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In 2013 our twins were born, and very quickly we ended up in Children’s hospital down in Vancouver.  Jaxon had an extra node on his heart that caused it to suddenly double in speed.  So one second it would be doing 150 beats per minute which is normal for an infant, and the next second it would be up over 320.  

And at the same time he was bleeding out of his intestines.  It was so scary.  And for eight weeks Nikki and I wandered the halls of the hospital crying out for God to heal our little guy.  And over and over, things would seem to get better, and then suddenly we would be right back where we started.  It was a rollercoaster of emotion.

And during this season I would often go for walks and pray.  And my prayers weren’t always reverent.  Sometimes they included four-letter words I’ve never spoken at any other time.  

And I told God, “I don’t think You’re paying attention.  We’re praying.  We’re doing everything we know to do.  And nothing is changing.  If you love us, why aren’t You doing something?  Have you forgotten us?
…
We’re back in Isaiah and our Singing Servant series.  And today we are in Isaiah 49, the second of the songs.  And what we’re going to find is an incredible promise from God to a people who were wondering whether He had forgotten them.

If you’ve got a Bible, turn with me to Isaiah 49.  We are going to start in verse 1 and then jump through the chapter.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Isaiah 49:1; 5-6; 8-11; 13-16]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

Now remember the setting here.  Israel is in exile as Isaiah writes.  Jerusalem has been destroyed.  The temple is gone.  The people have been driven from their land and the place they lived with God.  And by this point, an entire generation has grown up in Babylon that barely remembers home.  And that’s when Isaiah receives this poetic conversation between God, Israel and this mysterious Servant that the New Testament identifies as Jesus.  

And this prophetic conversation is filled with almost unimaginable promises of salvation.   

So a couple highlights as we get started.  First, in verse 5 notice how God says His Servant is going to gather Israel back to Himself.  For an exiled nation, this was about as wild a hope as anyone dared imagine.  We’re going to go home!

But God’s just getting started.  In verse 6 he says:
	It is too small a thing for you to be My Servant
	   To restore the tribes of Jacob…
	I will also make you a light for the Gentiles,
     	   That My salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.”  (Isaiah 49:6)

In other words God says, I’m not just going to rescue Israel.  Through My Servant, I’m going to rescue the world.”  And of course these words reach all the way back to the promise God gave Abraham in Genesis 12 – that through his family, all the peoples of the earth would be blessed.  And we’re living in the season of that blessing right now.

But even that isn’t the end.  In verses 8 to 13, the language becomes enormous.  God says a day is coming when His people will be free, when they will neither hunger nor thirst, when even the mountains will burst into song because the Lord has comforted His people and had compassion on them.  

So God promises Isaiah He’s going to gather Israel back to the land.  He’s going to bring salvation to the nations.  And ultimately, He’s going to restore everything back to the way it was created to be.  These are enormous promises!  So how would you respond if God made those kinds of promises to you? 

Well in verse 14 we get Zion’s response:
…
But Zion said, “The Lord has forsaken me,
    the Lord has forgotten me.” (Isaiah 49:14)

Wow!  Not exactly grateful.  So what’s going on here?  Like who is Zion anyway? 

Well, Zion was initially a reference to the mountain where the temple was built, but over time it became a way of referring to Jerusalem and then Israel as a whole.  So what we have here is God giving some incredible promises about the salvation He is bringing to His people and the world, and Isreal responds, “That’s a lot of talk, God.  But it sure doesn’t feel like You’re saving anyone.  It feels like You’ve forgotten us.”  

There is skepticism here, but right behind the skepticism is real pain.  See all God’s promises are about what He is going to do, but Israel’s problem is that they are in the middle of a terrible spot right now.  

“So great.  Salvation is coming.  But what about now?  We’re in captivity now.  Our homes are gone now.  Jerusalem is in ruins now.  You say You love us.  But everything we are looking at seems to point in another direction.”  

Have you ever complained to God like that?  Have you ever thought He must not really care about your situation?  Have you been skeptical of His promises?
…
Now there are different kinds of skepticism.  So there is a hard-hearted skepticism that refuses to believe.  Like remember the time that Jesus was in the synagogue on the Sabbath and there was a man there with a withered hand.  And the Pharisees were watching Jesus to make sure He didn’t do any work on the Sabbath.  And Jesus asked them, “Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath?”  And He told the man, “Stretch out your hand.”  And then we read:
He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored. Then the Pharisees went out and began to plot with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus. (Mark 3:5-6)

That’s a hard-hearted skepticism that refuses to believe no matter what kind of evidence it is presented with.  And Jesus called that “unbelief.”

But that’ not what’s going on in our text today.  Notice Zion doesn’t say, “I don’t believe Your promises God.  I don’t believe in You.”  They totally believe what God says, it’s just that their belief isn’t affecting them.

In other words it’s possible to believe something and not have it change the way you live.  You can believe in a God of love but not have that belief shape you.
…
Now how does this happen?  Well, it happens when the things we believe come into conflict with the things we are experiencing.  
…
So you believe in God.  You believe the Bible.  You believe God loves you.  But then a bunch of stuff doesn’t go the way it should in your life and all of a sudden, instead of looking to God as the source of your joy and comfort and strength, you start thinking “I need to make sure I take care of myself because I don’t think God’s actually got my best interests in mind.  

And what does this look like?  Well, maybe at the end of a hard day, while you believe in God, you know that what you really need to calm down is a drink and a few hours of Netflix.  Or you go shopping.  Or you look at porn.  Or you bury yourself in work.  Or food.  Or exercise.  Or a relationship.

And not all of those things are necessarily wrong.  The problem is what we are asking them to do for us.  We’re asking them to give us comfort and safety and satisfaction because we don’t really expect God to deliver these things.

We still believe in God.  But when what we believe bumps up against what we are experiencing, our circumstances start carrying more weight than His promises.  
…
Does any of this ring true for you or is it just me who is tempted to think I’d better take care of my own satisfaction and pleasure because I’m not sure Jesus has my best interests in mind.  Oh sure, I’ve got faith, it just doesn’t always affect how I live.
…
What is faith?  Faith isn’t believing in something despite evidence to the contrary.  It is refusing to let our immediate circumstances be the only evidence we consider.  See faith doesn’t ask us to ignore the evidence in front of us.  It asks us to look at all the evidence.  And that is exactly what God is about to give Zion.  
…
So how does God respond to the pain and skepticism Zion confronts Him with?  First, He gives Zion a picture of His love.[footnoteRef:1]  Look at verse 15: [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/can-a-mother-forget/ (Accessed September 16, 2026)] 

“Can a mother forget the baby at her breast
    and have no compassion on the child she has borne?
Though she may forget,
    I will not forget you! (Isaiah 49:15)

Now remember Zion’s accusation: “You’ve forgotten me.”  And God responds, “Forgotten you?  Can a mother forget the baby she’s nursing?”  

Now this is poetry.  So God isn’t saying, “I am a nursing mother.”  Poetry takes something we know and uses it to help us understand – and even feel – something that is harder to grasp.  And there’s a reason the picture He uses here is so powerful.  

I mean from the beginning, mothers give themselves away for their children.  She carries you for nine months and then goes through the pain of bringing you into the world.   Then you wake her up every few hours with absolutely no concern for how tired she is.  You’re hungry.  You’ve got dirty pants.  You can’t sleep.  And somehow, utterly exhausted, she gets up and goes again.  

And this doesn’t stop when you get a bit older.  For years she puts your hunger and sickness and fear and schedule ahead of her own.  

And the amazing thing is that most of that sacrifice is completely invisible to the child.  You don’t remember how much she gave up.  You don’t remember the nights she stayed up.  You just assumed she would be there.  As far as a kid is concerned, parents only exist to meet their wants and needs – that’s why God made adults.
…
And all this is fine until Mom or Dad says no.  “No, you can’t have ice cream before dinner.  No, you can’t play in traffic.  No, you can’t tell the nice man on the internet where you live.”  And suddenly the child screams, “You don’t love me!”

And as a parent you’re thinking, “You little twirp!… You’ve got no idea how much I love you.  You have no idea what I’ve given up for you.  The whole reason I’m saying no is precisely because I love you.”  
…
The kid can see what the parent is doing, but they can’t see why.  And God says, “That’s something like My love for you.”  You look at what is happening and say, “God, You’ve forgotten me.”  And God says, “No.  You might not understand what I’m doing.  You may not be able to see why.  But don’t mistake what you can’t understand for an absence of love.

Can a mother forget the baby at her breast?  Of course not.  But then God pushes the picture even further: though she may forget, I will not forget you.”

See this is just a metaphor and all metaphors break down at some point.  I mean the fact is moms are still human.  They can fail.  They can forget.  And eventually even the most devoted moms will die.  

So God says, “My love for you goes beyond even the strongest human love you can imagine.  Even your mom might forget, but I won’t forget you.”  That’s the picture.
…
Now think of the impact it would have if you actually lived with a deep awareness of how much God loves you.
…
See every time we sin it comes out of a conviction that God is holding out on us or can’t deliver what He promises.  So we need to make sure we take it for ourselves.

But God says, “I really love you more than you know.  And I’ve got what you actually need.  You don’t need a cookie before dinner.  And you don’t even need to be cancer free or in a romantic relationship.  I’m not holding out on you.  And I haven’t forgotten you.  I’ve got what you actually need.  

What we need is to see that God really does love us and have our best in mind.
…
But there’s still a problem.  Because Zion could respond: “That’s a beautiful picture, God.  But it’s still just words.  You say You love me.  You say You haven’t forgotten me.  But when I look out the window and look at everything that’s going on around me the evidence seems to point in another direction.”  Your words aren’t enough God, I need proof.

And of course this makes sense.  This has been the problem all along.  God has told us He loves us, but when we are in pain we don’t feel loved.  So we need action from God.  And this is what He gives us in verse 16.  
…
So the metaphor changes from the love of a mother to something extreme.  God says:
See, I have engraved you on the palms of My hands;
    your walls are ever before Me. (Isaiah 49:16)


Now the walls here are a reference to Jerusalem – the city that, from Zion’s perspective, was lying in ruins.  And God says, “Those walls are always before Me.  In other words, I’m aware of your trouble; I haven’t forgotten.  And look at the imagery He uses to convey this.  He says, “I have engraved you on the palms of My hands.”  

Now in the ancient world, on occasion a servant who loved their master might tattoo their master’s name on their hand as a sign of loyalty or devotion.  But here the image is reversed.  God says, “Your name is on My hands”, and masters never did that.  So we have some totally extreme imagery here.

But then the text doesn’t say tattoo, it says engrave.  And to engrave a message you need a hammer and a spike. 
…
Now Isaiah wasn’t explicitly predicting the nails of the cross here.  Crucifixion didn’t even exist when these words were penned.  So for Isaiah the picture was simply that God’s people were permanently before Him – He could no more forget them than forget something engraved into His own hands.  

But of course we know something Isaiah didn’t.  For Christians, it’s almost impossible to hear these words without looking at Jesus and seeing how much He loves us.  
…
Seven days after the resurrection there was another man who was struggling to believe, and his name was Thomas.  And Thomas was like Zion here.  All his friends were telling him that Jesus had risen from the dead.  But Thomas said, “unless I see the nail marks myself, I will not believe.”  Thomas needed evidence. 

And when Jesus appeared to him, what did He give?  His hands.  “Put your fingers in the palms of My hands.  Touch Me and see how much I love you.”  That’s the argument.  It’s not talk.  It’s evidence.

And this is where God points us too.  Because we look at the evidence in our lives and say: “God, You say You love me, but what about my cancer?  What about my child?  What about my unanswered prayer?  And what about what I’ve done?  

And God’s answer isn’t, “Those things don’t matter.”  They do matter.  The pain is real.  The loss is real.  The unanswered prayer is real.  And God doesn’t ask you to pretend otherwise.  But He says, “That isn’t all the evidence.  See faith isn’t believing in something despite evidence to the contrary.  It’s refusing to let your immediate circumstances be the only evidence you consider.  You also need to consider My hands.”
…
I think back to those nights walking the halls at Children’s Hospital with Jaxon.  So many times I prayed, “God, if You love us, why aren’t You doing something?”

And Isaiah doesn’t tell us that the things I was looking at weren’t real.  My son was sick.  We were scared.  Our prayers really did seem to go unanswered.  Those things were evidence.  They just weren’t all the evidence.  There were also the hands.

And so God says to each of us: “You think I’ve forgotten you?  Look at My hands.  You think I’ve forsaken you?  Look at My hands.  You think I don’t love you?  Look at My hands.”  

And He says this because there’s one more connection that we can’t miss.

After hearing all God’s promises Zion cries out: “The LORD has forsaken me.”  But Zion isn’t the only one to say this.

600 years later when Jesus hung on the cross He cried out: “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”  The same word.  Do you see it?

See the One who was forsaken is the reason you never will be.  Jesus took your sin and judgment upon Himself.  He experienced the forsakenness that you deserved so that you could get the love and acceptance that He deserved.  And He has the scars to prove it.
…
So when you see what seems to contradict what God has said – when the evidence around you seems to contradict His claim to love – faith doesn’t mean pretending the pain isn’t real.  It doesn’t mean ignoring the evidence in front of you.  It means looking at all the evidence.

Look at the picture.  A mother can’t forget the baby at her breast.  And look at the proof.  Your name is engraved on His hands.

And let all the evidence point you to Jesus.  Because whatever else is happening in your life, whatever you can’t understand, whatever prayer seems to be going unanswered, there is one question the cross has settled forever: Does God love me?

Of course He sees you and He loves you.  Look at His hands.  Choose to trust the One who let His hands be engraved for you.
