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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to study Isaiah 52:13-53:12. 

1. Who is the Servant of Jehovah in this text?

2. What evidence of argument brought you to that conclusion? 

3. Briefly describe the exchange of Jesus’ suffering for your
righteousness.

4. What is a fitting response to the work of Christ in your behalf?

THE AMAZING WORK OF GOD’S SERVANT
Isaiah 52:13-53:12

This text falls within a section of Isaiah’s prophecy that scholars
conclude contain the Servant of Jehovah songs. In particular, those
songs are found in Isaiah 42:1-4 where we learn that the Servant of
Jehovah will bring justice to the nations. In Isaiah 49:1-6, the Servant
will bring Israel back to God. According to Isaiah 50:4-9, He will
suffer. And according to our text, Isaiah 52:13 through Isaiah 53:12,
He will offer sin’s pardon through His suffering. Some like to include
Isaiah 61 as a Servant song also because it is the text Jesus said
applied to Himself when He preached in the synagogue in Nazareth.

These songs have sparked debate among Bible scholars for
many years. Some conclude that they speak of the nation of Israel.
Others are quite sure that they speak of Isaiah himself, while others
are quite sure the songs are about some other, unidentified  human.
Some scholars even believe that chapter fifty-three especially is a
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rework of the Babylonian myth of the god Tamuz who dies in the fall
and comes back to life each spring.

All such arguments are systematically destroyed by simply
working through the texts. None of those theories can consistently
fulfill the statements made about the Servant of Jehovah. But Jesus
Christ does! This is a song about the amazing, incomprehensible
suffering that Jesus Christ endured to bring us to reconciliation with
our Creator God.

Outline (52:13-15).

God promised through Isaiah that when the Servant of God
came to earth He would suffer. As many were astonished at you –  his
appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance, and his form
beyond that of the children of mankind (v.14). This statement
promised that the Savior would be marred beyond human recognition.
His appearance would be so disfigured (the word often applies to the
face) that He would not appear to be human. It happened just that
way. His form (beauty, comeliness, shape) was disfigured so that he
did not look like a person.

Actually those words form a very accurate description of the
person who had been scourged by Roman soldiers before being hung
on the cross. That is quite amazing in light of the fact that crucifixion
was not even invented until 400 years after Isaiah wrote this. The
Romans, who perfected scourging, would not be in power yet for
somewhere between 400-600 years. 

“The usual instrument used for scourging was a short whip with
several single or braided leather thongs of variable lengths, in which
small iron balls or sharp pieces of sheep bones were tied at intervals.
For scourging, the man was stripped of his clothing, and his hands
were tied to an upright post. The back, buttocks, and legs were
flogged either by two soldiers (lictors) or by one who alternated
positions. The severity of the scourging depended on the disposition
of the lictors and was intended to weaken the victim to a state just
short of collapse or death. As the Roman soldiers repeatedly struck
the victim’s back with full force, the iron balls would cause deep
contusions, and the leather thongs and sheep bones would cut into the
skin and subcutaneous tissues. Then, as the flogging continued, the
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lacerations would tear into the underlying skeletal muscles and
produce quivering ribbons of bleeding flesh.” (Article by William D.
Edwards, MD, Department of Pathology, Mayo Clinic. At
www.cbcg.org/scourging.)

No wonder Isaiah wrote that many would be astonished at Him.
The word means to be appalled or stupefied. Especially the Servant’s
mother and followers. Considering who the Servant is, the response
should be horror!

The intense suffering would not be for naught.  Isaiah promised
that the Servant of God will accomplish redemption. So shall he
sprinkle many nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of him
(v.15a). Here we learn that the Savior will sprinkle many nations to
the astonishment of rulers. His sprinkling refers to His High Priestly
work. In that work , Jesus Christ took His own blood to the mercy
seat. He sprinkled His blood as the final atonement necessary for sin.
This action makes Jesus Christ the Savior of the world. As Savior, He
is King much to the astonishment of the greatest earthly rulers.

The rulers of the world are partly astonished because the Savior
will bring about something new. For that which has not been told
them they see, and that which they have not heard they understand
(v.15b). One day everyone, including rulers, will understand Christ’s
work of redemption. One day Herod and Pilate and Caesar will bow
in submission to the true King, the one they murdered.

Ultimately, Isaiah promised that the Servant of God will be
exalted. Behold, my servant shall act wisely (v.13a). The Savior
would act wisely. He displayed that wisdom beginning with laying
aside His glory to become man. He showed it again when He became
obedient unto death. What appears to be foolishness to human
wisdom is actually the wisdom of God.

As a result, the Savior will be exalted. He shall be high and
lifted up, and shall be exalted (v.13b). Here three synonyms express
the exaltation of the willing Servant. They correspond with being
lifted up on the cross not for shame but glory, with rising up in
resurrection, and with ascending up into heaven. That is the outline.
Now the details.

The Suffering Servant (53:1-12).
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We know that God’s plan worked as Isaiah promised and,
therefore, the Servant of God suffered. It is difficult to believe this
story. In fact the story of the Savior is understood only when God
reveals it (v.1). It truly is as Isaiah stated, Who has believed what they
heard from us? And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed
(v.1)?

Human wisdom does not naturally accept the astonishing plan
for the suffering Savior/King. Relatively few people actually grasp
the reality of God Himself suffering in behalf of the creatures He
created. So how can we poor sinners who are blinded by sin ever
come to know the truth? The arm of the Lord is a term used
throughout the Old Testament to speak of God’s power and authority.
The story of the suffering Servant of God is not a story about defeat
but is a story about God’s power and glory. No one understands it or
accepts it unless God exercises His omnipotence in behalf of the
sinner to open his or her spiritual eyes through revelation. Those who
believe have the joy and privilege of God uncovering His power in
the cross for them to understand it.

What makes the story hard to accept is that the Savior appeared
to be a very normal young man. Isaiah promised, For he grew up
before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he
had no form or majesty that we should look at him, and no beauty
that we should desire him (v.2). Jesus grew up like other boys, kind
of like a young plant. Jesus also grew up in a poor family in the poor,
back country hills of Galilee. His maturing years looked like a young
plant, a root growing out of dry ground. This picture means that there
was nothing auspicious about young Jesus that would cause
onlookers to conclude, “There goes the king!” or “He must be the
Savior of the world.” or even “That boy is destined for greatness.”
Though He attracted attention because of His wisdom, He was
humble and unassuming.

Did the Savior’s humble birth and life give humans the right to
reject the Savior and His story? They did and as a result He was
associated with sorrow and grief (v.3a). He was despised and rejected
by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief (v.3a). We
know that the rejection was obvious in that Jesus’s own step-brothers
rejected Him. The religious rulers rejected Him. Many disciples
rejected Him when they discovered that He did not come to give them

http://www.cbcg.org/scourging.)
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food stamps, medical coverage and a retirement program. His closest
followers all ran away in fear, except for John the beloved. The
masses that shouted His praises turned on Him and shouted for His
execution. And though the Father never rejected Him, even God the
Father forsook God the Son for a time.

A rejected man will be a man of sorrows. He sorrowed for the
blindness of sinners. He sorrowed for the pitiful condition of the
creation He had made perfectly. He sorrowed for the pain and
consequences sin heaped upon the people.

A rejected man is also a man acquainted with grief. To be
acquainted as the word is used here, is more than being familiar with.
It is to know intimately. Jesus experienced more deeply than we ever
will all the pain and sorrow that comes with sickness and disease
because of sin. People cannot fathom such a Servant of God (v.3b).
Therefore, He is, as one from whom men hide their faces he was
despised, and we esteemed him not (v.3b). Instead of embracing this
wonderful Savior, humanity run away from Him. Who wants a
suffering King who is so intimately acquainted with sorrow, sickness,
ruin and failure. Common sense requires that we conclude, based on
what we see on the surface regarding Jesus’s ministry, that He was an
abysmal failure. We do not grant Him the honor He is due until God
opens our understanding to what He has done.

The world rejects the perfect Servant of God because He was
humble and acquainted with everything that is negative in life. Be
that as it may, the Servant of God accomplished the amazing plan of
redemption through His suffering. For Him to do that, He had to be
sacrificed like a lamb. That really threw the onlookers of His day into
confusion. “If He was God’s Son, God would save Him.” It didn’t
work out that way and so we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God,
and afflicted (v.4b). The human assessment is that God, who controls
all things, did not deliver this man. Therefore, He could not have been
God’s son.

Human wisdom concludes, “If He was innocent, He would have
proven it.” But instead, He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet
he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and
like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his
mouth (v.7). We know that every man will defend his innocence,
especially if his life is at stake. But this Servant of the Lord quietly
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went to His demise. And the quietness of His going is magnified
immensely when we truly understand who He was.

We conclude that “If He was God in the flesh how could
humans have judged and killed Him?” But we did! By oppression and
judgment he was taken away; and as for his generation, who
considered that he was cut off out of the land of the living (v.8a). The
people in Jesus’ day watched Him being arrested, taken away,
scourged and crucified. They watched as others took His life from
Him—or so it appeared. Almost no one gave any thought to the
ramifications that this man was cut off out of the land of the living.
God would never let mere humans do that to Him, would He?

If Jesus was the Servant of Jehovah, “Why would God allow
His choice Servant to be put in a tomb?” And they made his grave
with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had
done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth (v.9). He was
buried like any common wicked man. Sure, He was buried in a rich
man’s tomb, but He was still buried. Wealth is never appreciated after
death. How tragic that an innocent, honest man was buried, having
been killed for a crime He did not commit! That is the only
conclusion limited human wisdom can draw.

But what really happened? This is the amazing story of God’s
redemption plan. The Servant of Jehovah was sacrificed for our sins.
The griefs and sorrows He experienced were rightly ours.  Surely he
has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows (v.4a). The griefs and
sorrows associated with were ours. While we experience grief in this
life, nothing compares with the grief and sorrow of eternal
punishment. That eternal punishment is rightfully ours to experience.
But because of Christ, we do not have to see it.

Furthermore, the Servant’s suffering was our fault. But he was
wounded for our transgressions (v.5a). Each stroke of the whip, each
swing of the hammer should have been directed against me. God
allowed His perfect Son to be wounded, pierced, crushed like grapes
because of my stepping over God’s law. He was crushed for our
iniquities (v.5b). Jesus was broken to pieces because of our perversity
and depravity. The word “for” in these two clauses refers to the price
demanded because of our transgressions and iniquities.
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We caused the intense pain and agony for the Servant because,
All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his
own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all (v.6).
We strayed away from God’s standard of righteousness. That
righteousness is most clearly revealed in our full dependance on Him.
We prefer our own way which is rebellion against God’s plan for us
to reflect His righteousness. Therefore, God laid the penalty for all
iniquity on the perfect and innocent Son. He was stricken for the
transgression of my people? (v.8b). This means that Jesus was beaten
because His own people have stepped over God’s law. God’s own
people includes the nation of Israel. But most personal is the fact that
God’s people are the ones He chose for salvation before He created
the world. 

Ultimately, the Servant’s suffering was for our redemption
because upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace (v.5c).
The punishment Christ endured paid the price for our peace. Peace
with God comes at the highest of prices. More than winning our
peace is the reality that with his stripes we are healed (v.5d).  His
suffering opened the way for our healing. That does not refer to
physical healing but spiritual healing from the disease of sin that had
thoroughly infected our body, soul, and spirit.

As a result of suffering to win our salvation, the Servant of God
will be exalted. The will of God will prosper in the Servant’s hand.
Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him; he has put him to grief;
when his soul makes an offering for sin, he shall see his offspring; he
shall prolong his days; the will of the LORD shall prosper in his hand
(v.10). Christ’s suffering was not just the plan and execution of
wicked men carried out. Christ’s suffering was the plan and work of
the Triune God. The will of God prospers greatly because of the
Servant’s humble obedience.

The Servant will make many to be accounted  righteous. Out of
the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied; by his knowledge
shall the righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted
righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities (v.11). The anguish the
Savior endured brought satisfaction to God the righteous Judge.
Through His own righteousness, Jesus Christ makes many righteous.
The Servant will divide the spoil with the strong. Therefore I will
divide him a portion with the many, and he shall divide the spoil with
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the strong, because he poured out his soul to death and was
numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and
makes intercession for the transgressors (v.12). Because of His work
of substitution and intercession, Christ receives eternally,
incomprehensible reward. And most amazing is that we who caused
the pain, now share in His reward because we are joint heirs with
Him.

It is the most amazing story ever told. How sad it is that to
sinners who are blinded by the god of this world, it is too incredible
to accept. And maybe worse is the fact that to saints who have
received eternal life according to the core of this story, it doesn’t
seem to matter. We sing “Tell me the old, old story,” but grow bored
to hear it again. May God stir our hearts anew to hear what His
suffering Servant accomplished for us. 
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