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20th  November 2011

How Did he Know That?

Reading:

Isaiah 52: 13- 53:12
13 See, my servant will act wisely; he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted.

14 Just as there were many who were appalled at him— his appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man and his form marred beyond human likeness—

15 so will he sprinkle many nations, and kings will shut their mouths because of him. For what they were not told, they will see, and what they have not heard, they will understand.
1 Who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed?

2 He grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry ground. He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.

 3 He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.    

 4Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.

5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.

6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.    

7He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.

 8 By oppression and judgment he was taken away. And who can speak of his descendants? For he was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgression of my people he was stricken.

 9 He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death, though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth.    

 10Yet it was the LORD's will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the LORD makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the LORD will prosper in his hand.

 11 After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities.

 12 Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.

Sermon
I’m sure all of us have watched magic programmes on the telly when a member of the audience has been asked to pick one card out of a pack. The magician tells him not to disclose which one it is. Then, without seeing it, the magician correctly names the card. The audience gasps: “How did he know that?” It must be a trick but we don’t know how he did it.

Today we’re looking at a passage in the Bible where we could certainly ask, “How did he know that?” For those of us in Home Groups, this week we’re about to study the last in the Old Testament Series in E100. This last study is all about the Prophets. Prophecy can be a difficult subject. A notice on a village hall door once read, “Due to unforeseen circumstances there will be no clairvoyant meetings here until further notice”.  But when we talk about real prophets there is none greater than Isaiah. But what do we know about him?  We ought to ask four questions:

First, who was he?  He was born about 800 years before Christ – about the time Rome and Athens were founded and tin started to be mined in Cornwall - a long, long time ago. His parents were high born and they were Godly people. We know that because they gave him the name Isaiah, which means ‘salvation of God’.  He was brought up in the Royal Court. His father was the son of a King and a brother of the King of Judah. He moved in high society and was very wealthy. He married a prophetess and together God used them to bring his word to the nation.  He prophesied for 60 years. In that time four kings came and went.  At a great age he was killed by the wicked king Manasseh. There is no doubt that Isaiah was one of the greatest prophets of all time. When Handel came to write the Messiah he quoted from Isaiah more than any other book. Isaiah speaks more of salvation than any other prophet in the Old Testament. 
Second question: what do we know about his book? The structure is quite extraordinary. Isaiah looks like the whole Bible in miniature. It has 66 chapters. The Bible has 66 books. Isaiah is divided into 2 parts, the first with 39 chapters, the second with 27. The Bible is divided into two parts – the Old Testament with 39 chapters, the New Testament with 27. The beginning of the Bible, Genesis, speaks of man’s sin. The beginning of Isaiah speaks of the sorry state that Israel has got itself into. The New Testament begins with John the Baptist announcing the coming of Jesus.  Chapter 40 of Isaiah, the chapter after the break between the two parts, proclaims, “Prepare the Way of the Lord”. And Isaiah finishes with a vision of the new heaven and the new earth just like Revelation, the last book in the Bible. 

Isaiah says more about Jesus than any other Old Testament book. It tells of his birth, his background, his character and his anointing with the Holy Spirit. It gives a clearer picture of the sufferings of Christ than anything else in the Old Testament. It’s so accurate that many people have questioned whether it could possibly have been written before Christ was born. They said “How could Isaiah know that?”  That was until 1948 when a scroll of the book of Isaiah was found. This copy was certified as dating from 100 years BC. Then there was no doubt. The book of Isaiah was indeed supernaturally prophetic.

Third question: What was happening to Israel at the time that Isaiah lived? The answer is very sad. Many years before, the whole nation had been rescued from slavery in Egypt. Moses had led them out into the Promised Land. Eventually Samuel anointed David as king and Israel reached its peak. Then David’s son, Solomon, despite being the wisest man who ever lived, disobeyed God by marrying foreign wives and worshipping foreign gods. The nation split in two. Their fortunes declined dramatically. The people blamed the Philistines and other enemies for their parlous state. But they couldn’t see that the only people they could really blame were themselves. They had moved far away from God and he’d allowed their enemies to wreak havoc. If they’d only listened to Him and obeyed they’d have never slipped from the wonderful situation they enjoyed in David’s time.

It’s easy to say to ourselves how stupid Israel was. But I wonder if their story rings a bell with any of us on a personal basis?  We may have enjoyed wonderful times of blessing in the past but we’ve made decisions that we knew were wrong. We might want to blame others but really the fault is ours and we’ve suffered accordingly. 
The fourth, and most important question, is what was the thrust of Isaiah’s message? This morning we are looking at Isaiah 53 where we see that the prophet had quite amazing insight into the character of someone who was to be born way off into the future. 
Ever since David’s death the Jews have been expecting another one like him, the Messiah, a king who would save them from their oppression. But when he came he didn’t look or behave like the one they’d expected. Before he came to Earth he was greatly revered in Heaven. When he returned to Heaven he was exalted and sat down at the right hand of God. But the last sight most Jews had of him was of a naked man in agony with blood trickling down his face from a crown of thorns; his side, hands and feet pierced, his back covered with lacerations – not a pretty sight.  

Last Sunday was Remembrance Sunday when we recalled the heroes of the past who died awful deaths that we might live in a free country. Somehow Isaiah foresaw in his prophecy a figure, not a mighty, conquering king, but one, like those in two World Wars, who died as a sacrifice for others. 
In exactly one year’s time, America will go to the polls to elect a new president. What sort of person will people be looking for? – a great leader, attractive, personable, quick witted, decisive?  That’s the sort of person we all look to lead us.  But what sort of person did Isaiah see in the future? He described him as a “shoot out of dry ground” He was certainly not a physically attractive man. Nowhere in the New Testament did anyone think to describe what he looked like.  He must have been nondescript at best. In fact he was despised by many and familiar with pain and suffering.  He was rejected. People hid their faces from him.
Once in India, by a riverbank, Dame Clara Butt sang the Negro spiritual, “Were you there when they crucified my Lord?”  At the end there was silence.  And then a voice cried out, “We were all there.”  But we turned away. The one Isaiah saw so far into the future was a rejected man.
Why was this man crucified?  What had he done wrong? What awful crime had he committed? The answer is he did nothing wrong at all. But we have. As Isaiah said “All we, like sheep, have gone astray”. If we have a car crash and, if we have a good insurer, we’ll get a replacement car to drive. We all have made a car crash of our lives. We need a replacement. Crudely put, Jesus came to be a replacement for us.
In 1941 in Auschwitz a young Polish sergeant committed a small crime and was sentenced to death. He begged for mercy so that he might eventually see his wife and daughters again. His pleas fell on deaf ears until one man went to the prison guards and said, “I know that you require a death for the crimes committed by that young man. I am prepared to replace him – to take his punishment for him”.  So, on August 14th 1941, Father Maximilian Kolbe, a Franciscan Friar, aged 47, was given a lethal injection after suffering 3 weeks complete starvation. That young Polish soldier did eventually get back to see his family. But while he was alive, every year he made a pilgrimage to Auschwitz to place flowers on the mass grave in which the body of Father Kolbe lay. In a few minutes we too shall be doing the same thing – we shall be making our pilgrimage as we come up to the table and remember the one who was prepared to replace us and take our punishment for us. The one difference is that whereas Father Kolbe died Jesus rose again and is alive with us now.
Another extraordinary thing that Isaiah foresaw was the Messiah’s amazing restraint.  Everyone who died that awful death on a cross cried out in agony and shouted in fury at those who were putting them to death. They cursed and they swore. Both of those who were crucified with Jesus did that until one of them realised that Jesus was completely innocent. In fact Jesus could have called down legions of angels to take him down from the Cross and set him free but he was determined to complete the mission his father had sent him to do. All through his trial, his walk to Calvary, the nails being driven in and the hours of excruciating pain he remained calm and never cursed. Isaiah again – “he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before his shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth”. All those years before, Isaiah got that absolutely right too. 

The whole Bible is very special but these words from Isaiah seem, dare I say it, even more so. They were not only so incredibly accurate but they were used to tremendous effect. We read in our New Testament lesson the story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch. This high-ranking official was sitting in chariot looking at a book when Philip, the apostle, was told by God to go up and ask him what he was reading.  And, of course it was Isaiah 53.  But it made no sense to the eunuch and he had no idea who it all referred to. Philip explained the passage to him. Through this Old Testament prophecy the man understood what Jesus had done for him. He wanted the change that only Jesus can bring and asked to be baptised immediately.
On the surface Isaiah 53 is very sad and if we read it with meaning it’s difficult not shed tears over it.  But underlying it is a sense of tremendous achievement, a job done, a joyous return.  And why not? 
In the famous hymn “Rock of Ages” one of the lines in the first verse is “Be of sin the double cure”.  What does it mean - “double cure “? Supposing a man has an illness. He goes to the doctor. The doctor gives him some pills to cure the illness. Not only do they cure the illness but they prevent him from catching that illness again in the future. The doctor has given him a “double cure”. 
When Jesus died on the Cross he gave everyone who wanted to receive it a cure for all the things they had done wrong in their lives. He took them all on his shoulders. That’s the first cure. Soon afterwards he poured out his Holy Spirit who directs us and helps us to do what God wants us to do. That’s the second cure. Just like the Ethiopian eunuch each one of us must go to the “doctor” individually and ask for the double cure.
All this Isaiah foresaw hundreds of years before Jesus. It is without doubt the clearest and most accurate prophecy ever written. It was no magic trick but how did he know all that?  We certainly can’t tell. Maybe he couldn’t really tell either. He probably just simply wrote down the words that were given to him, not properly understanding the full reality of them. But we are so glad that he did. Philip and the eunuch were glad. George Frederick Handel was delighted too. Isaiah’s prophecy shows so clearly the work that only the Son of God could come to Earth to do. Millions of people down the centuries have been and are so grateful for his life and his death which can set us free. Isaiah was a special man with a very special message about a unique being for whom we should all be eternally thankful.   
ME  

