THE ANOINTING OF THE SPIRIT
TO FULFILL GOD’S MISSION


(1) THE MISSION OF GOD


The Bible presents to us God with a mission.  In its opening pages, we see God systematically planning, deciding, commanding, acting, accomplishing and evaluating, as He sets about His work of creation.  The fact of creation is the opening mission statement of our biblical God.

When human beings appear, a clear mission is also expressed.  God’s purpose was that these human creatures should be made in His own image, and that they should rule the earth (Genesis 1:26-28).  But if they were to be like God (in His image), then they would exercise that rule through care and service (Genesis 2:15).  Kingship exercised through servanthood is the very nature of human relationship as described in Genesis 1 and 2. This was God’s intended pattern for life on earth, and explains both why He made the earth and why He made us as part of it.  This was the creational mission of God.  

But humanity rebelled against God’s authority, distrusted God’s word, and disobeyed God’s commands (Genesis 3).  As a result, we plunged ourselves and the earth into the chaos of sin and evil, violence and corruption, strife and suffering that we find ourselves in still.  The story of the accumulating grip of sin in the human race runs through Genesis 3 - 11, climaxing in the story of the tower and city of Babel in Genesis 11.  There God deals with humanity as they try to act in unified arrogance.  Instead, the nations now find themselves scattered in confusion over the face of the earth, which stands under God’s curse.
But God decided not to abandon or destroy His creation, but rather to redeem it.  So He called Abraham, and with Abraham, we see the next major phase of the mission of God – God as redeemer.

Genesis 12 records God’s call, command and promise to Abra(ha)m.


“Now the Lord said to Abram,


Go forth from your country,


And from your relatives


And from your father’s house,


To the land which I will show you;


And I will make you a great nation,


And I will bless you,


And I will make your name great;


And so you shall be a blessing;


And I will bless those who bless you,


And the one who curses you I will curse.


And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 




Genesis 12:1-3

God promised three things to Abraham:


(1) that he would have descendants and become a great people


(2) that God would bless this people in a special covenant relationship


(3) that God would give them a land to live in

These promises provide a framework for the following major sections of the Old Testament story, as, bit by bit, God fulfils them.  But the final section of Genesis 12:3 widens the scope of the promise far beyond Israel as a nation:  “… all the peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  The vision is universal.  In fact, this promise to Abraham in Genesis 12 is God’s answer to the catastrophe of human sin in Genesis 3-11.  In Genesis 11 the nations were scattered under God’s curse.  Now God’s revealed intention is that the nations should once again be blessed, as the earth and humanity were at creation.  Abraham is a fresh start for the world.  This promise is God’s declaration of His mission, which is to bring blessing to the nations.

So important is this promise to Abraham in the Bible, that Paul actually calls it “the gospel”.

“Even so Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness. Therefore be sure that it is those who are of faith who are sons of Abraham.  And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘All the nations shall be blessed in you’.  So then those who are of faith are blessed with Abraham, the believer.”     Galatians 3:6-9

The mission of God then, is to bless al nations on earth.  But how?  Although we need the whole Bible to answer that, the first part of the answer lies in Genesis also – the promise of a people.  Out of Abraham’s descendants, God would create a community of people, through whom His blessing would come to the nations.

But this would need to be a different kind of people from the sinful nations already rampant on the earth.  In a world characterised by Sodom and Gomorrah, God wanted there to be a people who would be different, a people who would be committed to His ways and values.  That was the very reason God had chosen Abraham in the first place.

“(The Lord said) Abraham will surely become a great and powerful


nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him.  For I have


chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after


him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that


the Lord will bring about for Abraham what He has promised him.”






Genesis 18:18,19

At the beginning of verse 18 and the end of verse 19, God reiterates His ultimate mission, which is blessing for all nations.  But in between, He speaks of His choice of Abraham (“I have chosen him”) and His moral expectation on Abraham’s people, Israel (“to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just”).  The whole statement is tightly bound together as a declaration of intent.  God had called Abraham; why?  So that he would teach his descendants to live in the way God wanted; why?  So that God could fulfil His promise of blessing to the nations.

The mission of God includes God’s people and God’s standards.  God was not going to bless the nations straight out of heaven:  He was going to do it through a people on earth.

(2)  THE MISSION OF ISRAEL


The people of Israel in the Old Testament knew they had been chosen by God.  But they were not chosen for a unique and exclusive privilege that would forever belong to them alone. They were chosen for a unique and inclusive responsibility which would ultimately extend to all nations on earth. Their mission was to fulfil God’s mission, by being the vehicle of His blessing to the nations, “a light to the nations that you may bring my salvation to the ends of earth” (Isaiah 49:6).

This identity and mission was given to Israel right at the start of their pilgrimage as a nation, as God first spoke to them at Mount Sinai.  Before they went any further and before He even gave them the Ten Commandments or the rest of the law, God made this statement.


“You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you


on eagles’ wings and brought you to Myself.  Now then, if you will indeed


obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you will be My own possession among 


all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine;  and you shall be to Me a kingdom


of priests and a holy nation.” Exodus 19:4-6

The two phrases at the end of this passage express what God had in mind for Israel.  They
were to be a priestly people and a holy nation. To understand this, we need to remember that the priest stood in the middle, between God and the rest of the people.  He ministered in both directions.  On the one hand it was the work of the priest to teach God’s law to the people (Leviticus 10:10,11; Deuteronomy 33:10; Malachi 2:7-9).  So through the priests God would come to the people and make His way known to them.  On the other hand, it was the work of the priest to bring the sacrifices of the people to God, so that through the blood sprinkled on the altar, their sins would be atoned for and they could come back into fellowship with God and with one another.  So through the priests, the people could come to God. The priests then, brought God and people together, bringing God’s law to the people, and bringing the people’s sacrifices to God.  They were also entrusted with pronouncing God’s blessing upon the people (Numbers 6:22-27).
It is highly significant that God says to His whole people, “You will be My priesthood among all the nations on the earth.”  That is, all the people together will be for the nations what the priests had been for Israel.  The whole nation of Israel would be the people through whom God would make Himself known to the nations. This would come through the revelation God would give Israel in the Law, and through His relationship with them.  Israel would be the people through whom eventually God would draw the nations to Himself into forgiven, reconciled, covenant relationship.  And just as the priests were to bless the people, so the nation of Israel would bring blessing to the nations.  The role and identity of Israel as a “priesthood” for God among the nations was clearly a “missionary” task. 

This does not mean however that Israel was to go to the rest of the nations.  Occasionally this occurred as with Jonah to Ninevah, but on the whole, Israel’s mission was a matter of being rather than going.  Christ’s command after His resurrection that His disciples were to go and make disciples of the nations marked the dawn of a new era and stood in marked contrast to Israel’s understanding of her calling.  Israel’s mission was more centripetal (attraction toward a central point).  Mission in the New Testament is mainly centrifugal (going out from the centre toward the edges).  This involved an expanding mission, sending people out, as the church at Antioch did with Paul and Barnabus.

So if Israel wasn’t meant to go, but was meant to be, what were they meant to be?  They were meant to be a holy nation (Exodus 19:6).  Being holy fundamentally means being separate, different and distinctive. God wanted Israel to be a model of how human life was meant to be.  Israel was to be a society that was visibly, socially, economically, politically and spiritually different from the nations around her.  They would be as different from the other nations in their quality of life as Yahweh, the God of Israel, was different from the gods of the other nations. Israel’s mission was to reflect Yahweh their God in the midst of the nations – to be holy as He is holy, to be light, as He is light.
The sense of Israel’s distinctiveness was expressed often in their law:


“You shall not do what is done in the land of Egypt where you live, 


nor are you to do what is done in the land of Canaan where I am bringing 


you;  you shall not walk in their statutes.  You are to perform My judgements 


and keep My statutes.  You are to perform My judgements and keep My


statutes, to live in accord with them.  I am the Lord your God”  
                                                                                                    (Leviticus 18:3,4)

“You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God, am holy”.







(Leviticus 19:2)

“So keep and do (these laws), for that is your wisdom and your


understanding in the sight of the peoples who will hear all these


statutes and say “Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding


people.  For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as


is the Lord our God, whenever we call on Him.  Or what great nation


is there that has statutes and judgements as righteous as this whole


law which I am setting before you today?”







Deuteronomy 4:6-8

“Everything the Lord has said, we will do” (Exodus 24:3,7), was Israel’s response, but the great history books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings revealed disobedience, rebellion and failure.  The story of Israel is a repeat of Genesis 1 - 11 with blessing, promise and command followed by sin and rebellion.

The history of Israel finally ran into the buffers of God’s judgement and then into exile.  The northern kingdom of Israel was destroyed by Assyria and the people scattered in 721BC.  And in 587BC, Nebuchadnezzar came down on Jerusalem with his Babylonian armies, besieging and finally destroyed the city.  The Temple was burnt down and the king carried off into exile, along with most of the population of Judah.  All the prophets of the time interpreted these events as the clear judgement of God.

Many Israelites, now in exile in Babylon, thought God’s purposes for their nation were finished.  But God had not only foretold His coming judgement through prophets like Isaiah, but also of hope and restoration beyond judgement.  Israel was suffering God’s punishment for their sin, but the time of punishment would end. The prophets brought comfort and reassurance that Israel was still God’s servant, still called and chosen in Abraham, still intended to be for the blessing of “all flesh”, and still destined to see God’s glory.


“But you, Israel, My servant,


Jacob whom I have chosen,


Descendant of Abraham My friend.


You whom I have taken 


from the ends of the earth,


and called from the remotest parts,


and said to you, “You are My servant”,


I have chosen you and not rejected you.


Do not fear, for I am with you’


do not anxiously look about you,


for I am your God.


I will strengthen you, surely I will help you.


Surely I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.”








Isaiah 41:8-10

But the question was: how could Israel fulfil such a mission?  She was a failed servant and in exile, disabled and even disqualified by her sin and rebellion.  Isaiah’s description of Israel in exile is telling:


“Hear, you deaf!


And look you blind, that you may see


Who is blind but My servant,


Or so deaf as My messenger whom I send?


Who is so blind as he that is at peace with Me,


Or so blind as the servant of the Lord


You have seen many things, but you do not observe them;


Your ears are open, but none hears.


The Lord was pleased for His righteousness sake


To make the law great and glorious


But this is a people plundered and despoiled,


All of them are trapped in caves,


Or are hidden away in prisons;


They have become a prey with none to deliver them,


And a spoil, with none to say ‘Give them back’.  “






Isaiah 42:18-22

(3)  THE MISSION OF GOD’S SERVANT

In the context of Israel as God’s failing servant, God announces a new beginning, a new arrival – one who would come and embody that mission of Israel by taking it on Himself.  He is announced as “My Servant”, or “the Servant of the Lord”.  In Isaiah, this Servant would have a mission to Israel (to restore Israel again to God), and would also embody the mission of Israel (by bringing God’s blessing to the nations).

These chapters in Isaiah also prophesy the return of the exiles to Jerusalem and remarkably foretell that it will be Cyrus, king of Persia, who would achieve this (Isaiah 44:28).  This happened in 538BC when Cyrus, after conquering Babylon, passed an edict that all small populations in captivity in Babylon, including the Jews, were free to return to their homelands (2 Chronicles 36:22,23; Ezra 1:1-4). This political release was one thing, but Israel’s spiritual condition and God’s long term purpose through them were something else.  Cyrus would send Israel back to Jerusalem, but only the Servant could bring Israel back to God.  Cyrus could restore the fortunes of physical Israel as a nation in their own land, but only the Servant could fulfil the mission of Israel to be a light to the nations and take God’s salvation to the ends of the earth. 

The Servant is introduced as an individual (as distinct from the references to Israel as God’s servant in Isaiah 41:8) for the first time in Isaiah 42:1-7.


“Behold My Servant whom I uphold;


My chosen one in whom My soul delights.


I have put My Spirit upon Him”.




Isaiah 42:1

So the first thing we read is that the Servant will have the Spirit of God on His life to carry out the mission entrusted to Him.  Early readers of this prophecy would have associated references to the anointing power of Yahweh’s Spirit with the power of God in the lives of the judges and kings like David.  Whatever this Servant would do, would really be God doing it through Him.  This is crucial to the Old Testament understanding of the anointing of God’s Spirit. It is a commitment and a commissioning to do the will and purpose of God.  But unlike some of the anointed judges and kings who turned from God, this anointed Servant would be perfectly obedient.
There are four main dimensions to the Spirit-filled mission of the Servant in Isaiah 42:1-7

(a)  Justice



“I have put My Spirit upon Him;



He will bring forth justice to the nations …



He will faithfully bring forth justice.



He will not be disheartened or crushed,



Until He has established justice in the earth



And the coastlands will wait expectantly for His law”.





Isaiah 42:1,3b, 4

In Old Testament times, justice meant putting things right.  It included putting an end 

to situations that were unfair, situations of exploitation and violence, and restoring those who were victims of such behaviour.  The work of the Servant would ultimately bring about these things for the nations. It was not just a matter of putting people right with God, or even only putting things right for Israel.  The text spoke of a comprehensive and universal achievement of God’s justice on earth.
(b) Compassion


“He will not cry out or raise His voice,


Nor make His voice heard in the street.


A bruised reed He will not break,


And a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish…” 






Isaiah 42:2,3

His will bring justice with gentleness, strength with compassion.  He would be filled 

with God’s Spirit so He could share God’s tenderness for the weak and vulnerable.  The Servant’s mission would be successful, but not coercive.  His method would not be to solve the problem of the weak and poor by eliminating them, but by restoring them in compassionate justice.

(c)  Revelation


“To open blind eyes…”




Isaiah 42:7a
The Servant would bring light and sight to the eyes of those in darkness and blindness. In its immediate context, this was a word of hope for Israel who were “blind” in the darkness of Babylon.  But in the context of the Servant’s global mission, it included bringing revelation and understanding to those who lived in the darkness of sin without the light of the revelation of God’s saving love.

(d)  Liberation


“To bring out prisoners from the dungeon


And those who dwell in darkness from the prison”




Isaiah 42:7b
Again, in its immediate context, Israel would have gained hope from the knowledge that their Babylonian prison would finally be opened and the people set free.  But God’s broader desire was for human beings in all forms of oppression and bondage, in all forms of sin and rebellion, to be liberated and set free.

All of these were important words for the exiles, to whom the prophet’s words were first addressed.  But the scope of the Servant’s Spirit-filled mission goes beyond Israel to the nations.  The Servant will bring the blessing of God’s justice to the nations – which echoes the Abrahamic mission of Israel itself.

So, in Isaiah 49:1-6, the Servant speaks and addresses the nations in His own right. He tells how God has given Him a mission which has two clear parts.


“And now says the Lord, who formed Me from the womb to be His servant,


To bring Jacob back to Him, in order that Israel might be gathered to Him


(For I am honoured in the sight of the Lord,


And My God is My strength),


He says, ‘It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant


To raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the preserved ones of Israel;


I will also make You a light to the nations


So that My salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”






Isaiah 49:5,6

The Servant’s mission is to restore Israel to God, and to bring God’s salvation to the ends of the earth.  The Servant has a mission to Israel and yet He also embodies the mission of Israel, by being commissioned to take the blessing of God’s salvation to the nations.

But this mission of the Servant would be costly. The next time the Servant speaks, it is to describe His experience of rejection, contempt and physical abuse (Isaiah 50:6).  And the climactic Servant passage, Isaiah 52:13 - 53:12 describes how the Servant will suffer a travesty of justice in which He is finally executed.  Yet through that death, as a self sacrifice, God’s saving purpose will be accomplished.  For God will lay on His servant the sin of us all, and by His death, He will enable many to be counted righteous.  The Servant will accomplish all God’s purpose, but at the cost of His own life.  Yet through paying that ultimate price, the servant will experience victory and vindication from God, and finally be glorified.

“Just as many were astonished at you, My people, 


So His appearance was marred more than any man,


And His form more than the sons of men.


Thus He will sprinkle many nations,


Kings will shut their mouths on account of Him ….


But he was pierced through for our transgressions,


He was crushed for our iniquities;


The chastening for our well-being fell upon Him,


And by His scourging we are healed.


All of us like sheep have gone astray,


Each of us has turned to His own way;


But the Lord has caused the iniquity of us all


To fall on Him …


As a result of the anguish of His soul,


He will see it and be satisfied;


By His knowledge the Righteous One,


My Servant, will justify the many


As He will bear their iniquities”




Isaiah 52:14; 53:5,6,11

Finally, in Isaiah 61:1,2  the Servant speaks again:


“The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me,


Because the Lord has anointed me


To bring good news to the afflicted;


He has sent me to bind up the broken hearted,


To proclaim liberty to captives,


And freedom to prisoners;


To proclaim the favourable year of the Lord,


And the day of vengeance of our God;


To comfort all who mourn.”




Isaiah 61:1,2

We immediately recognise this passage from its New Testament fulfilment in Luke 4:16-30.  The Isaiah passage Jesus quoted again links the anointing of the Spirit upon the Servant to the fulfilment His multi-tasked mission.

The exile came to an end in 538BC.  Many of the Jews returned from Babylon to Judah, rebuilt Jerusalem and eventually the Temple.  But even as the centuries passed, Israel seemed to be still under the heel of foreign oppressors – initially the Persians, then the Greeks, and finally the Romans.  In heart and spirit they felt like exiles in their own land.  They felt unforgiven, unliberated, oppressed and in captivity.  They took up these prophecies again, knowing they had been partially fulfilled in the release from Babylon and return to their own land, yet knowing these same scriptures spoke of something greater yet to come.  They longed for the Anointed One, the One on whom God’s Spirit would rest, the One who would bring in the longed for age of God’s unhindered rule and the end of the domination of their enemies.
(This study was inspired by “Knowing The Holy Spirit Through The Old Testament” by Christopher Wright, Monarch Books, 2006, pp. 95-111)
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