
SERMON FOR MORNING PRAYER
THE FIRST SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Lessons:1

The First Lesson:  Here beginneth the forty-ninth 
Chapter of the Book of the Prophet Isaiah.2

“Listen, O isles, unto me; and hearken, ye people, 
from far; The LORD hath called me from the womb; from the 
bowels of my mother hath he made mention of my name.  
And he hath made my mouth like a sharp sword; in the sha-
dow of his hand hath he hid me, and made me a polished 
shaft; in his quiver hath he hid me; And said unto me, Thou 
art my servant, O Israel, in whom I will be glorified.  Then I 
said, I have laboured in vain, I have spent my strength for 
nought, and in vain: yet surely my judgment is with the 
LORD, and my work with my God.

“And now, saith [SETH] the LORD that formed me 
from the womb to be his servant, to bring Jacob again to 
him, Though Israel be not gathered, yet shall I be glorious in 
the eyes of the LORD, and my God shall be my strength.  And 
he said, It is a light thing that thou shouldest be my servant 
to raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the preserved of 
Israel: I will also give thee for a light to the Gentiles, that 
thou mayest be my salvation unto the end of the earth.  Thus 
saith [SETH] the LORD, the Redeemer of Israel, and his Ho-
ly One, to him whom man despiseth, to him whom the nation 
abhorreth, to a servant of rulers, Kings shall see and arise, 
princes also shall worship, because of the LORD that is faith-
ful, and the Holy One of Israel, and he shall choose thee.  
Thus saith [SETH] the LORD, In an acceptable time have I 
heard thee, and in a day of salvation have I helped thee: and 
I will preserve thee, and give thee for a covenant of the 
people, to establish the earth, to cause to inherit the desolate 
heritages; That thou mayest say to the prisoners, Go forth; to 
them that are in darkness, Shew [SHOW] yourselves. They 
shall feed in the ways, and their pastures shall be in all high 
places.  They shall not hunger nor thirst; neither shall the 
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heat nor sun smite them: for he that hath mercy on them 
shall lead them, even by the springs of water shall he guide 
them.  And I will make all my mountains a way, and my 
highways shall be exalted.  Behold, these shall come from 
far: and, lo, these from the north and from the west; and 
these from the land of Sinim [SIGH-nimm].

“Sing, O heavens; and be joyful, O earth; and break 
forth into singing, O mountains: for the LORD hath com-
forted his people, and will have mercy upon his afflicted.”

Here endeth the First Lesson.

The Second Lesson:  Here beginneth the sixteenth 
Verse of the fourth Chapter of the Gospel According to St. 
Luke.3

“And he came to Nazareth, where he had been 
brought up: and, as his custom was, he went into the syn-
agogue on the sabbath day, and stood up for to read.  And 
there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Esaias4

[ee-ZYE-uss].  And when he had opened the book, he found 
the place where it was written, The Spirit of the Lord is upon 
me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the 
poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach 
deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the 
blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, To preach the 
acceptable year of the Lord.  And he closed the book, and he 
gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of 
all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him.  
And he began to say unto them, This day is this scripture ful-
filled in your ears.  And all bare him witness, and wondered 
at the gracious words which proceeded out of his mouth.  
And they said, Is not this Joseph’s son?  And he said unto 
them, Ye will surely say unto me this proverb, Physician, 
heal thyself: whatsoever we have heard done in Capernaum
[kah-PURR-nah-umm], do also here in thy country.  And 
he said, Verily I say unto you, No prophet is accepted in his 
own country.  But I tell you of a truth, many widows were in 
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Israel in the days of Elias5 [ee-LYE-uss], when the heaven 
was shut up three years and six months, when great famine 
was throughout all the land; But unto none of them was Elias 
[ee-LYE-uss] sent, save unto Sarepta6 [sarr-EPP-tah], a city 
of Sidon [SIGH-dunn], unto a woman that was a widow.  
And many lepers were in Israel in the time of Eliseus7 [EE-
liz-oose] the prophet; and none of them was cleansed, saving 
Naaman [NAH-ah-mon] the Syrian.  And all they in the 
synagogue, when they heard these things, were filled with 
wrath, And rose up, and thrust him out of the city, and led 
him unto the brow of the hill whereon their city was built, 
that they might cast him down headlong.  But he passing 
through the midst of them went his way….”

Or,

Here beginneth the first Chapter of the General Epis-
tle of James.8

“James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Chr-
ist, to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad, greeting.  
My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers tempta-
tions; Knowing this, that the trying of your faith worketh pa-
tience.  But let patience have her perfect work, that ye may 
be perfect and entire, wanting nothing.  If any of you lack 
wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, 
and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.  But let him 
ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a 
wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed.  For let not 
that man think that he shall receive any thing of the Lord.  A 
double minded man is unstable in all his ways.  Let the 
brother of low degree rejoice in that he is exalted:  But the 
rich, in that he is made low: because as the flower of the 
grass he shall pass away.  For the sun is no sooner risen with 
a burning heat, but it withereth the grass, and the flower the-
reof falleth, and the grace of the fashion of it perisheth: so 
also shall the rich man fade away in his ways.  Blessed is the 
man that endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall 
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receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to 
them that love him.  Let no man say when he is tempted, I 
am tempted of God: for God cannot be tempted with evil, 
neither tempteth he any man:  But every man is tempted, 
when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed.  Then 
when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin: and sin, 
when it is finished, bringeth forth death.  Do not err, my be-
loved brethren.  Every good gift and every perfect gift is 
from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with 
whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.  Of his 
own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we should 
be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.  Wherefore, my be-
loved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, 
slow to wrath:  For the wrath of man worketh not the righ-
teousness of God.  Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and su-
perfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the en-
grafted word, which is able to save your souls.  But be ye 
doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own 
selves.  For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he 
is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass:  For 
he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway 
forgetteth what manner of man he was.  But whoso looketh 
into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, he be-
ing not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man 
shall be blessed in his deed.  If any man among you seem to 
be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his 
own heart, this man’s religion is vain.  Pure religion and un-
defiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the father-
less and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself un-
spotted from the world.”

Here endeth the Second Lesson.

Text:

From the First Lesson:
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13 See, e.g., St. Luke 4:17-21 and 7:22.
14 Acts 13:47.
15 Acts 26:23.
16 St. Matthew 28:18-20 (NIV 1984).
17 Isaiah 49:6 (NIV 1984).
18 Priest Assistant, Christ Anglican Catholic Church, Metairie LA; Hono-
rary Canon, the Diocese of the Resurrection; Honorary Canon and Canon 
to the Ordinary, The Diocese of New Orleans, The Anglican Catholic 
Church.
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overwhelmed by the needs of those we seek to serve and our 
own inadequacies in the face of those needs, and whenever 
we are discouraged by the obstacles that the world, the flesh, 
and the devil keep throwing up in our way, we can comfort 
ourselves by recalling God’s words about His Servant:

“‘It is too small a thing for you to be my servant
to restore the tribes of Jacob
and to 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.’”17  

--oo0oo--

The Rev’d Canon John A. Hollister18

January 16, 2011.

                                                
1 An Alternative Table of Lessons (The Table of 1922, As Revised in 
1928), THE BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER, WITH THE ADDITIONS AND DEV-

IATIONS PROPOSED IN 1928 32 (Canterbury Press 2008); The Table of 
Lessons (The Table of 1922, As Revised In 1928), A BOOK OF COMMON 

PRAYER xxiv (South Africa 1954); A Table of Lessons (authorized by the 
Episcopal Synod), THE BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER xxii (CIPBC 1963).
2 Isaiah 49:1-13 (KJV).
3 St. Luke 4:16-30 (KJV).
4 I.e., Isaiah.
5 I.e., Elijah.
6 I.e., Zarephath.
7 I.e., Elisha.
8 James 1:1-27 (KJV).
9 Isaiah 49:5-6 (NIV 1984).
10 Derek Kidner, Isaiah, in D. GUTHRIE AND J. A. MOTYER, EDS., THE 

NEW BIBLE COMMENTARY REVISED 3rd Edition 591 (Grand Rapids:  Wm. 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 1970). 
11 According to Kidner, op. cit., these are, respectively, Isaiah 42:1-9, 
49:1-13, 50:4-9, and 52:13-53:12.
12 Although Isaiah 61:1-4 does not use the term “Servant”, the One who 
speaks there in the first person is clearly the Servant or the Messiah; see 
Kidner, op. cit. 622.  
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“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 to 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.’”9  

In the Name of the Father, and of the  Son, and of the Holy 
Ghost.  Amen.

Homily:

Today’s First Lesson comes from the portion of 
Isaiah which predicts the dawn of Israel’s redemption from 
its captivity in Assyria and Babylon.10  This section of 
Isaiah’s prophecies contains four poems11 centering on a so-
litary figure whom God calls “my servant” or “my chosen”, 
together with a fifth section or coda.12  For this reason, these 
poems are often referred to as “the Servant Songs” and to-
day’s First Lesson comprises the second of these Servant 
Songs.

God’s progressive unfolding of the character of His 
Servant through Isaiah’s four Songs, has always been taken 
by Christians as a clear prophecy of the coming and mission 
of Christ.13  Thus the first Song, in Chapter 42, introduces
the Servant as quiet, faithful, and restrained.  

Then from the second Song, in Chapter 49, through 
the third Song, in Chapter 50, and the fourth song, in Chap-
ters 52 and 53, there is an increasing emphasis on the suffer-
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ing that Servant will have to endure in order to fulfill His 
mission.  Finally, the coda in Chapter 61 describes the Ser-
vant’s distribution to God’s people of His blessings of heal-
ing, freedom, restoration, and comfort.

The Acts of the Apostles tell us that Paul and Barna-
bas quoted Verse 6 of this passage, with its reference to “a 
light for the Gentiles”, during their second sermon in Anti-
och [ant-EE-ock] of Pisidia14 [pih-SIDD-ee-uh], where they 
used it as their justification for redirecting their mission from 
the resistant Jews of the synagogue to the Gentiles who were 
eager to hear the word of God.  Also, Paul referred to this 
same passage on another occasion, during his address to the 
Roman governor Festus and the client king Agrippa,15 when 
he explained why conspirators in Jerusalem had tried to 
murder him and had denounced him to the previous gover-
nor, Felix.  

Now recall the Great Commission which Our Lord 
Himself has given us:  “‘All authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey every-
thing I have commanded you.’”16

Then consider the explanatory use made of Isaiah’s 
passage that is our text today, both its use by Our Lord Him-
self, to explain His mission in this world, and its use by His 
Apostle, St. Paul, to explain his mission to the Gentiles.  
Putting these two thoughts together, our Commission and our 
predecessors’ explanations, it is clear that we ourselves may 
safely use that same passage as a template to analyze and 
understand our own our relationship to that same world and 
as a blueprint for how we should conduct our mission of 
evangelism.

What I am suggesting is that our efforts should be de-
signed to follow the pattern of the four Servant Songs, to-
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gether with Isaiah’s final fifth section or coda.  First, we 
must appear in and introduce ourselves to the world, and to 
any unchurched individuals whom we meet, in the fashion of 
the first Servant Song:  as people who are quiet in demeanor, 
who are completely faithful in our worship and in  our prac-
tice of our Faith, and who are restrained and considerate in 
our attempts to demonstrate who and what we are.

If we were to be too boisterous in our presentation of 
ourselves – in what the King James translation calls our 
“conversation” – then that would have the wrong effect, for 
it would repulse many of those whom we seek to attract.  

The lesson of the second through the fourth Servant 
Songs is that, as our presence in this world and in our partic-
ular communities comes to be better established and better 
known, we will find ourselves increasingly the targets of, 
first derision, then of outright hostility, and finally of active 
oppression.  Just think of the regular denigration to which 
people of faith are subjected in the so-called “mainstream 
media” here in the West and then, sadly, think of the almost 
unimaginable cruelties – not infrequently amounting to out-
right genocide -- that are daily visited on many of our broth-
ers and sisters in the Third World.

Conclusion:

This, after all, is how both Jesus Christ and St. Paul 
came in the course of their missions:  first a quiet entry, fol-
lowed by increasing success, followed by hostility, then vi-
olence, and finally the deaths of martyrs.  But in each of their 
cases, just think of the triumphant successes of their missio-
nary efforts:  a Church that has endured two thousand years 
of opposition and oppression and has now spread to virtually 
every corner of the globe!

So, whenever we are uncertain about how we should 
proceed to perform our Christian task, whenever we feel 


