in safety,   By a way he had not been traversing with his  
      feet.  

He makes his own roads as he goes. Verse 4 comes back and asks again, “Who is ultimately 
responsible for the victory of this king?” 

 4 “Who has performed and accomplished it,   Calling forth the generations from the beginning?  
  ‘I, the LORD, am the first,   and with the last I am He.’ ”  

The first verset asks the question, “Who has performed and accomplished it?” We are supposed to 
wonder, “Who really is behind the victorious conquest of this leader? Who controlled the 
circumstances that caused this particular man to come to power at this particular time? Who 
motivated him to attack? Who empowered him to succeed? Was it all luck and human ingenuity? 
Who has really performed and accomplished this great feat? Does Cyrus get all the credit?” 

With this first verset in verse 4 we are thinking about who has accomplished the victory of an eastern 
conqueror that has been described in verses 1-3, but then the second verset of verse 4 takes us from 
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the action of this one king back to the very beginning of humanity. Its not, “Who has accomplished 
this conquest?” as we have been lead to suppose. The question shifts to, “Who has called forth 
generations from the beginning?” God! God has called forth the generations from the beginning.  

That answer to the question “Who?” is made very clear in the second line of verse 4. “I, the LORD, am 
the first, and with the last I am He.” A lot of truth is packed into those two versets and we will spend 
a bit of time on this. We need to analyze it. We will encounter similar statements in chapters 43, 46, 
and 48 (43:10–13, 25; 46:4; 48:12). This is all speaking to the uniqueness of God. You know, one of 
our major themes. “I, the LORD, am the first, and with the last I am He.”  

Yahweh brought forth the generations, and yet, Yahweh Himself has no generation. Unlike most 
pagan gods, He does not trace His origin back to yet another god. “I, the LORD, am the first.” The 
English Lord in this verse is the Hebrew name, “Yahweh.” “I, YAHWEH, am the first.”   

Isaiah does not then write, “and the last.” He writes, “and with the last.” That’s interesting! The Lord 
God Yahweh was alone at the first. But He has called forth the generations in order that human 
beings might enjoy relationship with Him. And in the last He is with us. Or maybe it is better to think 
about us being with Him.  

Isaiah did not end there. “I, YAHWEH, am the first, and with the last I am He.” “I am He” here at the 
end of the second verset points back to the name, “Yahweh,” at the beginning of the first verset. The 
verse is chiastic. Listen to the balance, “I, YAHWEH, am the first, and with the last I am He.” Each 
verset has two phrases. The middle two phrases are, “am the first,” and, “with the last.” They are 
connected by the words, “first and last.” The beginning phrase, “I, Yahweh,” parallels the ending 
phrase, “I am he.” Explanation of the name, “Yahweh,” was given to Moses at the burning bush in 
Exodus 3. Moses asked, “With what name should I identify you, God, when I go to the people?” God 
responded, “I am who I am. Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, ‘I am has sent me to you.’” And 
that’s the basic idea communicated in the name Yahweh. The name does not carry any tense in 
Hebrew, so it can be translated, “I was who I was,” “I am who I am,” “I will be who I will be.” The 
timelessness fits the nature of God. He was, He is, He will be. In our language the present tense 
matches that timelessness best, just saying, “I am who I am.” When we know the meaning of 
Yahweh, the parallelism of the verset stands out. “I Yahweh,” the first phrase of the first verset 
parallels, “I am he,” the last phrase of the last verset. 

It is wonderfully well balanced, and yet it is even communicating different things. The first verset 
communicates the independence of Yahweh as the One who is without origin. “I Am” is first. And He 
is alone as the One who is first. The last phrase communicates the independence of God as One who 
is self-existent. “I am He.” The LORD depends on no other. He simply is, “I am.” He is first, He is self-
existent, He is independent of all others, and He is with us. He is both transcendent and immanent. 
That means he is so far out of our league – transcendent - and yet, He is able to be right here with us 
- immanent. There really is an amazing amount of truth packed here into a very small amount of 
space. 

Before moving on, I am wondering with this verse: does it remind you of something else? “I, the 
LORD, am the first, and with the last I am He.” Does that bring to mind any other Scripture outside of 
Isaiah? What does it bring to mind? John uses this language repeatedly in both Revelation and in his 
Gospel. In Revelation 1:17 John writes, “Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last (Revelation 
1:17).” And in fact, John has three ways of saying the same thing. They all show up in 22:13, “I am the 
Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.” That’s pretty emphatic, it’s 
three-part repetition. It’s like, “holy, holy, holy.” And maybe it is also supposed to be trinitarian, 
pointing to the Father, who is first and last; the Son, who is first and last, and the Holy Spirit, who is 
first and last. 

But Revelation is the not first book that came to my mind when I read this. The first book I thought of 
was the Gospel of John. And that is John’s primary way of announcing Jesus’ self-witness to His own 
divinity. Seven times Jesus says, “I am,” in the book of John. Actually, it’s 14 times: it’s seven times 
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one way and seven times another way. Seven times Jesus say, “I am,” in reference to an object – “I 
am the light of the world,” or, “I am the bread of life.” Another seven times Jesus simply says, “I am.” 
John 8:58, “Before Abraham was born, I am.” That’s a pretty powerful statement when you think 
about Moses at the burning bush getting that name, “I am who I am,” and you think of Isaiah here 
clearly talking about Yahweh as “I am He.” And now Jesus is saying, “I am,” “I am,” “I am,” fourteen 
times, “I am.” 

The Gospel of John also emphasizes the idea of signs. He tells us that he described the signs of Jesus, 
so that we might “believe that Jesus is the Christ…and that believing [we] might have life in his name 
(John 20:31). John gives us seven signs – he loves the number seven - as pointers to the divine nature 
of Jesus. Now, in Isaiah we have also seen that the word, “sign,” has been important. We have the 
word, “sign,” in reference to the bad king Ahaz, who refused to ask for a sign, and in reference to the 
good king Hezekiah, who asked for a sign. And we are going to come back to signs again, most 
importantly in the very last passage of Isaiah. Honesty, I am just really excited about the connection 
between John and Isaiah. 

But the reason I’m including this in the podcast is just to remind us that so many of the ideas in the 
New Testament that we think originate with the New Testament, were actually developed hundreds 
of years earlier. I mean, these by Isaiah, this is seven hundred years before the Gospels were written. 
“God with us,” “I am,” “first and last,” “sign,” - these concepts were used by Jesus and written down 
by John. They came from a thorough knowledge of the book of Isaiah. When we get to Isaiah 45, the 
connection to Paul’s letters both to Romans and, I think, also Philippians is going to jump out at us. 
We’ve already made mention to references quoted in all four Gospels, especially in reference to John 
the Baptist. And we mentioned a reference by Peter in his first letter. All of this suggests that one 
very important reason for Christians to do what we are doing, to study Isaiah is to increase our ability 
to understand and interpret the Covenant that was given to us, the New Covenant recorded in the 
New Testament, since all of the authors of the New Testament operate out of a familiarity with and a 
commitment to the truths taught in the Old Testament and, we can see, with a particular fondness 
for Isaiah. We study the old that we might better understand the new. 

Ok. Back to our passage. Who rules the World? God says He does, “I, YAHWEH, am the first, and with 
the last I am He.” The next verse, verse 5, makes us think the nations have responded to God’s 
invitation. 

 5 The coastlands have seen and are afraid;   The ends of the earth tremble;  
    They have drawn near and have come.  

They have come and drawn near. Hallelujah! It’s out of fear – that must be a righteous fear! That 
sounds good. It is not. This is not holy fear of God. And they have not drawn near to God. They have 
come together with each other to provide for themselves a solution to their problem apart from 
silent, respectful listening to God. That’s where it moves in verses 6 and 7. 

 6 Each one helps his neighbor   And says to his brother, “Be strong!”  
 
Well, that sounds good! But are they helping each other do? 
 
 7 So the craftsman encourages the smelter,   And he who smooths metal with the hammer  

    encourages him who beats the anvil,  
  Saying of the soldering, “It is good”;   And he fastens it with nails, so that it will not  
      totter.  

What are they doing? We know what they’re doing because it was made clear in chapter 40. What 
doesn’t totter? What are they making? It’s idols. They are making up their own religion. That’s a 
depressing twist. Maybe not unexpected. Instead of drawing close to God and listening in obedient 
silence as He explains to them the truth about who He is and what is happening, instead they draw 
close to one another in a vain attempt to create gods that can somehow save them. They want to be 
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saved by gods of their own making. Yahweh is rejected. And the peoples do what they always do, 
“Professing to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an 
image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling creatures.” 
Rejection of true worship of God always involves a turning to something else, a turning to idols, 
whether those idols are physical or are the less easily identifiable idols of our hearts. Sad, sad. 

God is incomparable. He is first. He is last. He is “I am.” He reigns sovereign over human events. He is 
the true world leader. And to the last, He is with those who respond to His invitation to come near.  

The nations fear but cannot experience consolation. Comfort requires knowing who God is and 
submitting to the truth of who God is. God gives strength to those who wait. He gives strength to 
those who listen in believing silence. He is the transcendent Creator of all things and the immanent 
ruler, who guides human affairs and concerns Himself with the well-being of His people.  

Three Pictures of Consolation (41:8-20) 

As we began with three voices of comfort, we conclude with three pictures of comfort. The text is 
Isaiah 41:8-20. I will address the three images one by one: Israel the servant, Israel the worm, and 
Israel the afflicted. First, Israel the servant, verses 8-13. 

Israel the Servant (8-13) 
 8 “But you, Israel, My servant,   Jacob whom I have chosen,  
    Descendant of Abraham My friend,  
 9 You whom I have taken from the ends of   And called from its remotest parts 
   the earth,  
  And said to you, ‘You are My servant,   I have chosen you and not rejected you.  
 10 ‘Do not fear, for I am with you;   Do not anxiously look about you, for I am  
      your God.  
  I will strengthen you, surely I will help you,   Surely I will uphold you with My righteous  
      right hand.’  
 11 “Behold, they will be shamed and dishonored;   all those who are angered at you 
  They will be as nothing and will perish,   those who contend with you. 
 12 “You will seek but will not find them,   those who quarrel with you, 
  They will be as nothing and non-existent,  those who war with you. 
 13 “For I am the LORD your God,   who upholds your right hand,  
  Who says to you, ‘Do not fear,   I will help you.’  

Isaiah shifts from the nations who rejected God and turns his attention onto Israel,  who were chosen 
long ago. 

 8 “But you, Israel, My servant,   Jacob whom I have chosen,  
    Descendant of Abraham My friend,  
 9 You whom I have taken from the ends of   And called from its remotest parts 
   the earth,  
  And said to you, ‘You are My servant,   I have chosen you and not rejected you.  

The Covenant still stands. God views Israel as His servant. The translation, “servant,” softens the 
word for us. It is the word for Hebrew word for, “slave.” “But you, Israel, My slave.” Still, the word, 
“servant,” is the better choice, because the Hebrew concept of slave included a range of situations or 
uses. A foreign slave could be set to work in fields or mines and might be treated harshly if he had a 
cruel master. A Jew might serve as a slave to other Jews in the sense of an indentured servant. It was 
a way to pay off debt without going to prison. If the work was agreeable to the slave or if he fell in 
love with a fellow slave and had children, he might choose to remain with that master. In such a case 
he would probably be more of a servant than slave.  

It was not unusual for free men or nobles to refer to themselves as a “slave” or, really, as a “servant” 
of a king. In the first part of Isaiah, the Book of the King, God refers to the court official Eliakim as 
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“my servant” (22:20). The court officials who speak to Isaiah are called, “servants of Hezekiah” (37:5). 
The Rabshakeh is called, “a servant of the king of Assyria” (37:6). In these cases, a servant is one who 
sees himself at the service of someone in a higher position. The way we hear the word “slave” does 
not quite capture the idea so well as one who freely submits to the authority of someone in a higher 
position. God is not addressing Israel as a slave in the meanest sense of the word. He is addressing 
Israel as a slave in a positive relational sense. As a son willingly serves his father, so Israel is to 
willingly serve her true Lord.  

The reference to “Israel, My servant” is clarified as the whole Covenant people Israel; this is not the 
former Northern Kingdom of Israel, and we see that because of the use of the name, “Jacob,” in the 
parallel verset. “Israel, My servant, Jacob whom I have chosen.” This is all the people who came from 
the Patriarch. God’s people Israel are God’s servant, and they were chosen by God for that role. That 
choice is traced back to Abraham, who God refers to here as, “My friend,” which also throws a bit of 
a different light on the idea of “servant.” 

Isaiah reminds Israel that God took them from the ends of the earth, from its remotest parts. The 
reference is to Abraham, so the remotest part here is to Ur, a significant ancient city on the 
Euphrates near the Persian Gulf. God chose Israel when Israel did not yet exist by calling Abraham 
and his barren wife to the promised land.  

Israel is not in relationship by accident, nor are they in relationship by their own power or by their 
own goodness. They are in relationship with God because of His sovereign choice. Isaiah repeats at 
the end of verse nine those two key words, “You are My servant, I have chosen you and not rejected 
you.”  

Even though Israel finds herself back in the land Abraham from which they once called out of, God 
assures them that He still sees them as His servant. They are  still His chosen nation. They may feel 
rejected. They know they failed to keep faith to God. And they know that’s the reason they were 
exiled. They may feel very much rejected. But God says otherwise. They can count on the security of 
this covenant relationship. “I have chosen you and not rejected you.” 

Moving on, similar to how verses 8 and 9 are bracketed by the words, “servant,” and, “chosen,” 
verses 10-13 are bracketed by the phrases, “Do not fear,” and, “right hand.” Verse 10, 

 10 ‘Do not fear, for I am with you;   Do not anxiously look about you, for I am  
      your God.  
  I will strengthen you, surely I will help you,   Surely I will uphold you with My righteous  
      right hand.’  

This is the outcome of not being rejected. “You are mine. And because you’re mine, I am going to 
strengthen you. I’m going to uphold you.” The nations feared and set themselves to making idols – 
idols that they had to uphold so they wouldn’t totter. Israel is to not fear. They may not be in the 
land of Israel, but God is with them where they are. “I am with you. Do not anxiously look about you. 
I am your God.” And again, we get the promise of strength that was extended at the end of chapter 
40. Wait on the Lord and your strength will be renewed. Here God says, “I will strengthen you. I will 
help you with my righteous right hand.” And He is committing Himself to the help of His people. After 
this promise of strength during the time of trial – the period of exile - God also promises restoration. 
Israel’s state will be reversed. Those who oppress Israel will be vanquished. Verses 11-13, 

 11 “Behold, they will be shamed and dishonored;   all those who are angered at you 
  They will be as nothing and will perish,   those who contend with you. 
 12 “You will seek but will not find them,   those who quarrel with you, 
  They will be as nothing and non-existent,  those who war with you. 
 13 “For I am the LORD your God,   who upholds your right hand,  
  Who says to you, ‘Do not fear,   I will help you.’  
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So you see in that repetition at the end God promises to protect Israel and says to them, “Do not 
fear,” just like He said at the beginning. That exhortation follows from who God is and His action 
towards Israel. “I am Yahweh, your God.” Remember that. “Do not fear.” And then, instead of saying 
He holds Israel up by His right hand, he says, “[I am the one] who upholds your right hand.” God gives 
strength. God restores. “Do not fear, I will help you.” 

Israel the worm (14-16) 
That was a picture of Israel the servant. The next image, in verses 14-16, is of Israel the worm. Each 
image beings with Israel in an oppressed, defeated, weak state, and then shifts to a picture Israel as 
renewed and empowered. Israel the servant was in a state of servitude to Babylon. God promised 
the defeat of the oppressor and honor is restored.  

The image of the worm pictures lowliness, helplessness, and weakness. It does not here emphasize 
sinfulness. Sometimes that’s how you hear “worm” used in song or Christians referring to themselves 
as worms, you know, because I’m so wicked and sinful. That’s not the picture here. The picture here 
is: helpless. 

 14 “Do not fear, you worm Jacob,   you men of Israel;  
  I will help you,” declares the LORD,   “and your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel.” 

As a worm, Jacob is incapable of affecting positive outcome on its own. We cannot produce fruit 
apart from Jesus Christ. We have to be dependent on God. But God declares He will help. And He 
declares it with the familial language of the kinsman redeemer. When a Jew entered into slavery to 
pay off his debts, any relative had the right by law to pay those debts on his behalf. If a relative was 
willing and able, he had the right to secure his kinsman’s freedom by redemption through payment. 
Israel has been sold into bondage to Babylon. God left them there 70 years. That’s the amount of 
time God determined that they would pay His debts. Now God is ready to repay the remainder. “’I 
am willing, I am able, I will help you’, declares Yahweh, ‘your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel. I am 
the one who is going to come and save you out of your slavery. I am going to redeem you.’”  

Isaiah does not explain here how that payment will be made. It’s coming. He’s going to get there. 
Instead, he shifts the image. The worm becomes a threshing sledge, which is a heavy wooden 
platform with stone or metal points that a man or an ox would drag over grain to separate the 
kernels from the stalk and the chaff. Verses 15-16, 

 15 “Behold, I have made you a threshing sledge   A new, sharp one with double edges;  
  You will thresh the mountains and pulverize   And will make the hills like chaff.  
   them,  
 16 “You will winnow them, and the wind will carry   And the storm will scatter them;  
   them away,  
  But you will rejoice in the LORD,   You will glory in the Holy One of Israel.  

Israel is a nation-sized threshing sledge able to pulverize mountains and make the hills like chaff. In 
this case that’s metaphor. The mountains and hills are the enemies of Israel. Israel has been 
transformed by God from a powerless worm into a gigantic sledge. 

One day they will be set free. One day they will be empowered to overcome their enemies. In that 
day they “will rejoice in Yahweh”. They “will glory in the Holy One of Israel.” 

Israel the afflicted (17-20) 
The third image describes Israel as afflicted and needy. We have done two of these so listen as I read. 
Listen for their initial state and then listen how they are transformed by God, what’s the 
transformation. Verses 17-20, 

 17 “The afflicted and needy are seeking water,   And their tongue is parched with thirst;  
   but there is none,  
  I, the LORD, will answer them Myself,   As the God of Israel I will not forsake them.  
 18 “I will open rivers on the bare heights   And springs in the midst of the valleys;  
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  I will make the wilderness a pool of water   And the dry land fountains of water.  
 19 “I will put the cedar in the wilderness,   The acacia and the myrtle and the olive tree;  
  I will place the juniper in the desert   Together with the box tree and the cypress,  
 20 That they may see and recognize,   And consider and gain insight as well,  
  That the hand of the LORD has done this,   And the Holy One of Israel has created it.  

In this specific picture of affliction and need, Israel is depicted as a people lost in a wilderness, unable 
to find water. The image reminds us of the Exodus. And there is an important reminder there. 
Release from exile, or release from slavery must be followed by a long journey home. That was true 
of Israel being freed from Egypt, and it will be true when Israel is freed from Babylon, it is also true of 
every person set free from slavery to sin. Every person called home first has a journey to complete. 
And the way home is often hard. Hope can easily fade on the way. 

God promises not to forsake His people. As before, God emphasizes His personal connection to Israel 
as their Covenant God. “I Yahweh will answer them myself, as the God of Israel I will not forsake 
them.” He promises not to forsake them on the way. Once you have reached the Promised Land, you 
know you are not forsaken. You’re with God. He has brought you home. The water He promises here 
is not water of that Promised Land; it is water on the way. “Rivers on the bare heights, springs in 
valleys, the wilderness made into pools and dry land into fountains.” And with that water there are 
plenty of trees. And other than one mention of olive, they are not fruit trees. They are shade trees to 
provide relief from the burning sun, because this is a picture of moving through the wilderness. So 
it’s cedar, and acacia, and myrtle, and olive, and juniper, and box, and cypress. God promises to place 
trees in the wilderness and in the desert. God will care for His people as they journey home. 

In places where there should be no water or shade, they find shade and water. Isaiah says that God 
will do this so that Israel may see, and recognize, and consider, and gain insight. God wants to 
provide for His people in such a way that they will know “The hand of the Lord has done this. The 
Holy One of Israel has created it.” I think that’s a challenge for us to look for the blessing. We are on 
our way home to Heaven. We are on our way home. And it’s sometimes a struggle. Sometimes it’s a 
wilderness. God is going to bless us on the way. He is going to give us what we need to gain strength. 
We are going to be weary because you don’t need to be given strength if you’re not without 
strength, if you’re not tired. So He is going to give us the water and the shade. He is going to bless us 
on our way home to remind us that we have secure relationship with Him, that He is with us. But we 
still need to recognize the blessings when they come. And that’s our prayer. We pray for the blessing. 
We need to also pray that we might see, that we would recognize, that we would consider, that we 
would gain insight, that we would discern God at work in our lives, even when we maybe don’t feel 
it; that we would notice the blessings that God has given to us to give us strength and to keep us 
going. 

All three pictures of comfort here have depicted Israel in a state of need. Israel the servant; Israel the 
worm; and Israel the afflicted traveler. All three pictures also depict God as Israel’s hope. God will 
transform their lowly state. God will restore their honor. God will give new strength. God will provide 
water and shade. What God will do this? Yahweh, your Covenant God, the Holy One of Israel. Those 
two names are repeated three times each, Yahweh, Yahweh, Yahweh; Holy One, Holy One, Holy One. 
Yahweh, the Covenant God who will be faithful to bring Israel home as promised. And the Holy One 
of Israel whose glory fills the Earth: He is able To know God is to know that He cares, to know that He 
is able, to know that He is with you, to know that He will fulfill His promises to bring you home.  

 


