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Proper: Isaiah 52:13—53:12; Psalm 22; Hebrews 10:16-25; John 18:1—19:42 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

There’s a very good column about Good Friday in this month’s 

issue of Christianity Today (April, 2019: 26). Derek Rishmawy talks 

about how sermons on this day can be awfully uncomfortable to 

listen to. In fact, the whole Good Friday liturgy can be 

uncomfortable to sit through. “Perhaps,” he says, “that’s because 

they invite us to sit in the midnight passages of Scripture, caught 

up with suffering, death, and the purposes of God. For many of 

us, it is a trial to read Good Friday texts and still see God as good.” 

I think that’s true for a lot of people. But it’s not the purpose of 

Good Friday worship to leave us grieving that the one true God 

subjected his Son to the horrors of this day. That’s the problem 

that has moved some folks to want to abandon this God for 

something kinder and gentler. So it behooves us who are 

committed to worshipping this God and following his Son to go 

deeper into those “midnight passages of Scripture” in order to 

understand what’s really going on, and to be able to tell others 

with confidence the real story of God’s eternal purposes. 

Some 700 years before Jesus, God gave to the prophet Isaiah the 

vision about the Suffering Servant. The bit of it that we just read 

is one of the central parts of that vision. From Isaiah’s time until 

Jesus, it was murky, difficult for God’s people to understand who 

exactly that prophecy was talking about. The general conclusion 

among the rabbis and scribes was that the Suffering Servant was 

really the whole nation of Israel, the whole of God’s people, who 

have suffered repeatedly throughout their history, from their 

slavery in Egypt to the Holocaust in Europe. And that explains a 

lot about their understanding of their relationship with God and 

their resignation to suffering for the sake of being built up in 

righteousness. And so it was that 2,000 years ago when God’s 



people were busy looking for the promised Messiah, and John the 

Baptist was preaching about how that Messiah would come with 

a winnowing fork in his hand to gather in the wheat and burn the 

chaff with unquenchable fire (Mt 3:12; Lk 3:17), nobody was thinking 

about the Suffering Servant of Isaiah. “My servant shall prosper; 

he shall be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high”— That 

sounds like our man, most people would have thought. But 

everything Isaiah says after that—that’s not any kind of savior we 

should be looking for.  

But as with so much of the Old Testament, it looks a whole lot 

different when you read Jesus into it. And that requires the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit. So it wasn’t until after Pentecost that 

the apostles were able to recognize Jesus as Isaiah’s Suffering 

Servant, and to see him on every page of the Scriptures. And when 

you read it through the lens of Maundy Thursday, Good Friday 

and Easter—not as three distinct events, but one great event in 

three acts—you begin to see the goodness of God.  

“It is [Jesus’] treatment by God that is unnerving,” Mr Rishmawy 

says. He was completely innocent, yet Isaiah says, “It was the will 

of the Lord to crush him with pain.” But how, we want to ask, 

does that serve the purposes of God, and what does that say about 

the way he treats his servants? If that servant were just an ordinary 

man, it would paint a very dark picture of God. But when we 

recognize the servant as God’s own Son, things begin to look 

quite different; a light begins to shine in the darkness. It’s the 

Incarnation that changes everything, the fact that the second 

Person of the Trinity took human flesh and was born as one of us, 

and that it’s God himself coming to suffer and die for our sake in 

order to rob death of its power over us and to break the grave’s 

hold on us. Just take what Isaiah says and change ‘he’ to ‘God’: 

“God was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our 

iniquities; upon God was the punishment that made us whole, and 

by God’s bruises, we are healed.” Paul says that “the sting of death 

is sin” (1Cor 15:56), but by dying himself the Son of God has taken 

the sting out of death; and by rising from the dead he has broken 

it’s hold on us. 



So where’s the goodness of God on Good Friday? It’s in doing 

himself for us what we couldn’t possibly have done for ourselves. 

That’s why Isaiah can say, “my servant shall prosper; he shall be 

exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high.” Compare that to 

what Jesus says of himself in reference to his crucifixion: “And I, 

when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself” 

(Jn 12:32). “Just as there were many who were astonished at him,” 

Isaiah says, “so marred was his appearance, beyond human 

semblance, and his form beyond that of mortals— so he shall 

startle many nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of 

him; for that which had not been told them they shall see, and that 

which they had not heard they shall contemplate.” That’s the 

goodness of God; and that’s why this Friday is a Good day. In the 

Name of… 
a.m.d.g. 
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