
Sermon on Isaiah 41:1-20 prepared by Jonathan Shradar 

 

Isaiah 41:1-20 

 

 

Those rescued and strengthened by Christ are made into a harvesting 

force.  

 

The year was 1992… many of you won’t remember it but there was a movie with one of 

the most quotable lines in our cultural moment. A Few Good Men, told the story of a 

Navy Jag attorney responsible for investigating and prosecuting a murder trial where 

abuse of power and corruption were involved.  

 

The defining scene was the courtroom scene when the corrupt officer, played by Jack 

Nicholson is cross examined… you probably know the line… Tom Cruise’s character is 

pleading for the truth and Jack responds, “You can’t handle the truth!”  

 

Here in Isaiah 41 we have a similar proceeding but the one on trial is not a guilty party 

trying to evade judgment - it is God himself proving his case before his people, the 

exiled Judah and the world. There is a silencing of the court - the nations. A call for all 

the parties to pull it together and come together for the impending judgment.  

 

Following the beauty of chapter 40, the care for Judah by the Good Shepherd even in 

exile; the bigness of God; renewing their strength to thrive; the prophetic voice lands 

here with the summation of what has proceeded. Everything that has come before, the 

promise, the expectation of salvation, is sure because of who your Redeemer is.  

 

In these 20 verses we see the future through the lens of history, Humanity’s reaction to 

this truth and what it means for those that belong to God.  

 

 

Those rescued and strengthened by Christ are made into a harvesting 

force.  

 

 

What then is the outcome of the trial? 

 

 

1) God Owns the Future  



“Who stirred up one from the east whom victory meets at every step?” v. 2  

 

One from the east, a great conqueror that will serve the purposes of God. To free his 

people and return them to their land. You see coming on the horizon was this 

anticipated warrior, whom God will name in a few chapters as Cyrus. Nations are given 

up before him so that he tramples kings underfoot.  

 

 

God is asking, who do you think is responsible for the unfolding of history, for the 

nations rise and fall, the timelines of human flourishing. The placement of princes and 

rulers.  

 

Strength is renewed, wings are given to those that find favor with the “Who” in 

question. It is God, the holy one of Israel.  

 

Where the people have a knack for trusting in the temporary leaders of man - as we 

have seen already in Isaiah, and are familiar in our own lives - God says they reign at 

his whim, his direction.  

 

The one who calls the generations from the beginning. “I the LORD, the first and with 

the last; I am he.”  

 

 

It is important that we don’t miss what is at play here. I nearly titled this section 

“History belongs to God.” Thinking to myself, ‘well sure, God can take human mistakes 

and even achievements in history and make them part of his grander story. Redeeming 

what has gone down.  

 

 

But here he is saying that he is shaping the future by the very people he puts into 

power. God is utterly in control.  

 

“All events originate in heaven, all individuals are stirred and guided by the Lord, all 

empires rise and fall at his direction: there is no other ultimate agent." J. Alec Motyer 

 

 

And this is again a salve of cooling comfort to those burned by the reality and pain of 

life. Because even in exile His plan is unfolding for his glory and our good.  

 



The despair and darkness of thinking God is absent gives way to the light of his glory as 

the One at the helm.  

 

We get a sense of the relief of this even in our lives. As John Piper says, “anxiety is 

imagining a future where God is not in control.” And Isaiah 41 declares “You can 

handle the truth! God owns the future. Not just the puffy cloud one you dream about 

but the very next election, insurrection, revolution and peace. Even the events of your 

days are held by him.  

 

This is how we define “sovereignty” Over all things. In control. A strength and purpose 

we can rest in when he calls us his own. This is the One who works all things according 

to the counsel of his will (Ephesians 1:11).  

 

 

Even in exile then what do we have to fear? If we are on the right side of Yahweh, the 

first and the last, the One who stirs up the conqueror and calls generations, all people 

from the beginning. What a pillow to rest our heads upon; “a sedative for the most 

tattered nerves and a ground for trusting the divine promises." 

 

 

Proverbs 16:3–4 “Commit your work to the LORD, and your plans will be 

established. The LORD has made everything for its purpose, even the wicked for the 

day of trouble.” (ESV) 

 

 

So what will we do with the verdict? How will the world respond to this God in control 

of all things? 

 

 

2) Humanity Answer with Rejections or Rescue 

 

At hearing of this God, after seeing him and his strength, the coastlands, the far nations 

are afraid. The ends of the earth tremble.  

 

 

The poetry then tells us of rejection of Yahweh… that the fearful world gathers together 

and ramps up production of idols. They say to one another “be strong, it gets better, be 

proud.” And the craftsman set to work on shiny new trinket gods.  

 



Hearing of a God in control, our inclination is to lash out against him and secure that 

seat for ourselves. Anything but this God over all things!  

 

The human “mind is like a store of idolatry and superstition; so much so that if a man 

believes his own mind it is certain that he will forsake God and forge some idol in his 

own brain.”  John Calvin  

 

Because we so want to be in control we set out to define “our truth” and reject THE 

TRUTH.  

 

 

We assume the production line has quit operation but it still rolls on even today with 

fewer trinkets and more claims on identity and money or the next hit. We hear people 

say of them “It is good!”  

 

Just like the idols in Babylon, these must be nailed down lest they fall over.  

 

Nothing new here in the rejection of God, his way, his offer of comfort. But it is a 

rejection that is headed itself to judgment and an end.  

 

 

But for those submitted to God’s rule, those chosen by him, whom he took from the 

ends of the earth… there is rescue.  

 

Isaiah 41:9b–10 “You are my servant, I have chosen you and not cast you off”; 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.” (ESV) 

 

 

Exiles in Babylon need this… and it sound familiar to those of us in the church. God 

giving his righteousness to save his people.  

 

While Judah can trust in the sustaining strength of God as they wait upon him through 

history leading to the incarnation of Christ… this promise is ultimately delivered 

through the very blood of Jesus himself.  

 

Ephesians 1:7–10 “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of 

our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, [8] which he lavished upon us, in all 

wisdom and insight [9] making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his 



purpose, which he set forth in Christ [10] as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all 

things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.” (ESV) 

 

 

This is the plan of God worked out through the fullness of time, his purpose, 

redemption, forgiveness of sin all according to the riches of his grace! Judah is in exile 

to lead here. Cyrus will free them to lead here. And the promises of comfort are now for 

all believers rescued by Jesus.  

 

“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.” The redeemer we have been longing for has come. 

Rest in him!  

 

And we can’t miss where his help leads, what he makes the rescued into.  

 

 

3) The Rescued are Made into a Harvesting Force  

 

For those strengthened by the Lord opposition will end. “You shall seek those that 

contend with you but you shall not find them.” Near-term fulfillment with the coming 

of Cyrus. There will be peace. But it is temporary fulfillment - exile will be over but for 

how many generations?  

 

But the process of this obtained peace is a Redeemer - this will be the full on 

reclamation of identity and a kingdom, forever. And the Redeemer will make you 

unstoppable.  

 

‘Fear not, you worm Jacob…’ We might have a perspective on the harshness of using 

worm to describe the people, but it is a reflection of their weakness, their smallness. 

Even the lowly worm has no need of fear because the I AM helps you, the Holy One of 

Israel.  

 

 

And he will make his people into a “threshing sledge, new, sharp, and having teeth…” 

The mountains and hills shall be crushed. Maybe an image of such violence, certainly 

power. Dragged over the crops to separate what is useful from the waste.  

 

Not a sledge to earn salvation but made into a sledge because they have been saved.  

 



To Judah in this moment of exile they would cling to the image of global dominance - 

defeating foes - we know this is what redemption would mean to many waiting for the 

anointed One of God to come. I was fascinated that even contemporary commentators 

would maintain the same perspective.  

 

And there is certainly the promise of no obstacle in their way… But this is a harvesting 

metaphor. They are a force winnowing, getting the grain. People as wheat, the harvest 

brought in. Those rescued will be made a sledge to draw the ends of the earth to Christ 

the Redeemer.  

 

 

Even the disciples that heard Jesus would get it wrong… they had waited for him to 

“Redeem Israel.” But how he was doing it was upside down. As he told them... 

 

Matthew 9:37–38 “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray 

earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” (ESV) 

 

 

Let’s not miss for a second that this is the vision and mission of the church.  

 

We have so individualized and personalized faith that we are missing obedience to the 

one we call Lord. The sledge is singular, it is not “sledges” - together we are meant to 

bring others in.  

 

I suppose there is learning involved. How to lower the metaphorical teeth, how to drag 

the sledge… but because we are small  in number doesn’t mean we are excluded from 

the help of the Holy One or his purpose for us.  

 

 

Each one of us then is to stand up and do our part as the sledge. Yes we will grow into 

it, but we must be about it.  

 

 

We have a number of wonderful babies in the church. And it was always a joy to watch 

my babies figure themselves out. They start in the crib discovering they have hands and 

feet. They think toes are for sucking… eventually they think they are supposed to walk 

on their knees… as they mature though, they learn what the parts are for. Likewise as 

believers, as a church we don’t always know how the parts work together.  

 



But we grow, and we figure it out. There might be some tripping and the like but 

eventually we run.  

 

Some churches I suppose would leave you sucking on your toes. Just come and let us 

shove a bottle in your mouth and we will pat you on the back when you cry - just don’t 

bother the pastor while he studies, don’t put your nose in each other’s business… 

Hogwash. We are meant to be the sledge, all of us - in power with the help of the 

Redeemer.  

 

 

The Holy One of Israel declares, Matthew 16:18 “I will build my church, and the gates 

of hell shall not prevail against it.” (ESV) 

 

His power both transforms the rescued and removes the barriers opposing them as we 

glorify him, as we make him our boast.  

 

 

And we are the sledge for others. In verses 17-20 he moves beyond Judah here, they 

have already been rescued. Here it is to the poor and needy his redemption comes.  

 

Isaiah 41:17 “When the poor and needy seek water, and there is none, and their 

tongue is parched with thirst, I the LORD will answer them; I the God of Israel will not 

forsake them.” (ESV) 

 

The sledge, church, brings the message of the Redeemer to those in need. And he will 

pour out his blessing and provision. We then throw off haughtiness and associate with 

the lowly. Because that is where need resides.  

 

 

The rescued are used to rescue others. Are you down for that? Even if it doesn’t look 

like you expect it to? Even if it makes you so uncomfortable you need the help of the 

Lord?  

 

He will open rivers on barren land, he will plant trees that don’t belong together so they 

will be rooted among each other. His grace poured out, the harvest brought in.  

 

Isaiah 41:20 “that they may see and know, may consider and understand together, 

that the hand of the LORD has done this, the Holy One of Israel has created it.” (ESV) 

 



The rescued as what is seen, the glimpse into the kingdom of the Redeemer who says to 

us... 

 

Revelation 22:12–14 “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, 

to repay each one for what he has done. [13] I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first 

and the last, the beginning and the end.” Blessed are those who wash their robes, so 

that they may have the right to the tree of life and that they may enter the city by the 

gates.” (ESV) 

 

 

This is us, living confident in God’s ownership of the past, present, and future. 

Rescued, made into a harvesting force drawing in the poor and needy.  

 

 

Humanity is still leery and prone to run to idolatry. But with the help of our Redeemer, 

we will make much of him and tell everyone who will listen - we will bring the cool 

water of Christ to the thirsty and invite them to drink.  

 

The world is waiting for a church that knows God... That lives like they believe with 

every fiber of their being in the God who owns the future and renews the broken. Let’s 

show them.  

 

 

Those rescued and strengthened by Christ are made into a harvesting 

force.  

 

How we apply this text is super practical really. Trust in Jesus our Redeemer, the 

One who owns the future, and tell someone about him.  

 

 

We the rescued made into a harvesting force for the glory of Jesus. There is nothing 

better than this grace, no one better than this Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel.  

 

Isaiah 41:16b “And you shall rejoice in the LORD;in the Holy One of Israel you shall 

glory.” (ESV) 

 

Case closed. Let’s go.  

 


