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My soul is night, my heart is steel—
I cannot see, I cannot feel; 
For light, for life, I must appeal 
In simple faith to Jesus. 

Thomas Manteufel

Endnote
 1  Martin Franzmann, Follow Me (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1961), 121, on Is 42:l–4/Mt 12:18–21.
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This second of Isaiah’s so-called Servant Songs continues the theme of Israel’s 
redemption. Like the exodus of old, God will gather his people out from under the 
hand of oppression and bring them back to himself. And as in the former days, this 
salvation will be accomplished through a chosen servant, a vessel and instrument of 
Yahweh’s salvation. Yet the continuity of God’s saving act is now punctuated by a new-
ness heretofore unknown. Israel’s existence is darkened by more than exile—idolatry, 
greed, and injustice have cast deep shadows over her life. The servant’s task is more 
profound and more difficult than that of Moses. Not simply freedom from chains, 
but freedom of the heart, not only a return from exile to the warm glow of house and 
hearth, but a journey from wickedness to the bright country of justice and righteous-
ness—this is the servant’s monumental mission.

Perhaps then we should not be surprised that the servant now expresses frustra-
tion. His message—though forged by Yahweh like a sharpened sword—seems unable 
to penetrate the hardness of hearts. Through no fault of his own, his labor bears no 
fruit; it all seems vain, futile, empty.

Yahweh’s response to this frustration is remarkable and further unfolds the 
surprising “new thing” that he is doing: “It is too light a thing that you should be my 
servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to bring back the preserved of Israel; I will 
make you as a light for the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the 
earth.” In the midst of his apparent failure, God expands the servant’s mission—not 
just a guide for wayward Israel, but a light to all the nations. The darkness extends over 
every people and they too need the light. How is it that apparent failure becomes the 
occasion, indeed the catalyst for an even greater work of salvation?

While Isaiah’s fourth Servant Song gives us a deeper glimpse into this mystery:  
“But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him 
was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed” (Is 53:5), 
it is the cross of Christ that shines the brightest. Precisely in the rejection of Christ when 
his message and mission appear thwarted and ruined by the crucifixion—precisely here is 
where his mission begins its greatest expansion and success: “When I am lifted up, I will 
draw all men to myself … God so loved the world … the light shines in the darkness.”
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Today the church faces frustration and failure. A decline of members, a hostile 
cultural landscape, a disillusioned generation—the church’s labors seem futile. On the 
one hand, our failures might be attributed to our own shortcomings—we do not always 
faithfully and fully live in the church’s vocation as a “light unto the nations.” Yet even 
when we do labor as God’s servant, we do so embodying Christ’s body. We testify to 
God’s salvation as a body wounded and scarred, often rejected and scorned. But we 
know that our labor is not in vain. Just as God was faithful to his servant Jesus and 
raised him from the dead, so we live and bear witness to this undying hope in him.  
This is the great epiphany—the mystery hidden for ages but now revealed, the surpris-
ing “new thing” of God’s salvation! 

Erik Herrmann
   

 
Editor’s Note: The following homiletical help is adapted from Concordia Journal, October 1998. 
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Textual considerations: The Old Testament lesson for the Third Sunday after the 
Epiphany begins with chapter 9 of Isaiah, which contains one of the best-known 
prophecies of the birth of Christ in Scripture, namely, verses 6 and 7. The first verse 
of this chapter is a transitional verse as is indicated by the fact that verse 1 of chapter 
9 is the final verse of chapter 8 in the Masoretic Text, but is assigned to chapter 9 in 
the English translations. Verse 1, whether it ends chapter 8 or begins chapter 9, is a key 
verse in that it helps to set the historical context for the messianic prophecy that begins 
in verse 2.

Verse 1 looks back to the Assyrian conquest of the northern kingdom, which 
included two of the northernmost tribes, Zebulun and Naphtali, in 722–721 B.C. In 
701 B.C., the southern kingdom and Jerusalem itself were threatened by the Assyrian 
king, Sennacherib. Although spared at this time, Judah would eventually fall to the 
Babylonians almost a century and half later as Isaiah warns.

With the north subjugated, Jerusalem threatened, and eventual captivity certain, a 
cloud of darkness hung over Jerusalem and Judah because of their sins, especially their 
apostasy from Yahweh. In that context, Isaiah’s words of hope, “There will be no more 
gloom for those who were in distress,” were greatly needed and should have been wel-
come words of comfort.

The opening Janus-like verse of this text (v. 1) looks back to the conquest of two 
of the northern tribes that fell at the time of King Ahaz and forward to God’s promise 
of salvation because it was precisely out of this region that the promised Messiah would 
emerge in the person of Christ, the very Son of God made flesh. It was in this very 
region of Palestine that Jesus Christ would spend his childhood and begin his ministry. 
In the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, Jesus performed not only his first miracle 
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