
A plan to take the fall
Isaiah 52:13-53:12

In Hollywood, the rescue plan unfolds on silver screens like this: a good 
looking hero wearing an eye-catching costume makes a big entrance, and 
responds to  life-threatening danger in a split-second decision of heroic 
intervention.

Sometimes, the films we watch - or the real lives we know about - tell a more 
moving story.  They are stories that people will read and watch and buy, 
because of the power in them.  Stories of ordinary people showing 
extraordinary courage, choosing to sacrifice themselves in some way to 
respond to the danger or need of others.

But the most powerful and life-defining story in this world is one that few 
people even notice.  It’s the story that Isaiah 53 tells us about a man who 
carried out God’s plan.  It starts in vv.1-3 by telling us it’s not a glamorous 
story, which is why people don’t even think to believe it.

v.2 tells us that this man didn’t make a big entrance or do attention seeking 
things.  He just grew up in this world, gradually emerging amongst us as the 
one living thing in the dry and barren ground of humankind.  This man wasn’t 
good looking and He didn’t draw the eye.  In fact, people looked away from 
Him, ignored Him.  He is the kind of man that people choose not to notice and 
not to think about.

v.3 says that this man was not hoisted up on our shoulders as a hero of the 
people, or applauded by the rest of us for a courageous act of sacrifice.  
Instead, this man was despised and rejected, mocked and maligned, in life 
and in death.

This is not a likely story.  It is not the kind of story that people like to read or 
watch or hear.  But it is the truest and deepest story there ever was.  This 
story is narrated by two parties: God and humanity, reconciled and reunited, 
share this story, and tell it together.

God speaks about His servant and His people.  He speaks at the beginning 
and the end, the first say and the last say.  In the middle, in 53:1-6, speak the 
human beings who know the story and want to tell it too.
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‘Who has believed our message and to  whom has the arm of the Lord been 
revealed?  Here’s the story, in vv.4-6; here’s the message.  Let’s see if you 
know it, and if you believe it.

v.4 says that there was once a man, a perfect servant of God, who took upon 
Himself all of the sufferings, sorrows, pains and sicknesses of human life.  He 
experienced the symptoms of this disease all through His life, as v.3 tells us.  
But He had come not only to sympathise, but to take on the root cause of all 
our suffering.

This man took on the deepest human sickness.  Sin.  So v.5 tells us what 
became of the man.  ‘He was pierced for our trangressions, He was crushed 
for our iniquities.’  The language of the whole poem drives it home for us.  He 
was ‘oppressed and afflicted... led like a lamb to the slaughter...’ (v.7), 
‘stricken’ (v.8), ‘assigned a grave’ (v.9), ‘crushed and caused to suffer’ (v.10), 
He ‘poured out His life unto death’ (v.12).  This man gave up His life to die for 
us.

Right throughout the story in this poem, the image of this man dying is linked 
with our wrongdoing, our rebelling against God.  This man died, not to be 
punished for what He had done, but for what we had done.  He was stepping 
in to  take the blame, and the actual punishment, for every evil, wrongful, 
foolish, thoughtless, selfish, spiteful, rebellious, hurtful and harmful thing in 
the lives of other human beings.

v.6 tells us that all of us need this sacrifice.  We’re like sheep, who wander off 
and do our own thing, forgetting that there’s a Shepherd in charge of us 
whose lead we need to  follow to stay alive.  Sheep are idiots, frankly.  They 
don’t know what they’re doing.  They need the Shepherd.

No human being will listen to, far less believe, a story about a Good 
Shepherd laying down His life for the sheep, unless they become humble 
enough to  realise that they too are a foolish, helpless sheep.  Like a sheep, 
I’m an idiot.  Left to  myself, I wander off and do things wrong and head for 
death.  But I know that there is a Shepherd, and I know what this man has 
done for me.

This man is Jesus Christ.  The language of Jesus and His first followers in the 
New Testament points back to the language of this story in Isaiah.  Jesus, a 
human like us, died to take the punishment for other human beings.
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He could pay the price, because there is one way in which He is not like us.  
He is God Himself.  Perfect.  Without sin.  The only One able to  present a 
clean record book before God the Father and say, ‘swap my record book with 
all these blotted and stained ones, Father.’

These days, there are voices that are calling us to think again about why 
Jesus died.  ‘It can’t be,’ they say, ‘that God the Father would have His own 
Son killed, His own Son brutally punished, to pay for our sin.’  They say, ‘God 
can forgive us if He wants to - He doesn’t need to kill His Son for that!  Jesus’ 
death was an example to us of sacrificial love, or perhaps a public 
demonstration that He was going to destroy death when He was raised back 
to life.’

Yes, Jesus’ sacrificial living and dying is an example for people to follow as 
they follow Him.  Yes, Jesus’ death was so public and clear that His 
resurrection was a remarkable announcement to the world that Jesus had 
really conquered death.

But it was also an atoning sacrifice for your sin, and mine.  Isaiah 53 insists 
on it, repeats it time and again, marvels at it.

The human voice says it in this poem: ‘He was pierced for our 
transgressions’ (v.5); ‘crushed for our iniquities’ (v.5); ‘the Lord has laid on 
Him the iniquity of us all’ (v.6).  God’s voice joins in: ‘for the transgression of 
my people He was stricken’ (v.8); ‘my righteous servant will justify many and 
bear their iniquities’ (v.11); ‘For He bore the sin of many, and made 
intercession for the transgressors’ (v.12).

Question - Why doesn’t God just choose to say, ‘I forgive you’ without Jesus 
having to die for us?

God did not just choose to wait until we felt bad for rejecting or forgetting Him, 
then wait for us to  say ‘I’m sorry’ before replying, ‘That’s okay, let’s just forget 
about it.’  Thinking that things would work that way totally underestimates the 
power and reality of sin.

People don’t just wake up one day and think to themselves, ‘I really haven’t 
thought about God very much - I’m going to change my life and follow Him 
now.’  Sin is a power that grips us and keeps us blind to God.  But Jesus 
broke into a sleepwalking world and died to sin, to break its power over us.
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And people don’t just come to God and confess their list of wrongdoings, then 
have Him say, ‘That’s okay, let’s start again,’ then go on to live a perfect life.  
Rather than seeing His treasured human creations spend every day of their 
lives coming to Him burdened with new lists of things to  say sorry for, with 
nothing ever being done about any of our sin; God chose to give His Son 
Jesus Christ, to free us from the guilt of sin forever.

So yes, I can come day by day to God with an open and honest expression of 
where I’ve sinned.  But I can do  that, not just hoping that He’ll turn a blind eye 
for the millionth time, but knowing that He’s already paid the price for this sin 
in Jesus Christ.

Because of that death, there is freedom, and there is no fear for me when I 
come to open my life up to God.  There’s no  worry about when God’s 
patience might just wear out.  There’s only the knowledge that Jesus Christ 
has done all that was needed so that from now into forever, I know that 
before God, I am ‘not guilty’ and I am welcome.

So yes, an all-powerful God could just choose to say, ‘Forget about your sin, I 
forgive you.’  But this God who is so full of holiness and justice does 
something to deal with the power of sin.  And this God who is so full of love 
for you, does the most radical, sacrificial, loving thing possible for you to have 
a relationship with Him that is free of fear, guilt and condemnation.  He chose 
the most loving way, the way that most benefits you and me.  He chose the 
cross.

And here is the incredible thing about reading of this in Isaiah 53.  This was 
always God’s plan.  Isaiah was a prophet who wrote His book nearly 800 
years before Jesus of Nazareth was nailed to  a cross.  And whilst Isaiah 
didn’t know the name of the man he was writing about, God’s Holy Spirit 
enabled him to predict 800 years in advance what we find in vv.7-9...

That an innocent man would go to His death, without complaint, on behalf of 
God’s people.  That He would be buried in the grave of a rich man (the 
Hebrew in v.9 speaks of ‘a rich man,’ singular).  All of this happened to Jesus 
Christ.  God was announcing the plan in advance.

Hollywood heroes jump in at the last minute, sometimes putting their lives on 
the line in a split second.  There are some powerful and compelling stories 
about people who decide in advance, perhaps hours or days beforehand, that 
they will die so that another person might live, because they are responding 
to the circumstances before them.
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But God the Father and God the Son agreed from before the foundation of 
the world, that the Son of God would live and breathe and laugh and grieve, 
and then spill blood to die as a human being.  In the deep counsel of eternity, 
God planned that God the Father would give His only Son to a brutal death 
for you.  God the Spirit revealed it to the world in His Word eight centuries in 
advance.

Look at v.10.  It was no accident that Jesus died.  It wasn’t an emergency 
Plan B after we humans messed up this world.  ‘It was the Lord’s will to crush 
Him and cause Him to suffer.’  God the Father willed this to happen.  Even 
though, just one verse before in v.9, we read that Jesus was innocent.  Why 
would God the Father will that His own innocent Son should be crushed to 
death?  v.6 says, ‘The Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.’  It was for 
our sakes.

Look at v.7.  God the Son was in on the plan, and fully on board.  There was 
no kicking and screaming from Jesus Christ when they led Him up the hill to 
have nails banged into His wrists and ankles.  Even in the garden the night 
before, when Jesus pleaded with His Father, ‘If there is another way, God, 
please let’s do that instead...’  Even then, He concluded, ‘Yet not my will, but 
yours, Father.’

Never did Jesus deviate from His commitment to see us safe from sin and 
death.  He knew the plan.  He had agreed it with His Father God.  He 
submitted to it.  He walked this world with the shadow of the cross looming 
larger every day, knowing it was coming.  He shared food and wine and 
sunny days and lively parties with human friends whom He knew would deny 
Him when the day of execution came.

He prayed for those friends and followers, and for you and me and everyone 
else who would believe in Him, because our lives and our destinies were first 
on His heart and mind that night before He was killed by humankind.  He 
went to His death, with acceptance, purpose, determination, and love.

Can you imagine the heights and depths of the love of a God who would not 
only die a death like this for you, but who would plan to do this from all 
eternity?  A God who made a beautiful world, and instead of filling it with soul-
less robots who would keep the garden perfectly tidy; filled it with treasured 
human children whom He knew would break the world, break faith with Him, 
and go their own way.
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A God who would be prepared to make boys and girls, men and women with 
a will, which He knew they would willfully use to walk away from Him.  A God 
who willed to give His own Son to  die so that they might be brought to life 
with a God who loves them even that much.

Silent Reflection - God planned for Jesus to die for you before the world was 
made.

Here’s what God announced in Isaiah 53 about the results of the death of this 
perfect servant of God.  There are wonderful results for some human beings, 
and wonderful results for Jesus Christ Himself.

v.11 reads in the NIV, ‘...by His knowledge my righteous servant will justify 
many.’  There’s a footnote to that you’ll see at the bottom: ‘by knowledge of 
Him.’  The human beings who benefit from Jesus’ death are the ones who 
know Jesus Christ, who know what He went through and experienced and 
why, who put their life and faith and trust in Him.  v.11 says that those people 
will be ‘justified.’

To be justified means to be found innocent.  So Jesus’ death enables those 
who trust in it to stand before God like a person in court before a judge, 
knowing that the verdict God will give us is, ‘Not guilty.’

v.6 tells us more.  More than just a legal status of innocence before God, 
because of Jesus taking the punishment due to  us, we have peace.  This is 
what God wants for human beings.  It’s peace as in, ‘the ending of hostilities 
between God and mankind.’  And it’s peace as in, ‘the wholeness and fullness 
of wellbeing that comes from being restored by God.’

v.6 also  says, ‘By His wounds we are healed.’  That’s a real image of Jesus 
taking on all our ills to bring us life.  He takes the wounds, we take the 
healing.  He sucks the poison of sin out of our lives, taking it on to  deal with in 
His body.  He takes on what is fatal to Him to  save our lives.  There’s no-one 
else who can do this.  So thank God that Jesus did.

The poem starts and ends with God declaring the wonderful results of His 
suffering servant’s sacrificial death for the servant Himself.  First of all, as vv.
10-11 tell us, this servant will not remain dead.  Jesus, going through death, 
will again ‘see the light of life.’

And this is what Jesus will enjoy in His resurrected life.  v.11 tells us that He 
will see the results of His suffering and be satisfied (the NIV footnote follows 
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the main Hebrew text more closely).  Jesus will see what His sacrificial life 
and death has accomplished, and He’ll have that wonderful sense that it has 
all been worth it.

He’ll see multitudes of people like you and me, living a new life, now and 
forever - free from fear, guilt, sin, death, and judgement.  People worshipping 
God once more, instead of ignoring or rejecting Him.  People becoming free 
to be who God made them to be, for all eternity.

v.10 tells us that He’ll see offspring.  Isaiah wouldn’t have known it when he 
wrote this, but Jesus would not have a physical family of descendants.  But 
He would have a family of people in this world whose family name is His.  We 
are Christians, we are followers of Jesus Christ, belonging to Him now and 
forever.  We are His.

52:13-15 tell us that Jesus will be raised, lifted up and highly exalted.  He will 
receive all honour, power and glory at the end of all His work in this world.  
Although in this world He was ignored and despised, one day every head will 
turn, and every knee will bow at the name of Jesus.

And 53:12 closes with the promise that for Jesus, there will be great reward 
for all that He has done.  Let us praise God for Jesus’ life, death and 
resurrection.  Let us praise Jesus Christ for giving His life up to death so that 
we may live life to  the full, now and forever.  And let us praise our God that 
He chose to do this in love for us from the dawn of time, to  change this world 
and our lives for all time.
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