1st Sunday after the Epiphany, 1/13/08

Isaiah 42:1-7

Behold the Greatest Servant of All!

 I. Chosen by God himself

II. Able to accomplish our salvation


It’s the time of year for awards to be given to the greatest among us. In the world of sports one champion was crowned last week and another will be crowned in less than a month. An award was given to the most valuable player. The debate continues about which movie was the best of 2007 and who was the best actress and actor. We’ll have to wait a little while until those awards are given.

 A few weeks ago we listened to listings of the greatest news stories of 2007. I’m sure the Weather Channel had a run-down of the greatest weather stories. And if you look and listen hard enough, you might even find stories about awards being given to people for serving others. Civic groups and charitable organizations will honor those who have gone above and beyond the normal to help others. Such groups usually only honor the greatest from the past year. They might go back a few years. Rarely do they go back a decade.

And when someone offers the opinion that one person is the greatest of all time, their opinion is sure to be challenged.

Unless you’re our God and you’re talking about our Savior, Jesus Christ.

Our God offers that opinion—no, make that his eternal truth—in the words of this morning’s sermon text from Isaiah 42.

If you read through the book of Isaiah, you’ll meet several people that the Lord calls his “servant.” He calls Isaiah his servant. He calls Cyrus, King of the Persians, his servant. He calls the Jews his servant. But among them all, no one even comes close to The Servant, the promised Savior, Jesus Christ.

Today our God asks us to take a look at him, the one who served us by being our Savior. He opens our text with the words, “Here is my servant.” Another translation of these words is, “Behold, my servant.” Let’s do that this morning. Behold the greatest Servant of all. Let’s see what makes that Servant, Jesus Christ, the greatest ever.

I.

Modern people don’t respond well to self-proclaimers, especially ones that claim to be the Messiah. Consider the latest self-proclaimed Messiah, Michael Travesser who has gathered 77 people into a cult called Strong City located in Travesser Park near Travesser Creek in New Mexico. He teaches that the Son of God is the archangel Michael. Michael first appeared in Jesus of Nazareth. At his second coming Michael has revealed himself in Travesser. He calls himself the Messiah and, unfortunately, 77 people believe him.

Jesus was no self-proclaimer. Isaiah makes it clear that when the Savior appeared he would not be like the famous, powerful people of the word at that time. “He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.” That’s what the great kings and world conquerors of history did. They marched through the streets of the cities they ruled or conquered and shouted out who they were and how great they were. Not so with Jesus. He arrives on the scene in a stable, in a manger, in a sleepy little town. And later he makes his home in a backwoods town called Nazareth.

And he preaches instead of conquering. “A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.” He doesn’t force people to submit to his will. He doesn’t run roughshod over those who are weak and hurting. No, he preaches to them. His shares with them the good news that he is their Savior and that he has come to die for them. He wins them over with his word of love.

But how can we be sure that he’s the promised Savior? Because he is the one whom the Lord chose as the greatest servant of all. He states, “Here is my servant, whom I uphold.” God the Father supported the work that Jesus did as the Savior of all people. Time and again Jesus looked to his heavenly Father for strength, he went off by himself to pray, he waited for the Father to sustain him, and that’s exactly what his Father did. He upheld him.

And at all the right moments in the work that Jesus was doing as our Savior, the Father announced loudly and clearly that he fully approved of all that Jesus was doing. He calls Jesus, his Servant, “the one in whom I delight.” That’s exactly what we heard in the last sentence of this morning’s Gospel, the account of Jesus’ baptism. “And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’” The Father gave that approval at least two more times during the ministry of Jesus. The Father had never said that about any other servant before this and he has never said that about anyone since.

And the clincher is his anointing with the Holy Spirit. Again, it happened at his baptism. Our text foretells, “I will put my Spirit on him.” We heard in the account of his baptism, “At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him.” The names “Messiah” and “Christ” mean “the Anointed One.” In Bible times anointing was the way in which God indicated he was setting someone apart from the people for a special service to the people. Prophets, priests and kings were anointed with a perfume-like substance. But Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit. He was set apart for the special service of being the world’s Savior. He was chosen to be the world’s greatest Servant.

Behold the greatest Servant of all, chosen by God himself.

What difference does that make for you today, tomorrow? Let me help you answer that. Are you plagued at times with guilt? Try as hard as you can but it’s not good enough? Do you feel inadequate, don’t measure up? Do you realize that you really messed up once or twice in your life? Your God comes to you today and tells you that you have a Savior, the very one God chose to rescue you from sin and guilt, the one who makes you acceptable to God, the one who cleanses you from all sin with his blood and brings you into a loving relationship with the holy God. What comfort for sinners like you and me!

But the truth that Jesus is God’s chosen one is also an encouragement for us. If Jesus is the greatest Servant of all, then we should pay closer attention to him. We dare not take the attitude that we can take or leave his word, his sacrament. Jesus is not that thing we do once a week for an hour if we feel like it. His kingdom work is not for someone else to do; it’s our work to do. May our love for him reflect that he is God’s chosen one.

II.

At the baptism of Jesus God indicated that Jesus was the one whom he had chosen as the greatest servant of all. But chosen to serve us in what way?

Many people incorrectly answer that question. They did while Jesus was here on this earth. They still do today. What was his main focus? Some wanted him to continue healing people and feeding people. Make this as close to heaven on earth as you can, Jesus. Some wanted him to establish a glorious earthly kingdom and drive out the hated Romans. Jesus made it clear he that he wouldn’t do any of these things.

People today still get it wrong. Not a week goes by that I don’t get invited to participate in a clergy discussion about ending homelessness or prejudice or poverty or supporting efforts to care for the elderly or other marginalized segments of the population. And yes, Jesus does care about all those things. He wants us to help others. But that’s not his main focus.

It might seem so, however when you hear these words of Isaiah, “In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; he will not falter or be discouraged until he brings justice on earth.” Sounds like Jesus is all about earthly justice.

But just what does Isaiah mean? Later on he calls Jesus, God’s Servant, “a covenant for the people.” God’s justice and his covenant are the gospel—the good news of Jesus as our Savior.

God demands a holiness from us that we don’t have inherently and that we can’t give him no matter how hard we try, no matter what price we might pay. Part of his justice declares that we are sinners and he punishes sinners with hell.

But that’s only part of his justice. As I said, his justice and his covenant are his gospel. We can’t give God any holiness of our own. We don’t have any. But Jesus is our holiness. Jesus is the Lord our righteousness. God declares us holy because of the work that Jesus did for us. We receive that holiness through faith in him. Our sins are gone. He declares us not guilty, innocent, forgiven. Jesus gives us what God demands of us.

He was chosen by God to do that. He is the greatest Servant of all because he and he alone is able to accomplish our salvation.


We all know what it’s like to start a project and not complete it. We get sidetracked, we lose interest, other things occur that demand our attention, we face too much opposition. So we don’t finish what we started.


Not so with Jesus. He came to this earth to be the world’s Savior from sin. God chose him as that one. He chose him to serve all people by being their Savior. And then Jesus set out to do that work and he accomplished it. He declared from the cross, “It is finished.” He left nothing undone. There’s nothing left for us to do. He came to serve us even though we gave him every reason to abandon his effort. Our daily sins, our lack of commitment to him, our daily propensity to be distracted from what is eternally important are plenty of reasons for Jesus to have thrown up his hands and exclaimed, “What’s the use?”


But in love for you and me he didn’t do that. He continued to serve us until he had accomplished our salvation.


That frees you and me to serve him by serving others. Indeed, Jesus is the greatest Servant of all. Trust him. Love him. Imitate him. Amen.

