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Show trailer of film “10 years a slave”.  

 

The first thing that went through my mind on reading the Isaiah 

passage was this; what is the difference between a slave and 

servant? One dictionary defines slavery as, “One bound in 

servitude as the property of a person or household”. And if you 

are interested, it is historically identical to the word “Slav”. It 

comes out of the widespread enslavement of captured Slav 

people in the early Middle Ages. But even today, we have new 

forms of slavery; people captive in other people’s homes (high 

profile cases in the news), the slavery of sexual exploitation, 

traditions that control the lives of women in many countries in 

the world and I would add to this list, the slavery of poverty. 

 

To be a servant however, is different. We are all aware of the 

“upstairs downstairs” idea, of the different lifestyles between 

the nobility / landed gentry & their servants. That was life in 

Britain and the Empire as was (seen in Downton Abbey),and that 

image fits in with one definition of servant, which is, one who is 

privately employed to perform domestic services. Or phrases like 

“Public servant”, one who is publicly employed to perform 

services, as for a government. But what kind is servant is Isaiah 

talking about?  

 

This is a famous passage, the first section known as the songs of 

the suffering servant. Let me first of all set the historical scene. 

The section from chapters 40 to 55 are known as second Isaiah 

and the writer is probably a disciple of the original Isaiah, whose  

 

 

prophecies has been gathered together in this section of the 

book. The recipients of this message are the sometimes 

despondent, sometimes hopeful Jewish community in exile in 

Babylonia.  They are asking themselves, has God deserted them 

or is exile a lesson that God is teaching them for past failures.  

 

 It is as if God is actually pointing out to the prophet, “Here is my 

servant, whom I strengthen, the one I have chosen, with whom I 

am pleased.” Remind you of anything; they are very similar to 

the words of God at the baptism of Jesus. For centuries, such 

prophecies of servant hood have been used to point to Christ. 

Here is the one filled with the Spirit of God and full of justice to 

the end of the earth. If Jesus did not raise his voice or shout in 

the streets, think of the famous image of the lamb lead to the 

slaughter often attributed to Christ, his words are still full of 

power. (Isaiah 53:7) 

 

 This servant of Isaiah will be the instrument that will bring light 

to the world, open the eyes of the blind and set the prisoners 

free. Sound familiar? A light shines in the darkness, John said, 

and the darkness will never put it out. As Jesus preached in the 

synagogue in Nazareth, he proclaimed the Good News of the 

Kingdom of God, and one sign of that kingdom is where the 

blind will see. 

 

In the original context, this servant of Isaiah is not actually Jesus, 

the language will be recycled and applied to his life, but Isaiah is 

being pointed elsewhere. This is no future prophecy for another 



time or other people; these words of Isaiah were for Isaiah’s 

own people, the people of God, in exile, and the servant of God 

might even have been Cyrus himself, the ruler of Persia, who 

would release the people of God, to return home to the familiar 

places.  

 

You see, if prophecy is only understood as applying to others, 

and especially to others in some distant future, then they will 

have no impact on our lives. We will not take ownership of the 

words. They will lose their power. 

 

A servant is one who expresses submission, recognizance, or 

debt to another. I wonder if we can be such a servant? As these 

words were picked up and used by the gospel writers and given 

new meaning in Christ, can we see in these words our 

relationship with God; as a people filled with the Spirit of God 

and bringing his justice to the world, protecting the bruised reed 

and the vulnerable flickering flame? And his promise to us, as 

servants; strength to endure, hope to carry on and the courage 

not to fail.  

 

If God has indeed given us life and breath, then he has every 

right to call us by name, and through his people, bring the 

Kingdom of God to pass, on earth. The gospel message is life 

before and after death! 

 

However, I don’t think we don’t want to be servants. It is not in 

our human nature. And without our relationship with God, that 

will always remain true. We will not recognise what God has 

done, and we will live in the metaphorical world of living “Up 

stairs” and God will remain in his box, under our control. That is 

a life based on a false promise of power, and not on faith. We 

can sort things out, and just in case life gets difficult, there is 

always God.  

 

Fortunately, the story or the covenant (promised relationship 

with God) does not end with Isaiah, for the story of a slave 

people, Israel, who were asked to be servants, became a call to 

follow Jesus.  

 

There came a man from God who said, I no longer call you 

servants, you are now my friends. That man was Jesus. The 

covenant continues, but the relationship with God has changed.  

 

The creator of the world, the person of Christ and the giver of 

the Spirit, now calls us, his friends. Amen  

 


