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Introduction: 

Someone suggested I listen to a particular local preacher, so I found him on YouTube and listened 
to one of his messages. He claimed an inspired word, which was “There shall be 100% success, 
zero failure, for everyone who comes to Him in faith believing.”  This raises all sorts of questions, 
but the one I want to ask today is ‘Is there then no godly value in failure?’ So many people fear 
failure that we even have a word for the fear of failure; ‘atychiphobia’ At-Ticky-Phobia. We 
stigmatise or deny failure and regard it as a source of shame. Yet failure has the power to change 
us for the better and it is probably the world’s best teacher. There is transformative power in failure 
and so we should embrace it rather than deny it… when it happens… as it inevitably will. 
Relationship, business, or personal failures should not be ends, but rather steps towards a more 
important goal.  

 
An Old Testament passage that contains an intriguing and instructive insight into failure is found in 
Isaiah 49… Listen carefully for it speaks of Jesus, possibly to our nation, and perhaps you 
personally.   

“Listen to me, you islands; hear this, you distant nations: Before I was born the LORD called me; 

from my mother’s womb he has spoken my name. 2 He made my mouth like a sharpened sword, in 

the shadow of his hand he hid me; he made me into a polished arrow and concealed me in his 

quiver. 3 He said to me, “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will display my splendour.” 4 But I 

said, “I have laboured in vain; I have spent my strength for nothing at all. Yet what is due me is in 

the LORD’s hand, and my reward is with my God.” 5 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[a] honoured in the eyes of the LORD and my God has been my strength—6 he says: 

“It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those 

of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles that my salvation may reach to the 

ends of the earth.” 

7 This is what the LORD says—the Redeemer and Holy One of Israel—to him who was 

despised and abhorred by the nation, to the servant of rulers: “Kings will see you and stand up, 

princes will see and bow down, 

because of the LORD, who is faithful, the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.” 8 This is what 

the LORD says: “In the time of my favour I will answer you, and in the day of salvation I will help 

you; 



I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people, to restore the land and to 

reassign its desolate inheritances, 9 to say to the captives, ‘Come out,’ and to those in 

darkness, ‘Be free!’ “They will feed beside the roads and find pasture on every barren hill. “ Isaiah 

49:1-9a 

Verse 3 - Who is Isaiah speaking of here? Himself or someone else? If he has himself in mind, we 
can relate to and learn from the passage. 

Verse 4 - is an accurate depiction of how we feel when we fail. But, he was factually wrong because his 
life work, the book of Isaiah, lives on as a collection of the most sublime, powerful, and glorious 
prophecies in all of scripture! In fact, the book of Isaiah is like a mini-bible: 

 66 chapters just like the whole Bible has 66 books. 
 Divided into two parts, the first consisting of 39 chapters, mainly about Israel’s violation of 

the Law (like the Old Testament) and the second of 27 all about Grace and Salvation (like 
the New Testament). 

Well, perhaps he was speaking of himself but then it would be strangely conceited for him to see himself as 
Israel, a word that means ‘Prince of God’. However, most scholars agree that Isaiah is speaking of 
someone far greater than he.  

Verse 6 Who alone matches this job description? Jesus! But, if Isaiah is describing the Lord Jesus 
then how are we to understand the clear evidence of perceived failure in verse 4? Well, Jesus was 
fully God but also fully man and in his humanity He must have experienced the emotional pain of 
failure.  

“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has 
been tested in every way as we are, yet without sin.”… Hebrews 4:15 (HCSB)… including failure. 

From a human perspective, and His human perspective, did Jesus appear to fail? 

 Mark 6:4-6 records how Jesus failed to perform miracles in His home town; “He was not 
able to do any miracles there, except that He laid His hands on a few sick people and 
healed them.” 

 John 6:66-67 tells how Jesus started to teach some difficult concepts to His group of 
followers and how, as a result, most of them abandoned him: “From this time many of his 
disciples turned back and no longer followed him.’You do not want to leave too, do you’?" 
Jesus asked the Twelve’.  

 At the Last Supper He was betrayed by one of His 12 hand-selected disciples, Judas. And, 
the other 11 Apostles deserted Him when He was taken to be crucified. 

 Even Peter denied that he even knew Jesus! 
Don’t you think that it is entirely possible that the Lord Jesus Christ, God incarnate, felt the pain of 
perceived failure? Yet from our vantage point in time we can see that Jesus’ short life on Earth was 
the most successful that can be conceived – He was and is the saviour of all humanity! 

 
Let’s consider some of His disciples: 

Peter failed monumentally, learned the lesson from his failure that a leader must be humble and 
dependent on God… and was reinstated to become the leader of the first church. 

Paul and Barnabas experienced a relationship failure over Barnabas’ relative John Mark who failed 
to persevere in the ministry with them (Acts 15:36-41). 

Many of our failures are in relationships and Paul and Barnabas learned from their 
relationship breakdown. 
Even John Mark learned from his failure to persevere in the ministry, became Peter’s 
secretary, and recorded the Gospel of Mark from the apostle’s recollections. 



 
But let me give you a couple examples from more recent times: 

Thomas Edison, the inventor of the electric light bulb (well known): 

 Fired from his first two jobs for being ‘non-productive’. 
 Failed 1,000 times before producing the first working light bulb. 
 When asked by a reporter how he felt about failing 1,000 times he replied, “I didn’t fail 1,000 

times. The light bulb was an invention with 1,000 steps.’ 
 Edison learned from his failures and went on to invent, among other things, the microphone, 

the battery, talking movies, and filed over 2,300 patents. 
More recently Elon Musk, the South African born wonder-child of the 21st century created a company called 
SpaceX to build private space ships for cheaper satellites and colonisation of Mars: 

 The first three failed to launch successfully- first in 2006 exploded 33 seconds after launch.. 
 But he persevered and succeeded. 
 Later, he developed the electric Tesler car and this venture brought him to the verge of 

bankruptcy. 
 Today he is worth in excess of 2.2 billion dollars!- Sorry, that was in Oct 2017… now his net 

worth is 19.6 billion USD 
 

Let’s go back to Isaiah 49:4 to reinforce the two great lessons and character builders that failure offers us.  

 

“I have laboured to no purpose; I have spent my strength in vain for nothing.” 

 What failure taught Peter, Paul, Barnabas, John Mark, and others was PATIENT 
PERSEVERANCE. 

 How do we develop patience without having to persevere? “God please give me the gift of 
patience… and give it to me now!” 

 And, without perseverance there can be little character transformation and little enduring 
success. 2 Peter 1:5-9 ‘…make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, 
knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to 
perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, 
love. For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from 
being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ’.  

 Look back – if only I had persevered. - There are times to stop but… 
 
 
 

“Yet what is due me is in the Lord’s hand, and my reward is with my God.” 

 The second lesson of failure is the need for HUMILITY AND DEPENDENCE ON GOD. 
 Paul expressed this in 1 Corinthians 12:10 and ends with the words “for when I am weak, 

then I am strong.” 
 Why? Because he learned to humbly depend on God and so in his weakness, God became 

his strength. 
 Dr William Lane Craig (Reasonable Faith) - failed his oral doctoral examination by Prof 

Wolfhart Pannenberg - humbled and disheartened – returned to Germany a year later after 
reading more theology than in his entire education to date. (Depending on doing it God’s 
way) – passed Cum Lauda – His name now on over 30 books, debates with the sharpest 
non-Christian intellectuals, and was named as one of the 50 most influential living 
philosophers. 

 

True success has to do with being transformed into the image and likeness of Jesus… and failure is a great 
means to this end. 



 J.I.Packer wrote in ‘Knowing God’ that ‘so many in our day seem to have been distracted 
from what was, is, and always will be the true priority for every human being – that is, 
learning to know God in Christ.’ 

 This ‘true success’ in life is often the product of many failures. 
  

The Danish Christian philosopher and theologian Soren Kierkegaard wrote in his journal ‘Life can 
only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards.’  

 

 So don’t think of failure as a painful end but rather has a step into a transformed 
future. 

 Learn from failure the great lessons of Patient Perseverance and Humble 
Dependence on God. 

 Embrace the transformative power of failure, learn from the past, and live life 
forwards. 
Those of you beaten down by failure, my prayer is that today you will see things differently: 

 Review what happened so you can learn from it 
 Humbly and dependently trust God for the future 
 Rise up from the place of prayer and patiently persist again 
 And don’t lose sight of the real mark of success – to Know Jesus, become like Him, 

and help others to do likewise. 
 

 

 


