
Songs of the Servant (4.2) ... Isaiah 53:1-3

I want you to turn with me to Isaiah 53, and what 
is famously called ‘the Mount Everest of the Old 
Testament.’ One writer spoke of it as ‘a capstone 
of all OT prophecies.’ The reformer Martin Luther 
once said that Isaiah 53 ‘ought to be written on 
parchment of gold and lettered in diamonds.’ 
Think about it like this: this is the choicest of all 
messianic prophecies, it is the pinnacle of the 
entire book of Isaiah, it is the crown jewel of the 
Prophets in general. It is, in fact, the heart of the 
Hebrew Scriptures, a bottomless well of biblical 
truth. A matchless chapter which speaks of a 
magnificent Saviour. 
As the black man from Ethiopia discovered in 
Acts 8, it’s all about Jesus. We read that Philip 
‘preached unto him Jesus.’ Ah, there is no other 
message for there is no other Saviour! 
Peter said as much in his response to the 
Sanhedrin in Acts 4:12 that ‘salvation is found in 
no one else, for there is no other name under 
heaven given to men by which we must be 
saved.’ We can summarise it in a few words: Only 
Jesus! Jesus only! That is the gospel according 
to God! The gospel according to Isaiah. 
We also read in Revelation 19:10 that ‘the 
testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.’ In 
fact, on the road to Emmaus, the Lord Jesus was 
talking about himself as he spoke with a couple of 
disheartened disciples - and he must’ve referred 
to this chapter! A timely reminder that Jesus is the 
central figure in all the typology and prophecies of 

the OT. They all point to him! But nowhere is that 
more obvious than right here in Isaiah 53.  
Last week in our first study of five, in verses 
13-15 of chapter 52, we saw the Servant’s 
exaltation from a place of unimaginable suffering 
and humiliation - he was super-exalted for three 
reasons: one, because of his success (13); two, 
because of his suffering (14); three, because of 
his service (15). The suffering Servant of the 
Lord is not to be pitied, but worshipped. 
This evening we move into the opening stanza of 
chapter 53 to prayerfully consider the first three 
verses where we are introduced to the Man of 
sorrows. 
There’s an old gospel hymn from Sankeys which 
goes like this: Our Lord is now rejected, And by 
the world disowned, By the many still neglected, 
And by the few enthroned; But soon he’ll come in 
glory, The hour is drawing nigh, For the crowning 
day is coming, By and by. It happened back then, 
it’s still happening today!
That leads us into this section where the main 
beam is shining on the Servant’s rejection … 
the bottom line is that people did not believe him, 
they did not receive him (we have that haunting 
statement penned in John 1:11) - instead of 
rolling out the red carpet for their promised and 
long-awaited Messiah, they dished out the cold 
shoulder treatment to him. They looked on Jesus 
with a degree of contempt and scorn and couldn’t 
get rid of him quickly enough.



If we’re going to understand verse 1 correctly, we 
need to realise that it is written in a particular way 
- in Hebrew poetry it’s known as a parallelism. Let 
me explain: it means that a thought is stated one 
time one way, and then it’s written a second time 
using slightly different terms - if we don’t grasp 
the message first time around, we will be sure to 
get it second time! 
And that’s what we have right here in verse 1 - a 
question is asked: ‘Who has believed our report?’ 
and that’s followed by a second question: ‘And to 
whom (or upon whom) has the arm of the Lord 
been revealed?’ In this context, the first question 
is answered by the second question where the 
prophet focuses on the ‘arm of the Lord’ …
When we talk about the ‘arm of the Lord’ what do 
we mean? Well, it’s shorthand for his salvation. 
It’s a metaphor for his power and strength when 
he delivers his people. It pops up a few times in 
the OT …
We first meet it when God says to Moses in 
Exodus 6:6, ‘I am the Lord. I will bring you out 
from under the burdens of the Egyptians, I will 
rescue you from their bondage, and I will redeem 
you with an outstretched arm …’ Something 
similar appears in Deuteronomy 26:8 when the 
people rejoice and celebrate what God did for 
them - they testified, ’the Lord brought us out of 
Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched 
arm.’
It appears again in Psalm 77:15, where we read 
these words of fulsome praise: ‘With your mighty 
arm you redeemed your people, the descendants 
of Jacob and Joseph.’ A victory note is heard from 

Psalm 98:1, where we read: ‘Sing to the Lord a 
new song, for he has done marvellous things; his 
right hand and his holy arm have worked 
salvation for him.’ 
Here’s a couple more, found in the book of Isaiah 
- one, in Isaiah 51:9 we have the faithful in Israel 
appealing to their God: ‘Awake, awake, put on 
strength, O arm of the Lord! Awake as in the 
ancient days, in generations of old.’  Another is in 
52:10, where we read: ‘The Lord has made bare 
his holy arm in the eyes of all the nations; and all 
the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of 
our God.’ What a day that promises to be! 
Bearing in mind what we talked about last week 
in the first stanza, the nations did not believe 
because they did not know … and here’s the 
contrast: Israel knew, yet she chose not to 
believe, because she failed to recognise the ‘arm 
of the Lord’ when it was revealed in the suffering 
Servant. God drew back the curtain as it were, 
but they could not see the wood for the trees.
When we fast forward into the New Testament it 
all makes sense … both John in John 12:38 and 
Paul in Romans 10:16 saw in the unbelief of 
Israel a fulfilment of what we have here in verse 
1. In fact, John says: ‘Even after Jesus had done 
all these miraculous signs in their presence, they 
still would not believe in him. This was to fulfil the 
word of Isaiah the prophet …’ We know from Paul 
that they were as blind as bats in a belfry.
You will notice in this section stretching down as 
far as verse 9 that in the original Hebrew, the 
verbs are in the past tense. In other words, 700 
years before the advent and arrival of Jesus, the 



work of the Servant was a signed, sealed, and 
settled reality. Because, in the providence of our 
sovereign God, the future is as certain as the 
past. Men may misunderstand him, and they did; 
but God is made known by him. And that’s where 
God specialises for then and now, by his Spirit, 
he’s in the business of revelation.  
And so the big questions are: In what way did 
they misunderstand Him? And in what context did 
they reject Him? We see here the reality of 
unbelief in verse 1, the reason for unbelief in 
verse 2, and the result of unbelief in verse 3.
He appeared to be insignificant, not important 
(1)
‘Who has believed our report?’ Well, truth be told, 
very few! Yep, not that many. The emphasis here 
is on human responsibility. The ball’s in our court 
to do something about it! Followers of Jesus are 
on a narrow path, not the broad road - we thank 
God for those who are willing to believe, but, 
sadly, the majority aren’t interested at all. It’s the 
last thing on their minds. He doesn’t match their 
expectations. He doesn’t fit the bill. 
Today, this is what pains the heart of preachers of 
the good news - this is their lament week in, week 
out - we proclaim the message of Christ and it is 
so clear and convincing; his sinless and perfect 
life is so beautiful, and his atoning death in our 
place on the cross is so wonderful, that we are 
amazed that anyone could reject it. But they do! 
Many a preacher feels this all too keenly; many a 
parent can identify with it as well - I know mothers 
and fathers who have prayed for long years for 
their children to come to know the Lord and there 

doesn’t seem to be any interest at all! Yes, it’s so 
hard and it’s heart-breaking. Not unlike the Lord 
Jesus when he wept over Jerusalem (Matthew 
23:37) … those words are chilling, ‘and ye would 
not.’ 
‘And to whom has the arm of the Lord been 
revealed?’ A straight answer is, not many. Right 
here, the torchlight shines on divine sovereignty.    
You see, the bottom line is that the message 
about the Servant impressed very few. They did 
not buy into it at all - in fact, their evaluation will 
spiral further down the scale in the next couple of 
verses. 
He appeared to be a nobody, not a somebody 
(2)
That’s what we see reflected in verse 2 - his start 
in life wasn’t that promising, it was really nothing 
much to write home about - the prophet sees him 
as a ‘tender plant’ … 
At his birth, only a few in Israel recognised him 
for who he truly was. There were the shepherds, 
Simeon and Anna, and others ‘who were waiting 
for the redemption of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38). Not 
many hailed his arrival!
But the Father saw it all - he watched approvingly 
as Jesus ‘increased in wisdom and stature and in 
favour with God and man’ (Luke 2:52). First, at 
his baptism, and then again at the transfiguration, 
heaven opened and affirmed the Father’s delight 
and pleasure in his well beloved Son. 
So far as God the Father was concerned, his Son 
was the apple of his eye … so far as the people 
were concerned, he was a plain nobody with little 
or nothing to offer. ‘A tender plant’ highlights that 



his beginning seemed irrelevant and insignificant, 
and totally unpromising. 
I mean, his parents were monochrome people - 
boringly ordinary with no social status in the wider 
community. His first cradle was an animal trough 
nearly a hundred miles from home. He grew up in 
the small village of Nazareth, off the beaten track 
in Galilee, far from the centres of Jewish culture 
and religion. Nazareth was so insignificant that 
it’s not even mentioned in the OT, the Talmud, or 
the writings of Josephus. And when it is spoken 
of, it doesn’t have a particularly good reputation! 
And that’s where ‘the tender plant’ grew up - in a 
place of obscurity for thirty years, working as a 
carpenter in his father’s woodworking shop!
He is also described as ‘a root out of dry ground’ - 
that’s a fascinating turn of phrase, for it’s linked to 
‘a tender plant’ but it has a slightly different edge 
to it. It can be translated to read: ‘a root in a 
parched wilderness portion of the earth.’ That is 
quite remarkable for it speaks of a sapling that no 
one purposely planted and no one cares about! It 
could also refer to a parched root jutting up out of 
the ground that may trip someone!
Really, it’s another way of saying that Jesus was 
unwanted, unimpressive—even feeble and fragile 
in appearance, uncared for by people, and 
someone to be avoided. He gained nothing in 
their eyes from his family origin, social status, or 
education, since he was not trained in a rabbinic 
school. Even his followers were largely unrefined, 
uneducated working men; men who lacked any 
kind of social prestige or influence. 

To think that the Messiah could be a nobody flew 
in the face of public opinion. And even when he 
did open his mouth and teach in the synagogues, 
they simply couldn’t believe it was him! They 
were astonished and ended up making snide 
remarks about his background and upbringing. 
Despite his miracles and a host of amazing things 
which he did in the lives of men and women, by 
and large, Joseph Public was not impressed. 
The truth is, when it comes to Jesus, the Servant 
of Jehovah, you can’t judge a book by its cover. 
So far as they were concerned, they wrote him off 
as someone who wouldn’t make the grade … ‘he 
had no form’ - he wasn’t the kind of person you 
would look at a second time, a man who would 
catch your eye in the market place, he was so 
ordinary - there was nothing impressive about 
him …
‘he had no form or comeliness’ - there was 
nothing majestic about him - no splendour of 
circumstances or clothes … he was just a very 
common five-eight, as we sometimes say … ‘and 
when we see him, there is no beauty that we 
should desire him’ - there is nothing about him 
that causes people to run after him.
This verse is not saying that he was ugly, far from 
it - just that he was unimportant. His was the stuff 
of a nobody, not a somebody. In their eyes, this is 
not what ‘the arm of the Lord’ should look like.
He appeared to be a loser, not a winner (3)
Let’s face it, no one in their right mind wants to 
back a loser!? We read two times over in verse 3 
that ‘he was despised’ … it’s not nice for that to 
happen to any person - it means to be considered 



worthless; it’s when people look down at us; it’s 
an expression of disdain and contempt.
To make matters worse, he was also rejected. It 
means to be forsaken - to be left all alone … he 
certainly knew all about that, didn’t he? Even his 
disciples did a runner on the night of his betrayal 
in the Garden. No one stood by him. 
The emotional pain of rejection … to feel as if 
you’re not wanted, to have a deep inner sense 
that you don’t belong anywhere, for people to 
write you off! Well, Jesus knows all about it.
He is seen here as ‘a Man of sorrows and 
acquainted with grief’ - that’s what inspired the 
hymnwriter to pen: Man of sorrows, what a name, 
for the Son of God who came, Ruined sinners to 
reclaim, Hallelujah, what a Saviour. 
It is true that the sufferings of Jesus climaxed at 
the cross, but they were not confined to Calvary - 
the same is true of his sorrows … here is one 
man, more than any other, who is most familiar 
with grief and anguish and feelings of dereliction. 
The NT records that Jesus wept, but it never says 
that he laughed - an intriguing fact. He must’ve 
done - but when the Bible talks about human 
emotions, it’s always to tell us about his sorrow.
Think of him at the grave of Lazarus in John 11 - 
he wept over the city in Luke 19 - in the Upper 
Room his soul was troubled and heart heavy as 
he contemplated what lay ahead of him … 
Again, the old hymn tells us: In every pang that 
rends the heart, the Man of sorrows has a part, 
he sympathises with our grief, And to the sufferer 
sends relief.

Thank God, that in the Lord Jesus, the suffering 
Servant, the Man of Sorrows, that we have one 
who knows all about our struggles - one who 
sympathises, one who empathises - one who 
feels for us in all our need and who can see us 
through!
Again, see the response - no surprise there, eh. 
We didn’t want to know him, we hid our faces 
from him for in our calculations, he didn’t 
measure up to what we expected of a messiah. 
We loathed him and paid no attention to him. To 
man, he is a loser, not a winner. This man has his 
own problems, what could he possibly do for us!?
And, so, this second stanza is a reminder of the 
Servant’s rejection - he’s insignificant, he’s a 
nobody, he’s a loser … these are heart-rending 
words to focus on for they remind us of what we 
thought of him before we came to faith in him - 
then we were in darkness, we were blind, we 
were cynical, just like them … 
but, thank God, the gospel light shone through, 
and today we love him, we serve him, and we 
look forward to seeing him again, for:
When he comes, our glorious King, All his 
ransomed home to bring, Then anew this song 
we’ll sing, Hallelujah, what a Saviour.
And alongside that aspiration, we also pray with 
Lucy Ann Bennett: O teach me what it meaneth, 
That cross uplifted high, With one, the Man of 
sorrows, Condemned to bleed and die. O teach 
me what it cost thee, To make a sinner whole, 
And teach me, Saviour, teach me, The value of a 
soul.


