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A Light for the Gentiles

Isaiah 49:1–6 (NIV84) 
Listen to me, you islands; hear this, you distant nations: Before I was born the LORD called me; from my 

birth he has made mention of my name. 2 He made my mouth like a sharpened sword, in the shadow of his 

hand he hid me; he made me into a polished arrow and concealed me in his quiver. 3 He said to me, “You 

are my servant, Israel, in whom I will display my splendor.” 4 But I said, “I have labored to no purpose; I 
have spent my strength in vain and for nothing. Yet what is due me is in the LORD’s hand, and my reward is 

with my God.” 5 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— 6 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 my 
salvation to the ends of the earth.” 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

In the early days of the Christian church the issues between Jews and Gentiles were evident. In the book of 
Acts and in Paul’s letters, much is written about the struggles of Jewish and Gentile believers to be united in
the Christian church. There were huge differences in culture and religious background and customs. The 
Jews were not supposed to associate with, eat with or worship with Gentiles according to the Old 
Testament. How could they now be united with Gentiles in the church? It was a great epiphany for the Jews 
to realize that Jesus came to save Jews and Gentiles. Yet, Isaiah prophesied that the Savior would not only 
save Israel but also be a light for the Gentiles.

This is not so much of an epiphany today. The Christian church is mainly a Gentile church today. Only a 
small percentage of believers in this world can trace their families back to Jewish roots. As we consider 
Isaiah’s prophecy today, we look at who the Lord sent as the Light for the Gentiles and who the Gentiles 
might be in our situation today. Jesus is the Light for the Gentiles.

Who is the Light?

Listen to me, you islands; hear this, you distant nations: Before I was born the LORD called me; from my 

birth he has made mention of my name. 2 He made my mouth like a sharpened sword, in the shadow of his 

hand he hid me; he made me into a polished arrow and concealed me in his quiver. 3 He said to me, “You 
are my servant, Israel, in whom I will display my splendor.”

God thinks this is an important message and tells us to listen. He not only tells us to listen, but wants all the 
islands and distant nations to listen. Everyone listen! This is important. And then the Servant of the Lord 
begins to speak. This is of course the Messiah speaking. He tells us that he was chosen by the Lord for this 
special work of saving the world. The Messiah was the tool God would use to accomplish his saving 
purposes.



A soldier armed for battle in those days would be sure that his sword was sharp and his arrows ready. The 
Savior is the sharpened sword of the Lord and the polished arrows ready to fly. Of course, Christ did not 
come to kill and destroy with weapons of war. His mouth is a sharpened sword. He accomplishes God’s 
work by proclaiming the Word of God. And so he did. Jesus proclaimed the Word of God to many people in
many places throughout Judea. He preached and taught and performed miracles. He prayed and did battle 
with Satan’s temptations. He did everything his Father asked him to do. He did everything the prophets like 
Isaiah said he would do. 

And what was the result? Twelve disciples followed him though they often misunderstood Jesus. Crowds 
gathered around him, but not always to hear God’s Word. Often they only wanted miracles. He went to his 
hometown of Nazareth and is driven from town when he revealed himself to be the Savior Isaiah predicted. 
Leaders of the Jews followed him and came to him, but mostly to trap him and get him to say something 
wrong. He raised Lazarus from the dead and the leaders made plans to kill him.

Have you ever had a day when all of your work was for nothing? You work all day on something only to 
find out that you did something wrong and have to start all over the next day. It is frustrating. Isaiah gives 
us a look at the divine conversation between the Son of God and his Father in heaven when all that the Son 
does seems to amount to nothing.

But I said, “I have labored to no purpose; I have spent my strength in vain and for nothing. Yet what is due 
me is in the LORD’s hand, and my reward is with my God.”

Jesus came to save the world and the world turns against him. He came to forgive sin and sinners hate him 
for it. He did not come to condemn the world but the world condemns him to death, death on the cross. 
From the viewpoint of the world, one would have to judge Jesus’ life to be a complete failure. It ended in an
early death by a most cruel method. Yet, Jesus did not view it that way. Though the results looked grim, he 
trusted the plan of his Father. His trust was well placed for on the third day, Christ rose from the dead and 
was crowned with glory and honor forever. For Christ accomplished the forgiveness of sins for all the world
and opened the doors of heaven to all who trust in him. He brings salvation to the ends of the earth. 

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— 6 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 my salvation to the ends 
of the earth.” 

Who Are the Gentiles?

We rejoice that the Lord has accomplished our salvation through Jesus. Though most of us here today are 
Gentiles, in Christ, we have been forgiven and brought into God’s family of believers. Jesus has 
accomplished the salvation of the Jews and Gentiles. That was an epiphany to many of the Jews in the early 
church who wanted to keep the church pure of Gentile influence. Who are the Gentiles to us?

For a Jew, a Gentile is anyone who is not a Jew. So maybe we think of others who are not like us as 
Gentiles. Our sinful nature looks with suspicion on those who are not like us. It might be outward 
characteristics that make us look with suspicion on someone. Certainly prejudice and racism have been big 



problems in society and in the Christian church in the past. But we must be on our guard because the sinful 
nature always wants to look at someone who is different than you and say, “What is that person doing 
here?” Instead, we rejoice that Jesus is a Light to the Gentiles and say, “I’m really glad Jesus forgives me 
and I’m really glad to see that person here today.”

Maybe those who are different from us are different in religious background. If you didn’t know it, this is a 
Lutheran congregation. We do things a little differently from some other Christian congregations. Only 
about 2% of Americans identify themselves as some kind of Lutheran. It is likely that most of the people 
you know outside of this congregation are not Lutheran. What will a non—Lutheran believer think if they 
visit our congregation? The liturgy may be completely new to them. The hymns might be totally foreign. 
The stand up, sit down might be confusing. And they might just do something wrong, or not be able to 
follow along, or forget to silence their phone. What does our sinful nature think when a new to Lutheran 
worship guest is here? “What are they doing here? Why can’t they figure it out?” 

But what does our new nature in Christ who saved us think? “How can I help them feel more comfortable? 
I’m so glad they are here.” 

Allow me to talk about one more group that our sinful nature sometimes sees as Gentiles, especially in the 
worship life of a church….Children. Young children don’t know what to do. They make noise. They cause 
disturbances. What are they doing in worship? Some may think the best thing for children to learn in 
worship is how to sit and be quiet. Some may want children to be taken out of worship so the adults can 
worship in peace. Some churches have a separate children’s church or Sunday school time during worship 
so no children disrupt the service. 

But Jesus is a Light for the smallest Gentiles too. When the disciples thought the children were bothering 
Jesus, Jesus rebuked the disciples and welcomed the children. The job of a child in worship is not to sit and 
be quiet. A child participates by watching his parents bow their heads and humbly confess their sins. A child
sees the pastor make the sign of the cross as the forgiveness of Christ is announced. The child learns to fold 
her hands in prayer and begins to make those sounds that make up the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed. The 
child sits on dad’s lap during the hymn and watches dad point out the notes going up and down or the words
going from left to right. The child stands up and sits down with everyone else. The child sees her parents eat
a little bread and drink a little wine (though it looks like juice). 

It is easy for us to see parents with a young child before worship begins and think, “I’m so glad they are 
here.” But our sinful nature kicks in when that young child acts like a young child by making a little noise, 
singing at the wrong time, or having a short attention span. Then we might think, “Why can’t the parents 
control that child? I’m not as glad to see that child as I was before.” When those thoughts begin, let us 
repent and remember that Jesus came to be a Light for the Gentiles and bring his salvation to the ends of the
earth. He came to forgive me, a Gentile sinner, and came for that child and his or her parents too. Only 
when we look to our Savior can we say about a child making noise in worship (without a trace of sarcasm), 
“I’m glad they are here.”

In a way we are all Gentiles to each other. Different ages, life experiences, and religious backgrounds. 
Different culture, education and ethnic backgrounds. And we rejoice that Jesus came as a Light for all 
Gentiles to bring forgiveness to all people. May our Lord give us sight like his, to see others as he sees us – 
ones for whom Christ died to save.


