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In his second inaugural address, President Ronald Reagan uttered these memorable words: “The United States remains the last best hope for a mankind plagued by tyranny and deprivation.  America is no stronger than its people – and that means you and me.  Well, I believe in you, and I believe that if we work together, then one day we will say, ‘We fought the good fight. We finished the race. We kept the faith.’  And to our children and our children’s children we can say, ‘We did all what could be done in the brief time that was given us here on earth.’”  
But the origin of that phrase “the last best hope” actually goes back much further than Reagan’s speech in 1985, all the way back to 1862.  Abraham Lincoln was our President, and our country was at war with itself, mired in the second year of a civil war fought largely over the issue of slavery.  One month before signing the Emancipation Proclamation, President Lincoln sent a long message to Congress in support of his plan to emancipate the slaves.  And this is part of what Lincoln wrote:
“Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history.  We of this Congress and this Administration, will be remembered in spite of ourselves … We say we are for the Union. The world will not forget that we say this. We know how to save the Union. The world knows we do know how to save it.  We – even we here – hold the power, and bear the responsibility.  In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free – honorable alike in what we give, and what we preserve.  We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth. Other means may succeed; this could not fail. The way is plain, peaceful, generous, just – a way which, if followed, the world will forever applaud, and God must forever bless.”
Twenty-six hundred years ago the people of God were themselves slaves, slaves to the Babylonians.  Their country had been overrun, the holy temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed, and their homes had been left in ruins.  The despair of the people is captured in Psalm 137, which includes these words: “By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion … How can we sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign land?  If I forget you, O Jerusalem, may my right hand forget its skill. May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth …” (Psalm 137:1, 4-6)  
And it is to those grieving people that the words of Isaiah 40-66 are written, words which announce the future coming of their last, best hope.  He is called “the Servant,” and his mission is described in four passages known to Bible students as “the Servant Songs of Isaiah.”  The last, best hope for Israel, and the last, best hope for you and me, is not a country with a powerful military or a charismatic leader with a large war chest; our last, best hope is a Servant, a Servant who suffers and bleeds.  Let’s take a look at how Isaiah describes this Servant and discover for ourselves just who the last, best hope for us and for the world really is.

The Servant Is The Last, Best Hope For The Bruised
Isaiah first introduces us to the Servant in the 42nd chapter of his book, and what we learn right off the bat about the Servant is this – the Servant is the last, best hope for the bruised.  Listen to what Isaiah writes:
“Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations.  He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.  A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.  In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; he will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes justice on earth.  In his law the islands will put their hope.” (Isaiah 42:1-4)
By referring to “the islands” in that last verse, Isaiah isn’t just talking about Hawaii and the people of the world who happen to live on an island, whether large or small.  That’s Isaiah’s poetic and literary way of saying that everyone in the world will put their hope in the Servant, that everyone from the biggest cities to those living in the farthest reaches of the world will put their hope in the Servant.  The Servant is the last, best hope of every last person in the world.
So who is the Servant?  The words of Isaiah 42:1 are echoed more than once in the Gospels.  Do you remember what the voice from heaven said when Jesus was baptized?  Matthew 3:17 tells us what happened after Jesus came up out of the Jordan River, after the Spirit of God descended on Jesus like a dove: “And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’”  Later Matthew tells us about a remarkable event called the Transfiguration.  And as Peter, James and John watch as Jesus holds a conversation on top of a mountain with Moses and Elijah, again a voice speaks from heaven: “While he was still speaking, a bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!’” (Matthew 17:5)  The Greek translation of the Hebrew phrase in Isaiah 42:1 “my chosen one in whom I delight” is very close to the words “with him I am well pleased.”  In other words, God the Father is making it very clear to Jesus’ followers that Jesus is the Servant of Isaiah, that Jesus is their last, best hope.
And if there’s any doubt about who is being referred to in Isaiah 42, Matthew puts it all to rest in Matthew 12.  Look at this passage:
But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus.  Aware of this, Jesus withdrew from that place.  Many followed him, and he healed all their sick, warning them not to tell who he was.  This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: ‘Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations.  He will not quarrel or cry out; no one will hear his voice in the streets.  A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out, till he leads justice to victory.  In his name the nations will put their hope.’” (Matthew 12:14-21)  
Jesus is the Servant; Jesus is the nations’ last, best hope.  And in particular, Jesus is the last, best hope of the bruised.  It’s easy to skip over that phrase – “a bruised reed he will not break, a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.”  A lot of us “city folk” probably don’t know what a bruised reed is.  A reed, of course, is a plant, one of several species of large aquatic grasses.  When I grew up in Minnesota our home was right across a small creek from a fairly large marshy area.  And when the marsh dried out a bit in the heat of the summer I would take my dog and go exploring.  The problem for my dog was that he was too small to see over the reeds, so he pretty much followed behind as I made a path for him by pushing down the reeds with my shoes.  In truth what I was doing as I was creating a path for the two of us was to bruise those reeds, to bend them over.  And that’s the imagery of Isaiah 42 and Matthew 12.  The original readers of those chapters would have had a very clear picture of what Isaiah was talking about.  They would have known that a reed is quite fragile, that a reed can be easily bruised by an animal or by a strong wind or by a heavy rain.
But what does it mean to say the Servant would not break a bruised reed?  Obviously Isaiah isn’t talking about large aquatic grasses; he’s talking about people.  And we all know what it’s like to be bruised.  Sometimes we’re a little bit proud of our bruises, aren’t we?  Have you ever done this – ever run into something accidentally or been hit by something, and the next day you noticed that you had a big bruise?  What’s the first thing you do?  You show people.  You’re at the grocery store and you run into a friend, your friend asks how you are and what do you do – you pull up your sleeve and say, “Oh, I’m fine except for this really large, colorful, ugly bruise.”  It’s sort of a badge of honor, isn’t it?  You got hit really hard, and you got this bruise, but you’re not going to let that stop you; you’re so tough that you’re still out shopping.  
But most of the time the bruises we suffer are a bit more painful and their effects far more lasting.  The bruise on your arm goes away in a week or so.  The bruise to your heart and your soul lingers on and on.  Someone called you a name, someone insulted you, someone chewed you out, and it left a bruise, a bruise that just won’t seem to go away.  Someone left you, someone betrayed you, someone took advantage of you, and it left a bruise.  You thought the bruise had healed; you thought enough time had passed.  But then you hear a certain name or you meet a certain person or you are reminded of a particular memory, and it presses on that bruise and you discover that it’s just as sore and as painful as ever.  
In the big scheme of things, a bruised reed is a pretty small thing.  I’ve mentioned before that my Dad would often go into the marsh behind our house and trim the trees back there to make them look better and healthier.  But here’s something my Dad never did – he never tried to tend to a bruised reed.  He never got out a little splint to try to straighten out a bruised reed.  A tree was worth his time, but a bruised reed?  Who would care about a bruised reed?  If you think about it, there’s really no hope for a bruised reed, is there?  It’s never going to get better, it’s never going to straighten up and grow tall.  Even if you wanted to fix a bruised reed, there’s simply nothing you can do for it.  But the good news is that there’s hope even for the bruised reed.  It’s the Servant, Jesus the Christ, the last, best hope of the bruised reed.
And then there’s a second image, the image of the smoldering wick.  It’s a picture of a candle that’s about to burn out, a flame that’s about to be extinguished.  But Isaiah says the Servant will not snuff out a smoldering wick.  What’s he talking about?  He’s talking about people, people like you and me who are burned out, people who have lost our drive and our energy and our ambition … people who have lost hope.  And what does the Servant do?  He doesn’t snuff out the wick; he doesn’t give up on we who are burned out on love and on life. After all, our God is a Rehab Addict, a God who delights in rescuing and restoring and redeeming we whose lives have been left smoldering in ruins.  
Did you ever nurse a dying flame?  You’re in the woods and you’re trying to build a fire to keep you warm and to heat your food, and the flame keeps dying out.  Remember Tom Hanks in the movie “Cast Away,” trying to build a fire on that deserted island, only to watch in frustration as time and time again his tiny little flame would flame out?  But he kept at it; he gave it his very all, breathing on the flame and willing it into existence, until finally in that moment of triumph he stands back in celebration and says, “I have created fire!”  The Servant will not snuff out a smoldering wick.  He nurses it, he protects it, he gets on his hands and knees and breathes on it and he creates fire from what was about to die out.   And that’s what Jesus, the Servant, our last, best hope, wants to do for we who are running on fumes, for we whose last bit of strength and last bit of hope is about to die out.  He wants to breathe life and hope and strength back into us.  He wants to heal our bruises and to renew our strength.  Jesus is the last, best hope of the bruised.  
The Servant Is The Last, Best Hope For The Confused
The second servant song of Isaiah is in chapter 49, where we discover that the Servant is the last, best hope for the confused.  Here’s the text:
And now the Lord says – he who formed me in the womb to be his servant to bring Jacob back to him and gather Israel to himself, for I am honored in the eyes of the Lord and my God has been my strength – he says: “It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept.  I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.” (Isaiah 49:5-6)  
We’ve been in this building since 1993.  There is no place in this facility that I haven’t been.  I’ve crawled through every crawl space, been in every room, and looked behind every curtain.  But I have also been here on some nights during a power outage, and let me tell you that this place can get very dark.  From time to time our high school kids will have an all-nighter here and they’ll play a game where they purposely turn the lights out, which always worries me because I know how confusing this place gets in the dark.  You think you’re walking on a flat section and all of a sudden you walk off a step.  You think you’re out in the open and you walk right into a wall.  And once you get disoriented, there’s only one thing that can save you – you need a flashlight.
The Servant, Isaiah tells us, has come to bring light to our darkness; he has come to bring salvation to all of us who were hopelessly disoriented and confused.  And again, there’s no confusion about who the Servant is.  Jesus himself said it like this: “I am the light of the world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12)  In Matthew’s Gospel Matthew made sure his readers understood that Jesus was the light Isaiah referred to.  In Matthew 4 Matthew says of Jesus that “the people living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.” (Matthew 4:16)  

Have you ever had a tutor?  Tutors can be life savers, can’t they?  The one subject I had in college that gave me the most trouble was economics.  For some reason I hit a section in this class that just didn’t make sense to me, no matter how hard I studied and no matter how many different study aids I tried.  Finally I went to the last, best hope – a tutor.  At first it didn’t seem to help; at first I was as confused and lost as ever.  But then one session, my tutor explained these particular concepts in a way that made it all seem so simple.  You know how we say it – it was like a light bulb went on.  And that’s what our Servant Jesus came to do for all of us who are confused and lost.  He came to turn on the light and to dissipate the fog, to clear up the confusion we feel about life’s meaning and purpose.  The Servant is the last, best hope for the confused.
The Servant Is The Last, Best Hope For The Accused
And third, the Servant is the last, best hope for the accused.  There are two more Servant Songs in Isaiah; the first is in chapter 50.  Here is a part of that Servant Song:

I offered my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard; I did not hide my face from mocking and spitting.  Because the Sovereign Lord helps me, I will not be disgraced … He who vindicates me is near.  Who then will bring charges against me?  Let us face each other!  Who is my accuser?  Let him confront me!  It is the Sovereign Lord who helps me.  Who is he that will condemn me? (Isaiah 50:6-9) 

Some of those phrases probably sound familiar to you, because like many of the words in Isaiah they are echoed in the New Testament.  For example, here’s what the Apostle Paul wrote in a famous passage in Romans 8, in words that echo and expand on Isaiah:  “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen?  It is God who justifies.  Who is he that condemns?” (Romans 8:31-34)  
Have you ever been accused of doing something wrong that you didn’t do?  A teacher accused you of cheating, the IRS accused you of lying about your taxes, your Dad accused you of putting a dent in his car, a TSA agent accused you of trying to smuggle four ounces of a liquid onto a plane?  That can be pretty frustrating, can’t it?  Now think about this – have you ever been accused of doing something wrong that you actually did?  That’s a boat we’re all in, because every one of us, the Bible tells us, has sinned, every one of us has violated God’s laws.  If someone were to accuse me of being a sinner, they would be right.  I am a sinner … and so are you.
But because of the Servant, we who are accused need not be condemned; we who stand rightly accused can be roundly acquitted.  Did you notice how the Servant is described in this particular song?  He’s a suffering Servant, isn’t he?  He offers his back to those who beat him, his cheeks to those who pull out his beard; he doesn’t hide his face from mocking and spitting.  It sounds like we’re reading the Gospels, doesn’t it?  Here’s Matthew’s Gospel, describing Jesus’ last hours: “They spit on him, and took the staff and struck him on the head again and again.  After they had mocked him, they took off the robe and put his own clothes on him.  Then they led him away to crucify him.” (Matthew 27:30-31)  
Which brings us to the fourth of Isaiah’s Servant Songs, the best known of the four.  It begins in Isaiah 52:13 and continues on through chapter 53.  Listen to Isaiah’s description of the Servant, written 700 years before the birth of Jesus:
“See, my servant will act wisely; he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted.  Just as there were many who were appalled at him – his appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man and his form marred beyond human likeness – so will he sprinkle many nations … He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.  He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering.  Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.  Surely he took our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.  But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth … Yet is was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer …”  (Isaiah 52:13-15; 53:2-7, 10)
Cliff Barrows was the choir leader for countless Billy Graham Crusades over the years.  When Cliff’s two daughters were fairly young he was having a hard time getting them to obey him.  Lectures didn’t seem to work, time outs didn’t work, and even spankings seemed to have a limited effect.  So the next time his two youngsters defiantly disobeyed their parents, Cliff tried a new approach.  He took off his belt, gave it to his girls, bent over, and told them to spank him as hard as they could ten times each.  Reluctantly, they did what their Dad told them to do.  And according to Cliff, he never had to spank his daughters again.
And in the person of the Servant, the one we call Jesus, our God took upon himself the punishment for our sin.  We stood accused, and he was afflicted.  We sinned, and he suffered.  We went wrong, and he was wounded.  And it is by those wounds that our sins are forgiven and our hurts are healed.  The Servant, the Suffering Servant, is the last, best hope of the bruised, he’s the last, best hope of the confused, and he’s the last, best hope of the accused.
Because music is often the best way to get truth from our head to our heart, I want to close my message with a music video by a group called Tenth Avenue North.  The song is called “You Are More” – here are some of the words: “You are more than the choices that you’ve made; you are more than the sum of your past mistakes; you are more than the problems you create – you’ve been remade.  Cause this is not about what you’ve done, but what’s been done for you.  This is not about where you’ve been, but where your brokenness brings you to.”  Watch, listen, and invite the Servant and Redeemer of Isaiah 53 to bring healing to our bruised and broken souls.
“You Are More” – video from Vimeo by Tenth Avenue North
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