
Who is the Servant Spoken of in Isaiah 49 and 1 Nephi 21?

“Thou art my servant, O Israel, in whom I will be glorified.” 
1 Nephi 21:3; Isaiah 49:3

The Know 
Scattered throughout Isaiah 42–53 are four poems biblical 
scholars call the “servant songs.” The first six verses of Isaiah 
49,  quoted by Nephi in 1 Nephi 21, constitute the second of 
the four servant songs.1  The identity of the “servant” in these 
poems is a debated topic. Many scholars and Jews suggest 
that the servant represents the nation of Israel as a whole while 
Christians have traditionally interpreted it as a reference to the 
Savior.  

While both of these interpretations have great merit, Nephi 
begins his quotation of Isaiah by inviting us to “liken them unto 
yourselves, that ye may have hope as well as your brethren” (1 
Nephi 19:24). Modern-day Prophet Wilford Woodruff taught, 
“the 49th chapter of Isaiah is having its fulfillment [in the latter-
days].”2 If we consider, or liken, Isaiah 49 (1 Nephi 21) to the 
Latter-day dispensation, who might qualify as the servant spo-
ken of in Isaiah 49:1–6? 

Andrew C. Skinner, a Hebrew scholar and professor of ancient 
scripture at BYU, identified 12 characteristics of the servant, as 
found in Isaiah 49:1–9 and 1 Nephi 21:1–9:

1. The servant is “called … from the womb” (1 Nephi 21:1; 
Isaiah 49:1)
2. His “mouth [was] like a sharp sword” (1 Nephi 21:2; Isa-
iah 49:2)
3. He was hidden “in the shadow of [the Lord’s] hand” (1 
Nephi 21:2; Isaiah 49:2) 
4. He was “made … a polished shaft” tucked away in the 
Lord’s quiver (1 Nephi 21:2; Isaiah 49:2) 
5. He will feel that he “labored in vain” (1 Nephi 21:4; Isaiah 
49:4) 
6. He could speak with the authority of the Lord (1 Nephi 
21:5; Isaiah 49:5) 
7. He knew he had been foreordained, or from the “womb” 
(1 Nephi 21:5; Isaiah 49:5) 
8. His life’s work would be “to bring Jacob again to [the 
Lord]—though Israel be not gathered” (1 Nephi 21:5; Isaiah 
49:5) 
9. He would “raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the 
preserved of Israel” (1 Nephi 21:6; Isaiah 49:6) 
10. He would be “a light to the Gentiles” (1 Nephi 21:6; 
Isaiah 49:6) 
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11. He would be despised of men and abhorred by nations, yet, 
“Kings shall see and arise, princes also shall worship” 
(1 Nephi 21:7; Isaiah 49:7) 
12. He will be given to Israel “for a covenant of the peo-
ple to establish the earth, to cause to inherit the desolate 
heritages,” he will free prisoners and enlighten “them that 
sit in darkness” and shepherd the chosen people (1 Nephi 
21:8–9; Isaiah 49:8–9).3

“Various aspects of these characteristics,” wrote Skinner, “could 
probably be applied to several different individuals,” ancient 
and modern. But Skinner and some other Latter-day Saints 
have argued that, “the words Isaiah uses to describe this helper 
of Israel in the latter days” can apply to both “the Messiah and 
the Prophet Joseph Smith.”4 

While the application of these passages to the Savior is prob-
ably familiar to most Latter-day Saints and other Christians, 
most people probably have not thought about how this proph-
ecy might also be applied to Joseph Smith. Skinner identifies 
each of the 12 features of the Lord’s servant to Joseph Smith 
with illuminating results, drawing often from the revealed words 
of the Lord in the Doctrine and Covenants:

Joseph Smith was foreordained, and hence called “from the 
womb” (2 Nephi 3:7–9, 14–15). 
He knew of his foreordination (D&C 127:2).
Spoke the word of Lord, which is “quick and powerful, 
sharper than a two-edged sword, to the dividing asunder of 
both joints and marrow” (D&C 6:2). 
Was hidden from world by the Lord (D&C 86:9). 
Through persecution, Joseph, in his own words, became “a 
smooth and polished shaft in the quiver of the Almighty.”5 
He became very discouraged (D&C 121:2). 
Frequently spoke with the authority of the Lord, declaring, 
“Thus saith the Lord” on several occasions (e.g., D&C 52:1; 
54:1; 55:1; 60:1). 
Brought forth the Book of Mormon, which was written to “a 
remnant of the house of Israel” and to convince them “that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Eternal God” (Title Page). 
Was given the keys for the latter-day gathering of Israel 
(D&C 110:11). 
Was declared, by the Lord, to be “a light unto the Gentiles, 
and through this priesthood, a savior unto my people Israel” 
(D&C 86:11). 
Both good and evil have been spoken of him (See Joseph 
Smith—History 1:33), and the gospel he restored was 
promised to be proclaimed “before kings and rulers” (D&C 
1:23). 

The gospel covenant was restored through him (D&C 
1:17–22).6 

Skinner pointed out, “Surely it is not merely coincidence that,” 
section 1 of the Doctrine and Covenants, “the revelation in 
which the Lord introduces Joseph Smith to the world, begins 
with the same language as Isaiah 49:1.”7 Doctrine and Cov-
enants 1:1 says: “Hearken ye people from afar. . . and ye that are 
upon the islands of the sea,” just as Isaiah 49:1 begins: “Listen, 
O isles; and hearken, ye people from far.”

The Why 
Interpreting Joseph Smith as the servant in Isaiah 49 (1 Nephi 
21) allows us to apply the remainder of the chapter to the resto-
ration of the gospel in the latter-days. Skinner explained, “Hav-
ing described the special latter-day servant, the one who would 
be instrumental in bringing about the restoration and eventual 
redemption of Israel, Isaiah reveals the events associated with 
the restoration and redemption.”8  

Nephi applies Isaiah’s prophecy about the Gentiles (Isaiah 
49:22–23; 1 Nephi 21:22–23) to the latter-day restoration, 
where the Lord “will proceed to do a marvelous work among the 
Gentiles, which shall be of great worth unto our seed” (1 Nephi 
22:8; also see verses 6–14).  

It is important to stress that in seeing Joseph Smith as the ser-
vant from Isaiah 49, this does not mean or suggest that he is 
the Messiah, or that he is equal in importance to the Savior. 
Joseph Smith was a type, ultimately pointing back to the Lord 
Jesus Christ. 

Victor L. Ludlow has suggested that the servant embodies sev-
eral of “the house of Israel’s major representatives throughout 
the ages.”9 Joseph Smith was one of many lesser “saviors” (see 
Obadiah 1:21; D&C 86:11) who participate in the Lord’s work 
of salvation among his people, but among all the prophets he 
served in many ways that are noticeably unusual and uncom-
monly distinctive.  
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