
The Servant Songs in Isaiah


Fourth Song 

The Servant Suffers

Isaiah 52:13 – 53: 12

There has been a build up to this point, following the call to emulate the Servant.

“Listen to me …” 51: 1

“Look to Abraham …” 51: 2 (Remember who you are!)

“Pay attention to me …” 51:4

“Listen to me …” 51: 7

“Rouse yourself … arise” 51: 17

“Please hear this …” 51: 21

“Awake, awake … clothe yourself” 52: 1

“Shake yourself … loose yourself” 52: 2

“Listen …” 52: 8

“Depart, depart…” 52: 11

It seems that something very important is about to happen and they need to be ready. 

What is about to happen will be for the benefit of Israel 51: 3 and the nations 51: 4-5 and will be God’s definitive act for the destiny of the world v 6-8. This will happen because God will intervene with his arm, v 5. This is echoed in v 9a as the expectant people call for the arm of the Lord to put on strength and act as in days of old v 9b-11.

God is on the move to restore the honour of his Name 52: 5-6. 

In the midst of all the sin and oppression and darkness there is a declaration of the Gospel – the good news – “Your God reigns!” 52:7. This is the really good news – God is King of his world, despite all appearances, and he has a plan to recover his world and establish his Kingdom. It will happen as he “bares his holy arm” – not just his strong arm as in 51:9. 

The issue is not power but truth. The issue for God’s people is holiness, not freedom 52: 11; God will take care of freedom 52: 12. Delivering Israel from physical captivity is not a big problem – God has shown this by dealing with Egypt and Assyria 52: 4. The great problem is the problem of heart and behaviour.

There is a point of tension and resolution – how will God accomplish it? What will “the arm of the Lord” look like in practice”? How will this Kingdom be established?

As with the first song this one begins, “Behold My Servant …” 52:13. We turn from questions to revelation. It reminds us of the One introduced in 42:1, expanded by his own testimony in the second and third songs. He is chosen and appointed by God and He has proved himself worthy by the trusting and obedient quality of his life. He is, therefore, equipped for the awesome task. 

The nature of that task is mysterious and can only be understood by revelation – outward observation will lead to wrong conclusions. The strategy doesn’t make sense to human wisdom, 1 Cor. 1: 21-25, 2: 7-8.

52: 13 starts with the triumph of the Servant. There is no doubt that he will accomplish his mission and will be revealed as King. The song ends on the same note 53:12. Between these two brackets lies the mystery of his suffering. 52: 13-15 puts the problem in a concentrated form, gradually unfolded in chapter 53.

There is a total contrast, even contradiction, between what we know of the identity of the Servant and what we see 52: 14. The appearance is calculated to cause revulsion, “appalled”. In his suffering he “experienced disfigurement from being an individual, from belonging with humankind”. He was unrecognisable as a human being.
“Sprinkle” in v 15 has overtones from the Day of Atonement, Lev 16. There is at least a hint at this point that his suffering has a sacrificial purpose; this is made clear in chapter 53. In the previous servant songs his suffering was caused by human reaction to his obedience to God in a sinful world. This is the first time that we encounter a deeper layer of meaning. What He, as a solitary individual is doing, is on behalf of “the many”, v 14 & 15. This is part of the mystery 53: 12b.

Rulers have conspired to bring about his humiliation and death Acts 4: 25-28, but they will be silenced in submission before Him, Psalm 2, Phil. 2: 9-11, Rev. 1: 5. This will come about by revelation – the identity of the Servant and the efficacy of his work will finally be revealed. He is King of Kings and Lord of Lords, Rev. 19: 11-16. 

53: 1 is a couplet – two interlinked questions. Faith depends on revelation.

The “arm of the Lord” turns out to be very different from what would have been expected – it is the Servant himself, the “He” of v 2, and not some spectacular exhibition of power, as in the Exodus. It is now personal intervention.

V2 There is a connection with the “child theme” from the earlier part of the prophecy, 6: 13, 11: 1,10. 

The Servant is the shoot from the parched root of Jesse – Matt. 1: 1, 17, 2: 6-7. He is a tender shoot – apparently a vulnerable human being without external distinguishing features.

The implication of the verse is that people did not immediately recognise Him. To all outward appearances He was just a normal person – Joseph’s son, Matt. 13: 55. Even his own family did not believe in him John 7: 5. It required supernatural revelation Matt. 16: 17.

He grew up before God – most of his human life was in obscurity with only God as the significant observer 49: 1-3, Luke 2: 40, 52, 3: 22.

He was despised v3-4– mocked (X2). His claims seemed outrageous coming from someone without the appearance of majesty. He was forsaken – most of those who initially followed him melted away as He spoke about his identity and impending suffering John 6: 66, 8: 30, 59.

He eventually did suffer – sorrows (pains) and griefs (sicknesses). The right conclusion was reached, that God smote and afflicted Him, but the wrong reason, that He somehow deserved it.

This is the moment of revelation, v4a, 5-6. He was not simply an innocent person suffering for a good life in a wicked world (martyr – like Joseph), nor was He suffering for some secret sin (as Job’s friends wrongly concluded) but rather on account of our sins and bearing the consequences on our behalf. There is some ambiguity in v4a, 5 as to the source of his suffering – it is merely stated to have taken place because of our sins - but v6 makes the astonishing truth clear; The Lord caused it to fall on Him. Transgressions are wilful acts of rebellion. Iniquity is the source – a bent nature.

The temple system hinted at this remedy for sin and Isaiah had experienced cleansing and forgiveness from the altar of sacrifice, 6: 6-7, but only here is the truth of substitutionary sacrifice made explicit in the OT. This is the radical, unimaginable, task of the Servant, freely accepted and freely offered on behalf of “the many” (us all).

He was “pierced through” cf 51: 9 – the dragon pierced. Here is the way it happened Gen. 3: 15, John 12: 30-33, Col. 2: 13-15.

Why the emphasis on physical suffering? 

Sin is expressed in physical ways – disobedience is a concrete reality, Gen. 3, and there are physical consequences, up to and including physical death. The Servant deals with everything that has been affected by sin. Everything must be redeemed Matt. 8: 17, Rom. 8: 18-25, 1 Cor. 15.

We are like sheep, v6-7 - “all of us – each of us”. We are part of the human race that is caught up in the web of sin, but we cannot escape individual responsibility for our choices. We are willing participants – it is “our own way”. This is the essential definition of sin.

He is also like a sheep – but obedient as a sacrificial lamb, without protest at the costly will of God.

There is a contrast and at the same time a correspondence, a transfer of responsibility by the Lord, to Him. In his silence there was perfect submission and acceptance of the task, with its rough justice. He was oppressed, cf Exodus 3:7. 

He “allowed himself to be struck down – kept himself in a state of submissiveness”, John 18: 11, 19-21, 19: 9, Phil. 2: 8.

It was from this passage that Philip preached Jesus to the Ethiopian, Acts 8: 32-35. He required revelation as to the identity of the one who suffered.

V8 “Oppression” – Arrested and imprisoned. 

      “Judgement” carries the idea of injustice.

“And as for his contemporaries who pondered?” To be “cut off” means to be killed. It carries the implication of being severed from the community of God’s people as a consequence of wicked behaviour, unacceptable in a member of the nation of Israel, Lev. 18: 29. But He cut off for the transgression of “my people” – the people of God who deserved to be cut off. He received the blow that they deserved.

V9 “Wicked men” … “A rich man”. This is a very specific description, not two categories of people. It is prophetic, John 19: 18, Matt. 27: 57-60.

“Deaths” plural of amplification “supreme death”

“Because” His burial was a symbolic way of recognising his innocence in death. He had done no violence “hamas” – outward expression of sin. Deceit – inner wickedness that would find expression in speech, 1Peter 2: 21-25.

10-12 Here the explanation of the meaning of the Servant’s life reaches its climax and the triumph that was introduced in 52: 13 is fully described.

V11 The ultimate source of these events is God himself - “It was the LORD who willed …He made him sick – reduced him to weakness by crushing him”.

The background is the guilt offering in Lev. 5: 17. It was offered for offences against God’s holy things or against one’s neighbour. The language is ambiguous, and may include three ideas – God provides the sacrifice, the Servant is the willing sacrifice, and the people avail themselves of the sacrifice.

The outcome is that He will see his seed – offspring cf 8: 18, Hebrews 2: 10, 13. His sacrifice (in death) will bring to life many that were dead 49: 19-21.

His own life will be prolonged – a prophecy of resurrection. Heb. 7: 15-16.

The will of the LORD that caused Him to suffer is now directed to the effects of that suffering. Suffering was not the final goal – all God’s purposes find their fulfilment in this Servant 2Cor. 1: 19-20. What He has done will be the key to the good outcome that God has purposed.

V11 “He will see” means “He will experience, enter into the outcome of what He has done, and it will be satisfying to Him”.  “It is accomplished” John 19: 30.

What He has done has been “toilsome labour” – painstaking disciplined action over time with purpose and focus.

He has done it all in full knowledge of the task – in 52: 13 He would “act wisely”. He has chosen the will of God with full awareness of the implications for himself, so that his sacrifice is intentional and valid. He is righteous in his character and therefore qualifies for the role of sin bearer. “For, you see, He will bear their iniquities”. As a consequence He is able to provide his people, “the many”, with righteousness.

V12 “I will apportion to Him the many and the strong He will apportion as spoil” is a preferable translation. The many are those He has saved through his death. The strong takes us back to 52: 15 and the final victory of the Servant over all His enemies “Every knee will bow …” Phil. 2: 10.

What is the basis for this outcome? “Because” is a very strong expression.

· His voluntary pouring out of his life

· He identified himself with those He died to save (rebels, transgressors – disciples!) Luke 22: 25-38
· He lifted up (nasa) the wrongdoing of the many
· He mediated between man and God (became a bridge John 1: 51).
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