
Sunday 13th December 2020 
Isaiah 51.4 – 53.12 

 
Read these verses first. 
 
This is a huge chunk of Isaiah which we are going to dip into today. It is beyond the 
scope of an essay to go into all the historical details and to open up the meaning of 
each verse, however, as before, I will try to focus on the great trends and promises of 
this portion.  
 
Having been told that they are to leave Babylon and return to Jerusalem, the righteous 
remnant who have hung onto faith, are encouraged to believe. They are given a lot to 
think about. Contrary to their fears and what some were saying, they had not been put 
away in a divorce from God, because no certificate of divorce could be produced. 
Likewise, they were not being sold on at a cheap price to someone to whom God was in 
debt. The notion that God could be in debt to anyone is ludicrous! They were then 
encouraged to review their whole history from Abraham onward and to consider their 
lowly place of origin, and God’s ability to make of one man a great nation. I added that 
we have even less excuse to doubt God since we do not only have Abraham as a rock 
of faith from which we are hewn, but we have Christ as our rock. ‘On Christ the solid 
rock I stand,’ we know the hymn. We are to know the reality of this as well and to 
actually stand on our rock of salvation.  
 
Isaiah in 51. 1-11 continues to feed the fearful faithful more reasons to act in faith and 
obey the call to return to the city of Jerusalem. He tells them of a heavenly Jerusalem 
and of the inevitable success of the servant’s mission to gather the nations and the 
Jews to Himself. All of this is to come speedily. This refers both to the return of those 
exiles, and further, to the end of the age. Remember that ‘soon’ to God means soon to 
God. It probably does not correspond to what we would think of as soon. However 
remember this, the day did come when the exiles did leave the land of exile, and the 
day did actually come when they arrived back to Jerusalem. We have the advantage of 
looking back and seeing that God did as He said He would do. The later in history we 
are, the less excuse we have to doubt and disobey God because of all the promises 
that we see He has already brought about. Since this is so, the inclination of our souls 
should be to believe and hold fast since He has been faithful to His word, so He will 
continue to do as He has promised. 
 
Why do we not believe as we ought? It is because of our evil unbelieving hearts causing 
us to fall away from the living God. Hebrews 3.12 tells us this and sets it in the context 
of the Exodus. It could equally apply to the return from Exile, and to our day when 
people are drifting away from any semblance of godliness. If anyone who reads these 
essays has followed up on my advice to read up about the revival in the Hebrides, I 
wonder if you have noticed a remarkable thing. Have you noticed that people in those 
Islands from  the first quarter of the 1800’s were brought up to know and learn Scripture, 
and even to have large portions memorized, The children were taught the catechism, 
and were examined on it. By the 1930’s there were family devotions morning and 



evening even in homes where there was no personal belief, only knowledge. However 
regular revivals had implanted a reverence for God and the Scriptures, even if many 
had no personal faith or relationship with Christ. When the revivals came, they came to 
a people who knew the Scripture, and the Holy Spirit set the word ablaze and people 
came to a living faith in Christ which resulted in obedience to the Word and call of God. 
Our generation, and our children have no respect in general for the Bible, nor for the 
Church, nor for God. Have you seen how many folk express astonishment on their text 
messages with the letters OMG? That stands for ‘O my God,’ in essence taking the 
Lord’s name in vain. Oh, that this OMG would be used in the Bible usage of O my God, 
my Lord and King, a statement of faith and not of casual regard to God. Our nation has 
drifted away so far from God. 
 
If these verses do not give us enough reason to believe, and act in obedience, then 
consider our history. Scotland has been known as a land of many revivals. It has been 
known for many worthy divines and holy people, and even more whose names are 
unrecorded. This is the land of John Knox, the man who prayed in agony of soul ‘give 
me Scotland or I die.’ He did not only say this as a memorable catch phrase, but he 
prayed with all his heart. Indeed the Queen in those days said that she feared Knox’s 
prayers more than an enemy army! Now that is prayer, sounds like Elijah I think! This is 
only a half of it. Have you heard about the caves along the coast of Fife? Some are now 
washed away, but people went there and lived there in prayer. Every inch of this land 
has been prayed over, and much martyr blood has been shed on it also. Scotland also 
has a Christian literature unsurpassed anywhere. I love Samuel Rutherford’s hymns. I 
have tried several times to read his sermons, but they are just too rich for me to digest 
at present except in tiny portions. The Hymn ‘The Sands of Time are Sinking’ is based 
on his sermons and that is rich food in itself. 
 
Given Israel’s rich history of encounter with God, no wonder 51.17 is a wake-up call. We 
are no less in need of a wake-up call to God’s faithfulness to Israel, but also to awake to 
our own history to see the heights and devotion from which we have declined.  
 
In verses 7-8, God addresses the matter of mockery that they would receive in returning 
to Jerusalem. I don’t want to get into Nehemiah at this point. However the chorus is 
valid, ‘though none go with me, yet will I follow.’ Have you ever felt ‘got at’ and 
inadequate when some clever punter gives you the put down about Evolution, the 
Dinosaurs and this always begins with the introduction, ‘ Science has proved.’ The 
answer to that is that the existence of Jews and the Church proves the promises true. 
Ask people respectfully to explain that! There is in fact a whole series of evidences to 
counter these questions. Look up on the web the arguments for ‘intelligent design,’ and 
the theory of evolution will be seen to have as many gaps in it as a string vest, such that 
it is much less water-tight than many think.  
 
Verses 9-11 refers to a second group of pilgrims whom God will call from the Gentile 
nations and who will be as one with the Israelite returnees in experiencing the joy and 
singing of those whom God has ransomed from spiritual and actual exile. Verse 9 is a 
good prayer, and it has as its vision God arising as if from sleep. It does not mean that 



God has actually been asleep so as all that happened to Israel happened while He was 
unconscious, but that is what it felt like to the exiles. It is a good prayer to call on God to 
bare His arm and act on our behalf. The example alluded to after this verse is the 
Captivity in Egypt, and the Exodus and the rescue and overthrow of Pharaoh. It is a 
most appropriate prayer to cry to God to act, and to present the argument that He has 
done it before for a despondent and weak people. Psalms often present us with David 
bringing his case before the Lord and arguing from God’s previous acts and promises. 
Do you remember Abraham praying for Sodom and Gomorrah? At one point Abraham 
argues in this way, ‘Far be it from you to treat the righteous as the wicked.’ Moses 
prayers for the people after the Golden Calf incident that God must not destroy the 
people because then the Egyptians would say that God could take the people out of 
Egypt but could not bring them into Canaan. Moses was moved by jealousy of God’s 
honour and reputation and prevailed in his prayer. Verse 22 gives an elevated view of 
the believers, Gentile and Jew returning to Zion. The return to Jerusalem did not match 
up to this vision, but the return to the real Zion, the heavenly one most certainly will. 
 
There is a silver thread that appears again in these verses12-16 especially verse 15. 
God is challenging the people who fear the strangeness of returning to their own land, 
but a land in which they will come as strangers. Verse 15, ‘I am the Lord your God,’ no 
sale of divorce here, God is still the same God who made covenant with the people and 
He will accomplish His plans, so the people need not fear. God is their God, and He will 
restore them. Rather than God being the one who needs to wake up, it is the people 
who need to wake up to who God is and who they are to God. The ‘awake’ in verse 17 
is addressed to the righteous remnant of the exile. Verse 17 to the end of the chapter is 
comfort that the punishment is complete, and it will now be directed at their oppressors 
and those who took them into captivity. 
 
The application of this to our age is important. We need God to do something to restore 
the Church and the people who make up the Church. From our perspective, we want 
God to wake up, however from God’s perspective it is we who are asleep in sin and 
unbelief. You see, one of the facts behind all the trouble that Israel experienced was 
that God was on the move, but the people had settled into sin and complacency. They 
were in political and economic crisis, they were being ever so religious, but there was 
no heart in it. The people were running around in circles where as they should have 
been in step with God. They were getting in the way of God’s purposes and so were 
being run over by the very thing that they should have been keeping step with.  
 
God’s purposes are like a huge glacier. Try resisting that as it flows down a valley. 
Nothing can stand in its way, and either we march with it as it progresses, or we fall 
under it and are crushed. Do you remember what Simeon said about Christ? Luke 2.34, 
that Christ was destined for the falling and rising of many in Israel. Jesus would be 
either a cornerstone to build on, or a rock that men stumble on. The covenant contained 
promises and curses. What we get is one or the other and this is determined by faith 
and obedience. We need God to awake and send revival, but we need to awake to faith 
and obedience. The further away we are from authentic faith and obedience, the 
stranger will be the return to it, but this is what we face. The longer we have lived as 



exiles from faith and obedience, the more our faith will need to be robust and our 
obedience radical. The very fears and concerns the exiles faced, we face today. We 
face a leaving of our religious comfort zones which are cozy, non-demanding and 
familiar, to embrace a pilgrim spirit and to venture into a strange place, but a place 
which we should never have lost. This is a place of heart religion and not only head 
religion. It is a taking up our own Cross religion and not the drifting with the times 
religion. It is a religion where we first agonise in prayer with God before we organize 
things to do religion. It is very different from what passes as religion today, and so is 
uncomfortable and strange. It would not have been strange to out forebears.  God’s 
purposes are irresistible, and as we have seen from the history of Israel, it is folly and 
wickedness to resist them, ignore them or to play fast and loose with them. 
 
We find in chapter 52.1-12 another matter that weighs heavily on the people. The 
battles they have been through and the exile has left them with a sense of 
unworthiness. They have been treated like dogs and now they go about trembling like a 
beaten pup awaiting another beating. We hear this a lot in today’s setting. People say, ‘I 
could never do that, what tell someone else that I am a Christian.’ ‘What, pray out loud!’ 
Yet when encouraged to do so, we learn to pray out loud and all sorts of things. I still 
remember the first time I prayed out loud. I thought the beating of my heart would drown 
out my words!  
 
The devil’s plan is to keep us like beaten animals, or to make us strut like peacocks. 
Isaiah is telling the people to wake up, shake off the dust and the chains and realise the 
dignity that being the chosen people of God gave them. For us, we need to think long 
and hard and often of the grace of God and the love of God that caused Jesus to die for 
us. He died my death so that I would not die. Jesus shed His blood to take away my sin, 
will I let Him do this, or will I proudly think I can atone for my own sin? Awake to what it 
could means to be ‘blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in 
Christ.’ It is all in Christ, we miss the point if we are looking for blessedness in 
ourselves. It is all in Christ and is given by grace because of His love for us. 
 
I hope that I can summarize where we have come to now. There are two visions that 
are being presented here. The first is the restoration of God’s purpose for the people of 
Israel. They had drifted from their calling to be a model nation under God for the 
purpose of being a light, the evangelists of the Gentiles. They had departed so far, 
become sinful beyond remedy, had become callous and hard necked towards all the 
overtures of God and were now under discipline and judgment. Since they would not be 
pliable clay in God’s hands but hard as rock, God would break their stubborn pride and 
roar from Zion to them. They were not fit to be a light to the Gentiles, so God would 
shine light into them and the Gentiles and both Jew and Gentile would come to God. It 
would be God who would undertake this in His sovereign grace and mercy. This will be 
the work of the Servant who has been spoken of.  
 
Everything is now heading back to being on the rails again. However, there is still the 
issue of how all this will happen. For the righteous prophets and priests, a question 
would still be there in their minds, how can a righteous God restore a sinful people and 



do so righteously? There have been references to a Servant that God will call and 
anoint to accomplish something, but still His identity and mission is shrouded in 
mystery. We who live in years AD know who this Servant is. Perhaps the advantage of 
this knowledge is not as great an advantage as we think it is or it actually is. 
 
We know that this Servant is none other than Jesus, the Messiah, God’s only begotten 
and beloved Son. We know this, and we celebrate Christmas because of it, but look 
what we have done with this celebration. This is not humbug, but we have reduced it to 
the Winter Holiday, the Festive Season. The Festive Season is a very difficult one for 
me. Being slightly Dyslexic, when I see ‘Festive Season’ what I read is the ‘Festering 
Season’! We have reduced Christmas to Xmas. My Gran told us off if we used that 
shorthand in our cards to her. I think she had a good point. ‘The most wonderful day of 
the year,’ as the song goes, has become everything but a celebration and thanksgiving 
of the birth of the Saviour of man from sin, and the coming of the gift of life, the Holy 
Spirit and Eternal Life. It is hard for us to get into the Holy Spirit of Christmas because of 
all the other spirits that have invaded it to downplay, to render insipid, the miracle of 
miracles. This does not mean we refuse to eat turkey if we like it, give presents, and 
have fun with friends and family. However if that is all we do, what are we actually doing 
that is different from those who do not believe? 
 
Let me tell you about the first best Christmas I ever had. I was single at the time, just 
gone to Uni. My parents were away for Christmas visiting relatives, and I had the run of 
the house and the car and was cooking dinner for my sister and her family. There was a 
sort of revival going on in Bangor at that time. Teenagers were being saved and all that 
sort of thing. I opened my parent’s house on Christmas Eve for a prayer meeting which 
was to go on until morning. About 20 people came and stayed all night and we prayed 
and sang quietly by the lights of a Christmas tree. I cooked the turkey overnight, and by 
7am the house smelled delicious. My good friend Nigel, an accomplished piano player, 
couldn’t contain himself anymore and he launched into the hymn ‘Joy to the World’ with 
a heavy but skillful hand. I think we awoke the whole block of flats. We then tucked into 
one half of the turkey leaving ample for the family coming later. That was the Christmas. 
I spent every evening listening to sermons by Mr. Still, a past minister of Aberdeen. It 
was perfect. Lots of God, and O how sweeter the fun was later, it felt magical, 
wonderful, astonishing, delicious. I don’t remember what presents I got, I don’t 
remember who else I met up with over the holiday that year, but I will never forget a 
night waiting for the clock to turn to midnight and then seven hours of prayer and praise 
and the rich presence of God on a group of teenagers who knew no better but to pray 
into Christmas Day! 
 
So the plan of God is almost back on track, but how. Almost unexpectedly, we 
encounter the fourth Servant Song in 52.13 – 53.12. This time we are told how God will 
be able to take back wretched people, how He can pour out love and mercy on a 
despicable people, a people laden with sin, sick from head to toe. We who 
underestimate sin think that God can just blink at it, but He will not. God is Holy, so holy 
that even the Seraphs shield their eyes, Isaiah 6. God will restore humanity to Himself 



righteously and justly and this means that the consequences of sin and rebellion must 
be faced and taken, but by whom? 
 
Now we come to the deep secrets of the love and mercy of God. God will raise up a 
Servant who will not only give us healing, but will drink fully the bitter poison of our sin. 
The Servant will heal, but the cost to Him will be His suffering. I think that the more 
presents children get and we get, the less likely we are to be grateful. We forget that 
gifts are given at a cost. The cost that God payed for our redemption was the death of 
His Son. Christmas should be a joyful time, but for we who know that after Christmas 
came that first Easter, we should have great seriousness as well as the joy for the 
coming salvation.   
 
Here is the fourth Servant Song. The verses at the close of chapter 52 resonate with the 
horror of the Cross, how pain and the sentence of the Law and the wrath of God were 
all poured out upon Christ on the Cross. The Cross is an excruciating way to die, how 
much more must it have been for Christ, who had no sin, to carry the sin of all the world. 
Any of us who have ever fallen into gross sin, of thought or action know the guilt, the 
defilement, the self-disgust and loathing that comes upon us when we see what we 
have done. Psalm 51 tells of David’s condition after his sin. It is a heavy load to carry. 
As we get older, we remember the sins of our youth and this is good because godly 
sorrow causes us to move closer to God in humility and repentance. All of this was laid 
upon the Servant, not just my load, but that of the worlds’. No wonder Jesus 
appearance was so disfigured and marred beyond human likeness. Perhaps that is part 
of the reason that the sky darkened as the Cross came to its dreadful and wonderful 
conclusion. How could the Father bear to look on the suffering of His Son? 
 
Chapter 53 tells us more. The Servant was not arrayed in rich clothes, He was not set 
apart by kingly appearance. He has the appearance of an ordinary man, as one of us. 
He was despised and rejected. He was plotted against and was accused of being evil. 
There were attempts to arrest Him and kill Him and eventually He yielded to their plot. 
He was a man of sorrows and familiar with grief. We are also told in the New Testament 
that He was anointed with joy above His fellows. But for now, it is grief He carries, the 
joy is set before Him but will come on the other side of this ordeal He faces for others. 
 
The Song goes on. It is self-explanatory, and almost too sacred to say anything about. It 
is for each of us to listen to this Song and each of us hear what God says to us. This 
Song was sung to me and for me. It is sung to you and for you. The words are the same 
for us all, but God has a unique meaning especially composed for each one of us. Each 
one of us must listen, hear and obey.  
 
Verse 6 is almost like something out of place. The song briefly switches from what the 
Servant will do and suffer for others. Suddenly there is a startling contrast. The Servant, 
who takes the place of the Lamb slain to make atonement is contrasted with those for 
whom He suffers and dies. We, who are receiving the service of the Servant are like 
sheep that have gone astray, and God has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.  
 



The first Servant Song of Isaiah 42.1 begins by calling us to ‘behold my Servant.’ This is 
a call to look intently at Him, and this is also required as we look at the ministry of the 
Servant in this fourth Servant Song. We are to see it all, to look intently at it all and see 
that all this was done for us who deserve nothing.  
 
The Song continues and in it we see the road to the Cross and the execution. There is 
one more verse which I want to highlight although all of these verses deserve to be 
pondered long and frequently. Look at verse 11. It is the last part of this verse, ‘he will 
see the light of life and be satisfied.’ This tells us of the completion of His work, and of 
His resurrection from the dead. This is the 3rd day verse, the day of resurrection verse, 
but look at the next three words, ‘and be satisfied.’ 
 
In recent months I have found myself praying a sort of prayer I used to pray years ago. 
It is a bit difficult to explain because even though I pray it often, the words are different, 
but in essence the argument, the case is this. It possibly arises from Abraham’s prayer 
that God would not treat the righteous like the wicked. The prayer goes like this. It is 
inconceivable that Jesus should ever go to the Father at some time and say that He 
does not think that the consequences which have followed from His suffering and death 
were worth all the pain He bore. It is impossible that Jesus would say that He paid too 
high a price for what He gained, and that He is disappointed at the response to the 
shedding of His blood. Hebrews tells us that it was for the joy set before Him that He 
endured the Cross despising its shame. 
 
My prayer is often this, the church, Christians must answer to the blood. Jesus must be 
able to look on His suffering and be satisfied in full that it was worth it, that there is due 
response to the costliness of His sacrifice. This is in essence a prayer that we will be a 
people, and that I be a person, who lives to the praise of God’s glory and not to His 
disgrace, a son, not a prodigal. It is a prayer for holiness and obedience and Christ 
likeness, that Jesus will look on His Church in heaven and on earth and say it was all 
worth it, every dreadful suffering moment of it. 
 
I think that the blood of Christ is more precious than all the gold that it would take to fill 
the cosmos, billions of light years of miles. Billions upon billions unmeasurable tons of 
gold to fill the vastness of space. If this is so, then what will satisfy Christ? Fortunately 
there is only one thing that Christ regards as of any worth and that is our hearts. The 
great commandment is to love the Lord our God with all our hearts, souls, minds and 
strength, and our neighbours as ourselves. That is a full time job if your heart is 
anything like mine. Will we do this, or will we continue as part-time arm-chair church 
goers. It’s all about our hearts. 
 
Verse 12, Jesus interceded for the transgressors, and He still does. The Church must 
answer to the Blood, be worthy of it, grow by it, exist by it, glory in it, be humbled by it 
and never forget the price that has been paid and the richness of the salvation which 
God’s One and only Servant has purchased and given to us feely. This should all act to 
take us deep into humility, but also to exalt our hearts to the highest heavens!  
      


