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YOUR LABOR IN THE LORD IS NOT IN VAIN 
Pastor Jim Dunn  (much help for this sermon came from Erik Herrmann, Concordia 

Journal, Fall 2013, pp.350-351) 

 

Isaiah 49:1-7 

The Servant of the Lord 

49 Listen to me, O coastlands,  

and give attention, you peoples from afar.  

     The Lord called me from the womb,      

from the body of my mother he named my name. 

2 He made my mouth like a sharp sword;      

in the shadow of his hand he hid me;  

he made me a polished arrow;      

in his quiver he hid me away. 

3 And he said to me, “You are my servant,      

Israel, in whom I will be glorified.” 

4 But I said, “I have labored in vain;      

I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity;  

yet surely my right is with the Lord,      

and my recompense with my God.” 

5 And now the Lord says,      

he who formed me from the womb to be his servant,  

    to bring Jacob back to him;      

and that Israel might be gathered to him—  

    for I am honored in the eyes of the Lord,      

and my God has become my strength— 

6 he says:  

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant      

to raise up the tribes of Jacob      
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     and to bring back the preserved of Israel;  

    I will make you as a light for the nations,      

that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 

7 Thus says the Lord,      

the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One,  

    to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nation,     

the servant of rulers:  

    “Kings shall see and arise;      

princes, and they shall prostrate themselves;  

    because of the Lord, who is faithful,      

the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.” 

 

 

It’s tough to finish with a loss. As our Kansas City Chiefs did this season.  

 

It was even tougher this fall for the senior class of Scarborough High School in Houston, 

Texas. You see, they had not won a football game. Not just this season. These seniors 

had never won a game. Scarborough had lost 45 games in a row, going back to 2009. 

Just before the seniors’ last game, their coach, Jason Merren, and one of their senior 

players, Justin Steward, were interviewed. “So Coach Merren, could you tell us how 

you compare against most of the teams you play?”  

 

“Well, every team we play, we're outnumbered by about 15 to 16 kids, sometimes 30 

to 40. It's kind of tough when most of my kids have to play both offense and defense.” 

“Well, in sports they always say you have to believe. So Justin, I wonder, do you 

believe you're going to win when you play a team that’s bigger and stronger?” “No 

doubt about it. I never doubt my team. The other team is just always bigger than us. 

But we just take on the competition.”  

 

“Coach, just one last question. It's got to be a special challenge to keep your guys 

motivated, week after week. What’s your pregame speech like?” “A lot of my players 

have tough home lives. I always bring it back to them and say, the guys in that other 

locker room; they probably don't face what you face. So, why not go out there and 

show that you've got heart just as much as them?”  
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The coach did not tell his players that all their labor since summer camp, the drills and 

the long workouts in the steamy humidity of Houston, was all in vain. All wasted. But he 

also did not promise that all of their hard work was about to pay off. He did not 

promise them they would win their last game. He did not offer them false optimism, like 

“This game can turn on a dime.” After all, they had lost by lopsided scores all season 

long. All they could do was stick it out, take on the competition, and show that they 

had heart. As the coach took up the difficult task of leading them to try one more time 

to win. 

 

Our Lord offers us so much more than that. He does promise, “Your labor in the Lord is 

not in vain.” (1Corinthians 15:58) A leader with a difficult task, like the Scarborough 

football coach. That’s what we see in Isaiah chapter 49. This difficult task is like the one 

Moses had. Moses had led God’s people out of exile in Egypt. Well, in Isaiah 49 the 

Lord speaks of a plan to again lead Israel out of exile. “And now the Lord says, He who 

formed me from the womb to be His servant, to bring Jacob back to Him; that Israel 

might be gathered to Him…” As in the Exodus, this rescue job would be done through 

a chosen servant. But this task would be more difficult than that of Moses. This task was 

not simply to free God’s people from chains and hard labor. This task was to bring 

Israel out of the slavery of idolatry and dehumanizing behavior. 

 

“Perhaps then we should not be surprised that the chosen servant of Isaiah 49 

expresses frustration. Though His message is like a sharpened sword, it seems unable to 

penetrate the hardness of Israel’s heart.” (Herrmann) He says here, “He made my 

mouth like a sharp sword…He made me a polished arrow…He said to me, ‘You are my 

servant in whom I will be glorified.’ But I said I have labored in vain. I have spent my 

strength for nothing…” “Through no fault of his own, the chosen servant’s labor bears 

no fruit.” (Herrmann) His work appears to be in vain, wasted. He has been “despised 

and abhorred by the nation” of Israel. 

 

“Today most churches are expressing that same frustration. There is a general decline 

in church membership across the country. The culture seems to grow hardened to the 

message of the Gospel. A whole generation of young people is disillusioned.” 

(Herrmann) Disillusioned with the organized church. The church’s labors seem to bear 
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no fruit, to be in vain. “On the one hand, our failures are due to our own faults and 

shortcomings. But even when we as a church do labor like a true chosen servant of 

God, we do so as a body that is wounded and scarred, rejected and scorned.” 

(Herrmann)  

 

Yet, your labor in the Lord is not in vain. That’s not false optimism that somehow all your 

hard work is finally going to pay off. That’s not some “oh well, even if we lose we still 

get the consolation prize of heaven.” That’s not bravado that says even if we lose let’s 

show some heart, let’s go down swinging, let’s die where we stand.  

 

No. That’s not what “your labor in the Lord is not in vain” means. Unless that’s what the 

Lord was trying to tell Jesus. Did God say to His only Son, “Even if you lose, even if our 

plan fails, show ’em you’ve got heart”? No. The Lord tells His chosen servant, “You’re 

going to win! Your labor is not in vain.” The Lord responds to His chosen servant’s 

frustration by saying, “It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up 

the tribes of Jacob and to bring back the remnant of Israel. I will make you also a light 

for all the nations.” A light for the nations? So, even in the midst of being rejected by 

Israel, Jesus’ mission expands. The chosen servant is not just to guide Israel out of the 

darkness of their idolatry and dehumanizing behavior. He is to bring all nations out from 

the darkness of exile, from sin and death. But how? How does His rejection become 

the way for a greater salvation? How is His failure fruitful labor?  

 

The answer is a few chapters over in Isaiah 53. “He was rejected by men… But He was 

pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities, by His wounds we are 

healed…” Israel’s rejection of God’s chosen servant put Him on a cross. But it was by 

that death on a cross that He actually accomplished His difficult task. It was precisely 

when the Chosen Servant’s labor appeared to be ruined by His crucifixion, that His 

labor bore fruit. As He had said: “When I am lifted up, I will draw all people to Myself.” 

And He has. People from every nation have been drawn to Jesus. And washed in His 

wounds. Jesus won at the cross. His labor was not in vain.  
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For that wasn’t just a motivational pregame speech that God gave His Son. God was 

faithful. He raised Jesus from the dead. He did not discard Jesus’ body. He raised, 

restored, transformed Jesus’ body. The team we could not defeat - sin, death, and the 

devil – Jesus defeated for us. So, death will not have the last word on these bodies of 

ours. The Lord will not discard your body. When He returns in glory He will bring back 

your body from its exile to the grave. And God’s creation will not be discarded either. 

As Paul says in Romans 8:21, “creation itself will be liberated from its exile to decay and 

brought into the same freedom we will enjoy.” This is because the Creator’s plans are 

never defeated. The creation will not be replaced; it will be restored, transformed. So, 

all of the work the Lord is doing through us down here will not be discarded. “Your 

labor in the Lord is not in vain.” Its final outcome is not in doubt.  

 

Going into their last game, the Scarborough seniors did not know if they would win or 

lose. But the final outcome of all your labor in the Lord, though it may not turn out the 

way you envision, is victory. So, as Paul says, we stand fast, firm, immovable. We don’t 

run or need to escape the mess this world is in. Rather, we stand firm and proclaim 

redemption through Jesus Christ, because that redemption will be fulfilled on the Last 

Day. We resist evil, because evil and the devil will be thrown into hell on the Last Day. 

We stand for justice, because God’s justice will be done at the Final Judgment. God’s 

Will shall be done on earth on the Last Day.  

 

The time clock is ticking down. All of history is moving toward the end that God wants. 

The Creator’s plans are never defeated. So, your labor in the Lord is not in vain. 

 

Amen 

 


