Isaiah 53
Parallel questions arise about what exegetes think about texts, and nowhere more sharply than in understanding Isa 53.  The New Testament directly and explicitly uses this passage about the servant of Yhwh as a lens through which to understand Jesus, and in doing so makes it hard to read the text for what it says in itself, as it does with other texts from Isaiah such as 7:14; 9:1-2 (the New Testament does not quote 9:6-7, but its use in Christian tradition has had the same effect on that passage); 40:3-5; 42:1-4; and 61:1-3.  In the case of these texts, if not of the way theologians think about the cross, some responsibility rests with us as exegetes.  The way we write about them tends to be esoteric, and when we have finished our work, the preacher (let alone the person in the pew) may have a hard time seeing how to move from the text as we say it needs to be understood to the sermon as it needs to be preached.  What happens when the exegete turns preacher?  
As background, I outline how I understand the text exegetically, not least because the way I see it gives me a sharper version of the problem than arises on some other understandings.  Isaiah 53 is one of four passages that Bernhard Duhm designated “servant songs” a century ago, separating them from the rest of Isa 40 – 55.  This put study of Isa 40 – 55 on a dead end track for a century.  If it is hard to understand the four passages in their context, it is impossible to understand them out of their context, as is demonstrated by the bewildering variety of untestable hypotheses concerning the servant that have been generated by a century of study.  They need to be understood in their context.
In its context, Isa 53 pairs with Isa 42:1-4 in being a passage that describes Yhwh’s servant without identifying who this servant is.  Fortunately, Isa 41:8-10 has already done that; Israel is Yhwh’s servant.  Unfortunately, the description of the role to be fulfilled by the servant in Isa 42 makes clear that Israel as it is cannot fulfill it; Israel itself needs the kind of ministry the servant is to exercise.  
In Isa 49:1-6 and 50:4-9 the prophet speaks of then becoming aware of a call to that ministry, on an interim basis pending Israel’s being able to take it up again, and of finding that there is a price to be paid for being involved in it.  In the two passages, the servant speaks as “I” and they are thus explicit that the prophet is Yhwh’s servant.  
In Isa 53 the prophet returns to the third-person speech of 42:1-4.  The context in which both Israel and the prophet have been designated Yhwh’s servant established one framework within which we are invited to read Isa 53.  Insofar as Israel is Yhwh’s servant, it describes what might be Israel’s vocation.  Insofar as the prophet is Yhwh’s servant, it describes the prophet’s ministry.  
Isaiah 53 offers no suggestion that it is a prophecy about a servant to come in the future.  For the most part it speaks in the past tense, as if describing something that has already happened.  Of course we might view this as an example of a prophet’s perspective being projected into a future from whose perspective the events would be past.  But the passage gives no hint that this is so.  It is not introduced by an expression such as “in days to come” or “in that day” (see, e.g., 2:2-4).  As is the case with many other “prophecies” to which the New Testament refers, it is only after it is “fulfilled” or ‘filled out” by Jesus that it becomes a prophecy.  More literally, we might describe the relationship between the Old Testament passage and Jesus as involving typology, as Jesus is like the Old Testament suffering prophet, only more so.  (The fact that Isa 53 and other passages are not messianic prophecies is a problem if we reckon that we convince people that Jesus is the Messiah by demonstrating that he fulfilled messianic prophecies, of which he is actually the literal referent.  But when someone such as Matthew or Paul refers to Isa 53, they are not trying to prove that Jesus is the Messiah or the Suffering Servant.  They speak from faith to faith; they know Jesus is the supreme fulfillment of God’s purpose, the one through whom they are put right with God.  They are seeking to fill out what this means by looking at Jesus through these lenses.)
Isaiah 52:13 – 53:12 is framed as Yhwh’s own declarations concerning this servant, which affirm that he will triumph and be acknowledged as the one who carried people’s sins (52:13-15; 53:11b-12).  Inside that frame is “our” testimony; the passage does not identify who “we” are, though I take them to be most immediately the Judean people who are the prophet’s community in Babylon.  It is probably an imaginary testimony; the community is not giving it yet.  But the prophet imagines them doing so.  In it they bear witness to the extraordinary nature of what they have come to see about this servant.  They have watched him be rejected and persecuted.  He seems on his way to death, or is perhaps dead.  The agents of this persecution might be Babylonian but might be, or might also be, the Judean community in Babylon itself, the people now giving the testimony.  They had rejected the prophet’s message about what Yhwh was doing in Babylon and was about to do (Isa 40 – 48 provides the background to the message and their rejection of it; see also 55:6-9).  They had thought that his suffering resulted from his sinfulness; he was a false prophet, and deserved what happened to him.  But they have come to realize that they had got all this upside down.  The way he coped with his suffering proved that there must be something wrong with their assessment.  It eventually led them to see that the truth was the opposite.  He was a faithful servant of Yhwh; it was they who were the rebels against Yhwh.  And he was suffering not because of his own sin but because of theirs.  He was doing that by sharing in their suffering in exile when he did not deserve to.  He was also suffering in a way unique to him as a result of his ministry to them.  And he was thus suffering as a result of the call imposed on him by Yhwh.  That could make a servant of God bitter and twisted.  But what the witnesses envisage him doing is turning his suffering into something he can offer to God, a metaphorical “offering for sin,” an act of self-giving to Yhwh on behalf of Yhwh’s people that might make up for the people’s own sin.  In their testimony they declare that they believe Yhwh will indeed accept it as such, and that his ministry will be fruitful.  The fact that the passage came to be part of the Book of Isaiah, that it came to be part of the scriptures, and that we still read it, shows that their faith was justified.

I preached the sermon that follows in St Barnabas Episcopal Church, Pasadena, California.  It is short by Baptist standards, but I am only an Episcopalian.  The reading was just Isa 53:4-12, the Old Testament reading in the Episcopal Church for the Sunday nearest October 19 in Year B of the three-year lectionary.
That passage that we read from Isaiah is quite difficult to get your mind round.  But when the first Christians were trying to get their own minds round who Jesus was, what he’d been doing, it was one of the passages from the Old Testament that most helped them.  It wasn’t originally written about Jesus – it was written centuries before his day, about someone whose suffering had already happened.  But Jesus found it helped him understand what he was about, and his followers read it, as well. 

The basic idea was this.  There was this guy who was involved in being a pastor to people.  The people were in a mess in various ways.  They had been forced to go and live in a foreign country.  They were a minority people in a foreign land.  And they’d lost faith in their God.  You can hardly blame them.  They had lost faith and lost hope.  They were living in a time when the superpower itself, Babylon, was actually about to get kicked in the butt.  But they didn’t know that, though they knew there was a crisis brewing.  They didn’t know it was going to mean they would be free to go home.  But this pastor knew, because he wasn’t just a pastor, he was a prophet.  

Actually the people didn’t want to know.  Sometimes, if you are really down, the last thing you want is someone trying to cheer you up, right?  It’s a kind of insult.  You could get used to things being grim and you could accept them as they are, maybe, if only someone didn’t remind you that they could be better, when you don’t believe there’s any way they could be better.  You could kick that person in the teeth.
So when this pastor tells people that God is going to make it possible for them to go home – they kick him in the teeth.  They aren’t the only ones.  He was going about saying that the superpower was about to be defeated and that it deserved it and that this was God’s doing.  So the authorities kicked him in the teeth as well.  Actually they had dug his grave, the passage says.  So he knew that God was going to take his people back home, but he didn’t know if he would be going with them.  And the things that happened to him, the way he was treated by his own people and by the authorities, made it even more difficult for people to take him seriously.  He was a kind of outcast.  His own people didn’t like what he said, and the authorities didn’t like it either.  So the authorities kicked him from one side and his own people kicked him from the other.
But there was something that they couldn’t get away from, something they couldn’t make sense of.  It was the way he coped with this.  He just did cope with it.  Basically he stuck to the task that God had given him.  Even when people ignored him and attacked him, he kept on preaching the same message.  He kept on telling his people of God’s love for them and God’s intention to take them back to their land and not to worry about the political crisis that was looming, because it was going to turn out to be good news for them.  People ridiculed him and shamed him and spat on him, but he just carried on.  He never complained and he never answered back.
And it looks as if that was what got them.  How could he do that?  How could he put up with the way he was treated?  Why didn’t he just give up and go home?

The answer was that he was putting up with all this, with the abuse and the shame and the physical ill-treatment, because he cared about them and he cared about God.  They were inclined to think that the very fact that everybody rejected him was a sign that he was totally wrong, that he was deluded, that he wasn’t God’s servant, that he was having a hard time and it was his own stupid fault and he deserved it.  But the way he put up with the suffering that came to him as a result of his ministry didn’t fit with that.  The total picture didn’t make sense.
And then they suddenly saw another way to understand what was going on.  They thought he was suffering because of his own stupidity and willfulness.  Then they realized that this wasn’t what was going on at all.  He wasn’t suffering because he was stupid and willful.  He was suffering because they were stupid and willful.  He was suffering because it really was God who had called him to this ministry he was exercising that cost him so much, that everyone rejected.  He was suffering because he wanted to serve God, not because he had totally misunderstood what God was about.  He was suffering because he cared for them, not because he was willful and perverse.  
And somehow they were then able to look at the whole situation in a new way.  If he was actually fulfilling this ministry because God had called him, if he really was a prophet, if he was right that God was involved in the political situation and was bringing about the fall of their oppressors and was about to take the Israelites home, if God hadn’t really abandoned them forever, then everything they had believed was wrong, they had got everything upside down.  God hadn’t abandoned them.  Or rather, God had abandoned them for a while because of the way they had abandoned God, but God hadn’t abandoned them forever.  God had come back to them.  There was hope after all.  They needn’t just settle down permanently and become good citizens of Babylon.  They could imagine being God’s people again.
So there is a kind of paradox here.  They thought he was somebody who was being punished by God because of being a sinner, and that they were reasonably all right, that God was OK with them.  They came to realize it was the other way round.  He was OK with God and God was OK with him, and they were the people who were the sinners.
So why was he going through what he was going through?  There were two reasons, they realized.  He was suffering with them, because he was living in this foreign land, deprived of his freedom and so on, the same as them, except that he didn’t deserve it.  And he was suffering for them, suffering because he was trying to get them to see what God was doing and how they needed to turn to God, and he was paying the penalty in terms of the attitude that they took to him and the attitude the authorities took to him.  
So he was the one who was being punished and they were the ones who were being made whole as a result.  They were like a herd of sheep who were going along one of those paths in a canyon on the way to find water and had gone the wrong way and turned up into the desert where there wouldn’t be any water.  And he was the one who was carrying the consequences of that in trying to get them back onto the right track, back to where the stream was.

  And the question then becomes, if you are the pastor, the prophet, what do you do with that experience?  How do you cope with it?  Do you run away?  Do you give up?  Or do you keep going?  Do you get demoralized?  Or does it somehow make you stronger?  Do you lose faith?  Or does it somehow make you more committed?  Does everything start to look pointless?  Or can you see ways in which there might be a point to it all?  Why does God let these things happen?  “It was the will of the Lord to bruise him.  He has put him to grief,” the reading said.  How do you cope with that?

One of the things that happened to this pastor, this prophet, is that through it all, God showed him something about the way the very issues he was concerned about could be addressed.  He really wanted his own people to find their way back to God.  And he wanted their overlords as well to come to discover the real truth about the real God and give up those idols of theirs that were so impressive but so useless.

Here’s one of the most extraordinary things the reading says.  It says that what he does is make himself an offering for sin.  You know how we sometimes talk about making a peace offering to someone.  Suppose you have got a mess in a relationship with someone.  Maybe you did something that you hardly realized would offend them, though maybe you should have realized, and as a consequence you haven’t spoken to each other for years.  And maybe you didn’t mind about that, but then you eventually realize what a shame it was, and you want to put it right, and so you do something to try to reach out to them and signify that you’re sorry.  You don’t just say you are sorry.  Words can be cheap.  You show it somehow.
A sin offering would be a bit like that.  You know you have done something wrong in relation to God, and you want to put it right, so you could bring God a sacrifice.  It would be a sign that you were sorry and that you meant it.
So.  These Israelites in exile need to bring something to God to show that they are sorry.  There are two problems.  One is that they aren’t sorry.  The other is, what on earth could you bring to put right the way you have been behaving toward God over the years?  There were no sacrifices that could deal with that.

So their pastor-prophet makes himself an offering for sin.  When you sacrifice something, it dies.  This prophet has more or less died, his life is a living death, and it looks likely that he will soon be really dead, and he doesn’t deserve it, he doesn’t need to put things right between him and God.  But instead of being resentful he turns his suffering into an offering.  He says to God, “You know the way you accept it if someone offers a lamb in a sacrifice?  How would it be if I offered my life as a sacrifice for my people?  I really care about them, I belong to them, they are my people.  Suppose I come to you on their behalf and offer you my life as a kind of peace offering?  Could that put things right?  Could it make up for their rebelliousness and the way they worship other gods instead of you?  Would that work?”  They deserve to suffer and die for the wrong they have done, but he will treat his suffering and dying as if it was theirs.  Could that work?
And it did, at least in this vision that the prophet is relating.  The people who are telling the story talk about the way his offering will be fruitful.  God will accept it.  This servant will be able to live a long life after all.  He will have lots and lots of children – I guess it means spiritual children, because these people are his spiritual children.  God’s own purpose will be fulfilled – because of course this was just the kind of thing that God was looking for. And this was why God had sent this prophet.  The people themselves will see that he was a faithful pastor-prophet, not the stupid and misguided one that they had thought he was.
So that is what was going on between him and them and God.  And Jesus took that as a picture of what he was about.  We are like those people.  Without our quite intending it, we get into a mess in our relationship with God and there’s no way we could have got out of it.  Jesus came and tried to win people back but they weren’t interested, they couldn’t see things his way.  They came to hate the things he did and the things he said.  And eventually they killed him.  And God did nothing to stop it.  But Jesus didn’t get bitter and resentful.  Instead he treated his suffering and death as a kind of offering he could make to God that might make up for all the wrong that they had done, that we had done.  It was a kind of peace offering he made on our behalf.  Not that God is angry with us and needs to be placated, because actually Jesus comes because God sent him, he comes as God’s representative, God is personally involved in him.  It is God in person who suffers for us.  But the problem caused by our willfulness still needs to be handled.  God can’t just pretend it isn’t there.  And Jesus’ being willing to make himself an offering is what deals with it.
And that is why we are here this morning.  We are here to remember that he did that and to be reassured by it.  In life, we often can’t let ourselves acknowledge that there is a problem about something before we can see that the problem has a solution.  After all, just acknowledging that we have a problem is simply depressing.  But now we can acknowledge the way things go wrong between us and God, because there is a solution.  Jesus offered his life and his death as a peace offering to sort all that out.  Every Sunday we get a clean start because Jesus did that for us.
The chapter we read from actually begins, before the bit we read, “Who would have believed this?”  Yes, who would have believed it?  But it’s the gospel.

