
The Book of Isaiah
Lesson 17: The Lord of History and His Servant -- Isaiah 41:1–42:25

Picture a courtroom. Not a small claims court tucked into a county building, but a great hall of 
justice where the nations themselves have been summoned to take the stand. The coastlands 
are called to attention, the peoples are told to renew their strength, and a voice rings out across 
the silence: “Let us together draw near for judgment” (41:1). This is the scene Isaiah sets before 
us as chapter 41 opens. God is not whispering to a frightened nation in a corner. He is standing 
before the whole watching world, and He is about to ask a question that every idol and every 
empire will fail to answer. Who has done this? Who calls the generations from the beginning? 
Who stirs up history and bends it toward His purpose? The answer thunders back: “I, the LORD, 
the first, and with the last; I am he” (41:4).

We need this courtroom scene, because most of us live as though history were a runaway cart. 
The news rolls in, the economies wobble, the powers rise and threaten, and somewhere deep 
down we wonder if anyone is actually steering. Isaiah’s audience felt it more sharply than we do. 
They could see Babylon’s shadow lengthening on the horizon, and a new conqueror was stirring 
in the east. To people who felt small and afraid, God did not offer a lecture on geopolitics. He 
offered His hand: “Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will 
strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (41:10). Read 
that slowly. It is one of the tenderest verses in all of Scripture, and it is spoken not by a 
sentimental friend but by the Lord of history Himself.

Then, just when we have been overwhelmed by the bigness of God, Isaiah pulls back a curtain 
and shows us someone surprisingly gentle. “Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in 
whom my soul delights” (42:1). The same God who scatters the idols and sifts the nations turns 
and introduces a Servant who will not crush the weak. “A bruised reed he will not break, and a 
faintly burning wick he will not quench” (42:3). This is the first of Isaiah’s great Servant Songs, 
and the New Testament leaves us no guessing about who it describes. Matthew lifts these very 
words and lays them over the ministry of Jesus (Matthew 12:18–21). The Lord of history has a 
face, and it is the face of Christ.

So this lesson holds two truths together that we are often tempted to pull apart. God is 
sovereign over every empire, every election, every rise and fall of power, and He is also gentle 
enough to tend a flickering wick without snuffing it out. He is the first and the last, and He is the 
One who takes you by the hand. As we walk through Isaiah 41 and 42, let the courtroom remind 
you who is really in charge of your story, and let the Servant remind you how tenderly that 
sovereign God deals with the bruised and the weary. By the end, the question is not whether 
God rules history. It is whether you will let Him rule yours.

Group Discussion: Isaiah 41:10 says, “Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your 
God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.” As a 
class, talk about a season when fear had a grip on your group, your families, or your 



congregation. What difference does it make to hear that God’s presence, not the absence of 
trouble, is the cure He offers for fear?

Personal Reflection: The Servant in 42:3 “will not break” a bruised reed or “quench” a faintly 
burning wick. Where in your life right now are you the bruised reed, weak and close to 
breaking? Spend honest time this week thanking God that the Servant deals gently with you, 
and ask Him to make you that gentle with someone in your path.

Read Isaiah 41:1–42:25

Study Questions

1. In 41:2–4 God asks, “Who stirred up one from the east whom victory meets at every step?” 
and then answers His own challenge: “I, the LORD, the first, and with the last; I am he.” 
What does this passage teach us about God’s control over the rise and fall of nations and 
rulers, and why does Isaiah ground Israel’s comfort in this truth rather than in their own 
strength?

2. Read 41:10 and 41:13 again, where God says, “I am the LORD your God, who holds your 
right hand.” Picture God taking your hand the way a parent takes a frightened child’s. When 
fear comes knocking this week, what would actually change in how you respond if you truly 
believed God was holding your right hand?

3. In 41:8–9 God calls Israel “my servant... the offspring of Abraham, my friend,” and says, “I 
have chosen you and not cast you off.” What does it mean that God’s choice of His people 
rests on His own faithfulness and purpose, and how does this both comfort us and warn us 
against presuming on His grace (compare Hebrews 3:12–14)?

4. God promises in 41:18 to “open rivers on the bare heights” and turn “the wilderness into a 
pool of water.” Where is there a dry, barren place in your own walk with God right now? 
What would it look like this week to bring that wilderness to Him honestly instead of 
pretending it is a garden?



5. In 41:21–24 God puts the idols on trial: “Set forth your case... declare to us the things to 
come,” and then delivers the verdict, “Behold, you are nothing.” How does God’s ability to 
declare the future expose the emptiness of false gods, and what counts as an “idol” that we 
put our trust in today?

6. The idols in 41:24 and 41:29 are pronounced “nothing” and “a delusion,” yet we keep 
building them. What is one thing in your life that quietly competes with God for your trust 
and your future? Be specific, and name one step you will take this week to dethrone it.

7. In 42:1 God says of His Servant, “I have put my Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to 
the nations,” and 42:4 adds that “the coastlands wait for his law.” What does it tell us about 
God’s heart that His chosen Servant is sent not only to Israel but to bring justice and light to 
all the nations (compare 42:6)?

8. Isaiah 42:3 says the Servant “will not break” a bruised reed and “will not quench” a faintly 
burning wick. Think of someone in your life who is bruised or barely burning. How might 
God be calling you to imitate the Servant’s gentleness with that person this week, rather 
than adding to their burden?

9. Matthew 12:18–21 quotes Isaiah 42:1–4 and applies it directly to Jesus, “Behold, my servant 
whom I have chosen.” Working through the first Servant Song (42:1–9), how does Jesus 
fulfill the picture of the gentle Servant who brings justice, is given “as a covenant for the 
people, a light for the nations” (42:6), opens blind eyes, and frees prisoners (42:7)?



10. Isaiah 42:18–25 shows Israel as a “blind” and “deaf” servant who “would not walk in his 
ways,” set in sharp contrast to the faithful Servant, Christ. Knowing that Jesus succeeded 
everywhere we fail, name one specific way you will let Him form you this week: trusting His 
“fear not,” imitating His gentleness, or carrying His light to the nations around you.

Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Matthew 12:15–21, the Gospel writer applies the first Servant Song 
directly to the gentle ministry of Jesus; Acts 17:24–31, God who made and governs the nations 
now commands all people everywhere to repent; Isaiah 44:6–8, God again declares himself the 
first and the last and challenges the idols to predict the future; Galatians 3:26–29, those 
baptized into Christ become the true offspring of Abraham and heirs of the promise; Revelation 
1:17–18, the risen Christ takes the title “the first and the last” that God claims in Isaiah 41:4.
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