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Isaiah 53 
 
 It is entirely fair to suggest—so I have come to believe—that the death of Christ, 
as presented by the Apostle’s Creed, is offered in a manner so seemingly matter of fact, 
that an outsider to the faith (were the Apostle’s Creed their only resource) might very 
well arrive at the conclusion that Christ’s death plays a comparatively insignificant role 
in the Church’s life and witness.  To cite the obvious point of comparison: contrast the 
prosaic notice of his death—“was crucified, died and was buried”—with the care with 
which the deep theological significance of his birth is highlighted, the Creed making 
certain to inform us not only that he is “God’s only Son”, not only that he is “our Lord”, 
not only that he was born of a “virgin”, but (lest we lose the profound significance of any 
of those designations) that he was “conceived by the Holy Spirit.”  Indeed: were we not 
otherwise informed, we might well race past the news that he “was crucified, died and 
was buried” in order to devote ourselves to the far “juicier” claims which await us: that 
he “descended to the dead” (what in the world could that possibly mean?) and—juiciest 
of all—that “on the third day he rose again...”  In short, were the Apostle’s Creed to 
mark our first encounter with the Christian faith, it is entirely conceivable that we would 
come away with the impression that Christ’s death was nothing more than an 
unavoidable (though admittedly unpleasant) stop along the way, serving primarily as a 
bridge between his miraculous birth and his miraculous resurrection.  How easy it would 
be to arrive at that conclusion.  And yes: how profoundly wrong we would be! 

 
***** 

 
 Our first clue...our initial clue once we had dug a wee bit deeper... 

 
  ...the first hint that we had left out a rather important variable from our 
equation... 

 
   ...might well present itself as soon as we read—side by side with 
the Apostle’s Creed—the other ancient Creed that has given shape to the Church’s 
faith, namely the Nicene.  At first glance, there doesn’t appear to be a whole lot of 
difference between those two statements of faith, at least where Christ’s death is 
concerned.  Whereas the Apostle’s Creed claims that he “suffered under Pontius Pilate, 
was crucified died, and was buried”, the Nicene Creed rearranges that sequence, 
stating that he “was crucified under Pontius Pilate, he suffered death and was buried.”  
The differences between those two formulations are, of course trivial. What is not trivial, 
however, is one further difference I have so far failed to name: the fact that the Nicene 
Creed qualifies all of this by remarking that these things happened “for us”...or, as 
some translations put it: “for our sake”, thereby making a claim that is both central to 
the faith but also, quite frankly, shocking to our sensibilities. After all. 



 As a historical puzzle, the events surrounding Christ’s betrayal, arrest, trial, and 
execution have provided (and will continue to provide) a source of unending fascination 
for amateur and professional historians alike.  Boasting a wonderful array of complex 
characters (Judas the betrayer, Caiaphas the institutional protector, Pilate the over-
burdened imperial outsider, Peter and the other frightened male disciples, the Mary’s 
and other loyal women disciples, and of course Jesus himself)...boasting, as well, a 
story-line that is at times utterly riveting: nevertheless, there is nothing here that is 
inherently problematic when taken as a strictly “human” event: an event that can be 
placed side by side with the countless other tragedies that have unfolded across the 
centuries.  But when the Creed (not the Apostle’s but the Nicene) makes the claim that 
all of this happened “for us”, just as that same Creed insists that Christ’s birth took place 
“for us and for our salvation”, we are thereby being placed on notice that this event... 

 
  ...”was crucified, died and was buried”... 

 
   ...was in some ways a “singular” event—a “singularity” if you 
please—an event which, if it is to be comprehended at all, can only be comprehended if 
(in addition to speaking to us of the motives and actions of the human members of the 
cast) is permitted to speak to us of the role God has chosen to play in and through 
these events.  Make no mistake: as soon as we insist that this death transpired “for us”, 
“for our sake”, there is no choice but to invite the Holy One to take His place at the very 
heart of the drama. 
 

***** 
 

 It should be duly noted...at this juncture it must be duly noted...that the Nicene 
Creed’s insistence upon the “for us”, its inclusion of the “for our sake”, takes as its basis 
an impressive foundation in the scriptures of the New Testament.  The fact that I have 
nonetheless chosen to make use for our reading, this morning, none of those New 
Testament texts, but have rather turned to the Old Testament—specifically the 53rd 
chapter of Isaiah—has to do with some of the very special characteristics of that 
remarkable chapter.  Far from being representative of the theology of the Old 
Testament, Isaiah 53 is an outlier.  Indeed: to describe it as an outlier is probably 
something of an understatement!  In truth, Isaiah 53 appears to come from a different 
world than that which shaped virtually every other important section of the Old 
Testament: a testament—a covenant—grounded in a profound call to “personal 
responsibility”, in which each of us as persons... 
 
  ...dare I say each of us as “individuals”?... 
 
   ...is enjoined to acknowledge the extent to which we are ourselves 
responsible—the extent to which we ourselves will be held by God accountable—for our 
own actions, our own failures to act, in short our own deeply personal lived-commitment 
to the way and will of God.  Nor, to be fair, is that sense of grounded personal 
accountability missing from the New Testament.  Nevertheless: so woven into the very 
marrow of the Old Testament is that essential perspective, that it comes as a 



considerable shock to learn of this servant of whom Isaiah sings.  Not shocking that he 
was “despised and rejected by men”, nor that he has “bourne our griefs and carried our 
sorrows”.  But most certainly unexpected to learn that “he was pierced for our 
transgressions...crushed for our iniquities...that upon him was the chastisement that 
brought us peace and that by his wounds we are healed.”  All of that ought to shock us.  
And yes: that it was “the will of the LORD to crush him...”, that it was none other than 
the Holy One of Israel who “put him to grief”, that he “bore the sin of many”...is an 
announcement so out of character with the over-riding tendencies of the first Testament, 
that it is virtually impossible not to sit up and take notice.  More to the point.  As those 
who come to that Old Testament text familiar with the story of Jesus, it is inconceivable 
that we not see the passion of Christ... 

 
  ...his “suffered under Pontius Pilate”, his “was crucified, died and was 
buried”, through the lens provided by Isaiah.  That was certainly true of the ancient 
church which was well familiar with Isaiah 53.  After all, when the evangelist Philip 
comes across the Ethiopian eunuch in the 8th chapter of Acts, it is no mere coincidence 
that the eunuch happens to be reading from Isaiah 53, providing Philip with the ideal 
occasion for sharing with him “the good news about Jesus”.  Beyond that explicit use of 
the Isaiah text, however, stands the far more impressive body of New Testament texts 
which clearly regard the death of Jesus as not merely a human tragedy, but as 
something in which God is implicated, something that was being done “for us,” that was 
being done “for our sake”.  To cite but a small handful of instances. 

 
 From Mark: “...the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for many.”i 
 From John: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth 
and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”ii 
 From Paul: “For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the 
ungodly”.iii 
 Again from Paul: “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also 
received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures.”iv 
 From Hebrews: “...when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for 
sins, he sat down at the right hand of God.v 
 From Peter: “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the 
unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh...”vi 
 And finally, once again from John: ‘...if anyone does sin, we have an advocate 
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.  He is the payment for our sins, and not 
for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.”vii 

 
 The bottom line is this.  Far from being a strictly human tragedy—a human 
tragedy that serves primarily as the link between the miraculous birth of Jesus we 
celebrate at Christmas and his miraculous rising from the dead at Easter—Christ’s “was 
crucified, died and was buried” has a purpose and a significance that transcends the 
strictly human.  Oh yes: there is a whole cast of human actors who are implicated in his 
death.  But God’s hand is also in this troubling event.  Indeed: the very fact that God’s 
hand is at play in the event of Christ’s passion and death, is the thing that does make it 



so troubling—and raises far weightier questions—than would be the case were it a 
strictly human drama; of that there can surely be no doubt. 
 

***** 
 

 There can...I confess... 
 

  ...there can, I confess, also be no doubting the particular challenge the 
preacher (certainly this preacher) faces when seeking to speak of Christ’s death...when 
seeking to speak of God’s hand in Christ’s death...in a way that does not merely 
sweep under the rug, all of the things that might cause us to pause and to wonder why: 
to wonder why God chose to repair the world in so shocking a way.  What precisely 
does it say of God—Creator of heaven and earth—that this was the chosen way in 
which to “restore” heaven and earth: through the death of the Son of Man “who gave his 
life as a ransom for many”?  Was there no other way to bless the “ungodly” than through 
the death of Christ, no alternative but for Christ the “righteous to suffer for the 
unrighteous”, no other option than for Christ to serve as the “payment for our sins”?  
There are, of course, many questions with which Christian theology has wrestled over 
the centuries, but none has occupied more time and energy than this: seeking to “make 
sense” of what we have come to know as the “atonement”, the act through which 
Jesus—the innocent human—pays the price for the actions of everyone else: the 
guilty humans.  On so many levels that cries out for an explanation...and Christian 
theologians (God help them and God help us) have been only too happy to oblige, thus 
giving birth... 

 
  ...thus giving birth to the unending creation of what are most typically 
characterized as “theories of atonement”: theories that seek to “explain” why it 
happened as it happened: not in terms of why certain human actors did what they did, 
rather what it means that God was implicated in all of it, the God to whom Jesus prayed 
at Gethsemane, the God, in other words, whose will was being done when Jesus 
(rather than make his escape from his betrayer), allowed himself to be arrested, allowed 
himself to be tried and executed, doing so utterly convinced that it was, in fact, the will 
of His Father that he do so.  No shortage of “theories” seeking to explain all of that: and 
not because faithless theologians are seeking to answer the questions of faithless 
Christians who should be willing to swallow hard and resign themselves to “blind faith”, 
but because in many ways the character of God is at stake in all of this!  What kind of 
God would require such a thing in order to make peace with the world, in order to 
reconcile the world to Himself?  Those are not trivial questions...far from it!  And 
yet...and yet... 

 
  ...given the endless ink that has been spilled spinning out “theories” of the 
atonement...given the stark truth that none of these theories—considered on their own 
or even all of these theories tied together in a pretty gift-wrapped package—fully satisfy 
the hearts and minds of those who struggle to comprehend the ways of God... 

 



   ...given the inevitable fact that here, especially, our words will 
always fall short of the mark: isn’t silence the wiser course?  Given that here, 
especially—as we approach Good Friday—we find ourselves not merely standing on 
holy ground, but approaching the inner sanctum, the “holy of holies”: is there not good 
reason simply to acknowledge that here we confront a deep mystery...not merely a 
puzzle but an inexhaustible source of wonder: and for that very reason, that all of our 
attempts at peeking behind the curtain are bound to fall short of the mark?  Is this not, in 
short, the place where our silent adoration will take us further than any words I might be 
able to offer on this Passion Sunday or—for that matter—on any other Sunday? 

 
***** 

 
 In truth...in truth...I have a hard time not answering all of those questions with a 
“yes”: a hard time not acknowledging that our grateful silence may well be a more fitting 
offering than any words I can manage as we draw near to the Cross of Jesus Christ.  
And yes: I make that statement as someone who has, on more than one occasion—
either on Passion Sunday or on Good Friday—had the presumption to “explore” one or 
more of the ways in which theologians past and present have tried to grapple with the 
mystery of Christ’s passion and death: attempts which, even at their best, have left me 
appreciating why it is that we so often choose to shape worship services for Passion 
Sunday and Good Friday which substitute something else—a skit, a cantata, an 
elongated children’s time, anything else!—so as to avoid the insertion of a sermon, 
doing so quite understandably on an occasion fraught with meaning but also fraught 
with danger.  And yes: lest I risk doubling the length of an already “lengthy” sermon by 
attempting to roll out my “preferred” theory of the atonement... 

 
  ...this year’s preferred version, at any rate... 

 
   ...or worse still, attempt to offer you a “reader’s digest” compendium 
of the best known such theories...heaven forbid... 

 
 What I will say is this. 

 
 When I survey the wondrous Cross...as I have surveyed it over the years...I am 
increasingly struck by how important it is for us, as our essential starting point, to view 
the events of Good Friday from the perspective of Christmas.  Knowing full well that 
the connections between Good Friday and Easter seem far clearer...and those 
connections are, of course, very real and very important... nonetheless, the link between 
Christmas (the feast of the incarnation) and Good Friday (the observance of Christ’s 
death on the Cross)...is a link we sever at our peril.  And I am reminded... 

 
  ...reminded of one cheeky theologian’s paraphrase of John 3:16: the verse 
that tells us that God so loved the world that He sent His only Son.  My cheeky 
theologian friend paraphrased that to read:  “God so loved the world...that He sent... 
someone else.”  But of course... 

 



   ...if God truly “was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself”, then it 
was not “someone else” who was sent by God, but it was—in truth—God paying a 
house-call: taking on the full responsibility and the full risk of what it means to lead a 
human life in this very uncertain world: not tip-toeing in to test the waters, but taking the 
plunge and taking on the full burden of what it means to be a human being: a human 
person in the midst of a world in which we knew, long before the advent of COVID-19, 
that bad things happen to good people.  Which, of course, is precisely what happened 
to the man named Jesus!  

 
 That there is more at stake in the Cross of Jesus Christ than God’s deep 
participation in the life of the world—God’s eternal gesture of solidarity with this, our 
world—is not to be doubted.  But, at a bare minimum, there was—and still is—this much 
at stake: God entering the life of the world, Father, Son & Holy Spirit, conspiring 
together to transform the world: not as outsiders to the world, but as full participant in 
the world, through the Son of God incarnate: the Word made flesh, in the flesh of the 
man Jesus. God in our midst!  Not pulling strings from a safe-distance...but initiating a 
process of radical redemption...an act of daring renewal...and doing so as an “inside 
job”...doing so despite the inevitable risk it would entail and the inevitable price it would 
exact!  Above all, doing so—from start to finish—as an action that needs no further 
“explanation”, no further “accounting” than that it was undertaken out of love...that its 
sole motive was love and yes!  As the Nicene Creed so rightly insists, that it was 
undertaken “for us”.  “For our sake”.  “For us...and for our salvation.”  So much more 
could be said; that much, however, must be not be left unsaid! 

 
...he was pierced for our transgressions; 

    he was crushed for our iniquities; 
upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, 

    and with his wounds we are healed. 
 

 The Gospel of Christ!  Praise to You, Lord Jesus Christ. 

i Mark 10: 45 
ii John 12: 24 
iii Romans 5:6 
iv 1st Corinthians 15: 3 
v Hebrews 10:12 
vi 1 Peter 3:18 
vii 1 John 2:2 

                                                      


