1st May 2011
Is 52:13 – 53:12

New world coming 
Introduction

We return this morning to our E100 series of sermons and daily readings. The coming week’s readings are entitled the Prophets and we begin with dipping into the prophet Isaiah with perhaps one of the best known passages from the book.
We all know that if we stand on a high place we can see so much better the object or landscape before us. The Book of Isaiah provides us with that ‘high place’ and as a book of prophecy stands above the other prophets in its brilliance of style and metaphor. It is not surprising therefore that the NT makes much use of it, not least in the ministry of Jesus.
Our passage comes to us which scholars identify as the fourth Servant Song, the others being 42:1 - 4; 49:1 - 6; 50:4 – 9. These songs are important because they introduce and share the idea of salvation through suffering.

Easter people
Following one week from Easter Day it is fitting that we explore a passage which speaks powerfully into the saving work of Christ on the cross. This is a clear and unambiguous link which explains the nature and result of the cross. No other act in history has had the same profound effect on the human condition. Our encouragement this morning is to recognise that fact and engage with this truth. We’ll return to this theme a little later after first exploring the divine revelation itself.
The fourth Servant Song

The song can be viewed as falling into three sections which we’ll examine in detail;

1. Puzzle (52:13-15)
2. Revealing (53:1-9)
3. Solution (53:10 -12)

Puzzle

The opening verses (52:13-15) of the song present us with a contrast between exaltation and humiliation. It is significant to note the exaltation because therein lies the future promise and hope which we will return to later at the end of the song. But the promise and hope of this Servant are confusing for the world as the following couple of verses reveal. They just don’t seem to get it – the figure is not one they recognise from their own world view. But we can recognise the impact this Servant will have on the rulers of the world.
If we are honest much of the world today still don’t get it, the communities we live and move in don’t get it either. Why? Because the figure of Jesus doesn’t match up to the portrayal of the successful individual especially one the Western world promotes and encourages. Here was someone who was prepared to sacrifice all for the sake of others and do it in such a way that revolted and mystified the world.
Revealing

The middle section of the song (53:1-9) is human testimony based on divine revelation that witness’ to the fact and meaning of the Servant’s suffering and death. This middle section is bracketed beginning (vv 1-3) and end (vv 7-9) with stories. The beginning tells the story of the birth and life of the Servant and the end concerns His trial, death and burial. Familiar Biblical devices are used to illustrate both ‘stories’ – plants in one and animals in the other.
The middle section (vv 4 - 6) is the key of the whole oracle without which we can’t understand the Servant and His role in salvation. He took upon Himself the suffering that was rightly ours to bear. 

The Servant stood alone in His sufferings and although what He did he did for us we remained detached. In that regard Peter’s denial of Christ after His arrest becomes a motif for us as well. The Servant deals with our human brokenness by bearing it Himself. There are echoes here of Leviticus 16 – where the sin of Israel is laid upon the scapegoat. And through this substitution all the things that colour and destructively eat into our lives alienating us from God are healed, enabling us to be at peace with Him. 
And that is the good news whilst humanity had strayed away from God, He met us in His Son (Jn 3:16) and the continuing good news is that when we still stray we have a gracious Saviour who intercedes for us and through that intercession brings forgiveness. The Servant is the Lamb of God (Jn 1:29).

Solution
The last three verses (53:10 -12) return us to the theme we first saw in the opening verses of the song. All the streams of thought that we explored so far flow into the reservoir which form these last three verses. The puzzle of verses 52:13–15 is solved. The truth about His life and suffering (53:1-3) which are explained in verses 53:4–6 and the facts of His voluntary and unjust death (53:7-9) are finally brought together in these concluding verses. 

We can look at them in two parts, the meaning and effects of the Servant’s death of verse 10 and God’s testimony to His Servant in verses 11-12.

Verse 10 – it was God’s will that prevailed and the Servant’s death was a guilt offering that enabled the Servant to prosper all those that had been put into His hands. 

Verses 11 and 12 reveal the personal nature of the Servant’s suffering which provides holiness for His people Israel, of which we are heirs. Christ’s Resurrection bears witness ultimately to that truth.  

Isaiah in the NT

The importance of the Book of Isaiah to the NT can’t be underestimated as it appears firstly as a reference point for the ministry of John the Baptist
 and then the Lord Jesus. You will recall Jesus going to the synagogue in Luke 4
 and being given the book to read; He reads from 61:1-2. 
There are specific references to the Fourth Servant Song e.g. where Jesus heals Peter’s mother in law
; the comment on the continuing Jewish lack of faith in Him
; and from the writing of the apostles
. 

The Servant is therefore clearly identified with Jesus Christ; however there is a subtly that we might consider here. Whilst Isaiah was written in a particular context primarily about Israel, what is important is its substance and theological reality, not merely a prophecy that was fulfilled in the NT`. There is a distinction between God’s revelation through Israel’s history and the incarnation of Jesus in His eternal significance. In other words in the suffering and death of the Servant, the same divine reality is seen in the suffering and death of Jesus Christ.

To tease out this point further we remind ourselves of the encounter of Philip and the Ethiopian recorded in Acts.
 The Ethiopian you will remember was reading from the Book of Isaiah, in fact from this very passage
. There are two interesting points to make, the first being the Ethiopian wants someone to explain what he is reading. And secondly and perhaps the more important point is that he asks, ‘who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?’ 
  We then have the reaction of Philip who didn’t simply identify him with Jesus but rather he told him about the good news of Jesus Christ.
Final thoughts

There are points of interest here for our own reaction. Because of the importance of this passage from Isaiah in light of Easter it would be helpful to reflect quite deeply on it not only for ourselves and our own understanding of salvation, but with a bigger goal in sight; that of introducing Jesus to those who we meet and engage with at home, college or work. A model for the latter emerges from Philip’s conversation which only mirrored that of his Lord and Saviour who as we know uses the same model when He met some disciples on the road to Emmaus. It is to the whole span of God’s redemptive plan for humanity laid out in the Bible and supremely revealed in the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ that our focus can profitably be directed. 
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