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Isaiah 53:4-6 

The Divine Substitute 

The Song of the Suffering Servant (Isaiah 52:13-53:12)
The Divine Servant (52:13-15)
The Divine Sufferer (53:1-3)
The Divine Substitute (53:4-6)
The Divine Sacrifice (53:7-9) 
The Divine Satisfaction (53:10-12) 

What is the meaning of suffering? Why do the righteous suffer? Why do bad things happen to good people? 
Why do good things happen to bad people? You have asked those questions in quiet moments of reflection.  

Isaiah probes the meaning of suffering far beyond Job. The meaning of suffering is found in vicarious, 
substitutionary atonement that results in full redemption of the guilty sinner. In the Suffering Servant we see 
the pure suffering for the unholy and impure, and the righteous suffering for the unrighteous. Isaiah sees the 
accumulated sufferings in the Servant’s being wounded, bruised, chastised, pierced-through, plagued, 
crushed––not for His own sins, but for ours. He carried on His own person the sins of the world. Yahweh 
provided His own holy Substitute for the unholy.  

In the passage before us Isaiah explains the reason for the unparalleled suffering of the divine Substitute. It is 
as if the prophet stands beneath the cross of Jesus Christ with Mary, Martha and John and looks intensely at 
the bleeding body of the Suffering Savior.  

Isaiah concentrates on the divine Substitute who suffers in our stead. As we stand at the foot of the cross 
with Isaiah, we see Him taking our place. He makes atonement for our sin. He died for you and me. Perhaps 
there is no better commentary on this great stanza than 2 Corinthians 5:21. God made the Servant "who 
knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him." Isaiah takes us 
directly to the cross.  

THE VICARIOUS SUFFERING OF THE DIVINE SUBSTITUTE (v. 4) 

Surely our griefs He Himself bore,
And our sorrows He carried;
Yet we ourselves esteemed Him stricken,
Smitten of God, and afflicted.  

The word the prophet uses for "sickness" can mean a variety of illnesses. Isaiah is speaking of sin sickness.  
But he also refers top the removal of the consequences of this sin sickness.  
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But he also refers top the removal of the consequences of this sin sickness.  

     
Isaiah introduces a confident majesty. The idea of a substitution now clearly 
comes to the foreground. He brings out the contrast between the righteous 
One and the sickness and grief of the many. The griefs and sorrows the 
divine Sufferer bears are not His own. The observers now realize the Sufferer 
is suffering because of His identification with them. He is not the target of 
divine wrath because of something He has done. He is dying as a substitute. 
He is dying on their behalf.  

The emphasis is on the pronoun "He." "He bore" our griefs. He lifted up and 
carried away our griefs and sorrows. “He lifted up our illnesses, he carried 
our pain”  (NET). The divine Substitute takes the sin in its consequences that 
belong to us, lifts them up, i.e. loaded them upon Himself, and carries them 
away.  

The Hebrew scholars Keil and Delitzsch are very helpful suggesting that it is, 
"the toilsome bearing of a burden that has been taken up." He has taken the 
debt of sin upon Himself, and carries it as His own, i.e. "to look at it and feel 
it as one's own (Lev. 5:1, 17)." Therefore, He has born the punishment 
occasioned by sin and made expiation for it. The person bearing the sin is not 
himself the guilty person. He bore them in His own person that he might 
deliver us from them. This is the whole idea of substitution or representation. 
He became our representative for sin and died in our place.  

What are the consequences of our sins? We live in a day when people want 
the freedom to do as they please, but they do not want the consequences of 
their choices. You are free to choose, but you are not free to choose your 
consequences.  

The listeners to Isaiah's poem did not want to face the consequences of their 
sins. They pointed their finger and said we regard Him as being punished by 
God with this loathsome and horrible disease. They looked upon the 
punishment as the punishment for His own sins. They measured the sin of 
the Sufferer by the sufferings that He endured. They reasoned like Job's 
friends, He must have been suffering for His own great sins. They saw Him 
as the one stricken with a "hateful, shocking disease."  

Those who gather around the cross shouting their insults had come to the 
same conclusion in their biased minds. "Let's see if God will deliver Him" 
(Luke 23:35). The implication is that if He is innocent God will deliver Him. 
If He doesn't deliver Him from the cross we will know He is guilty. They 
believed the lies of the religious leaders who claimed He was guilty of 
blasphemy. They had no idea that it was for their sins He was dying.  

Please don't miss the emphasis Isaiah is making. I like the way Alexander 
Maclaren worded it. "You thought that He was afflicted because He was bad 
and you were spared because you were good. No, He was afflicted because 
you were bad, and you were speared because He was afflicted." The he adds, 
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THE VIOLENT SUFFERING OF THE DIVINE SUBSTITUTE (v. 5) 

The Divine Substitute bore the sins of those who rightly deserved the punishment of God. He was the 
innocent sufferer dying for the guilty. He was suffering for our transgressions. Isaiah changes the figure from 
that of the sick man to one who is wounded.  

Observe the strong verbs Isaiah uses to describe the extreme painful judgment of God on the Sufferer.  

But He was pierced through for our transgressions,
He was crushed for our iniquities;
The chastening for our well-being fell upon Him,
And by His scourging we are healed.  

The thought in the word "pierced through" is a "piercing through unto death." The fact is He has died, and is 
not merely suffering. His death is violent and gruesome. Because of our transgressions, He was pierced 
through unto death. Cf. Zechariah 12:10. These are the strongest terms to describe a violent and agonizing 
death. Keil says, "There were no stronger expressions to be found in the language, to denote a violent and 
painful death."  

Of the crucifixion Cicero wrote; "Let it never come near the body of a Roman citizen: nay, not even near his 
thoughts, or eyes, or ears."  

The Servant bore the punishment for the sins we have committed. We were guilty before God and the 
Servant bore the guilt of our sins. He took our punishment that was due us because of our falling short of the 
glory of God. He was our substitute. He took our place and died our death that we rightly deserved.  

Isaiah uses a series of emphatic personal pronouns in the plural––"our transgressions," "our iniquities," "our 
well-being," "we are healed," etc.  

"He was crushed for our iniquities" runs parallel and reinforces the preceding line. He was "crushed, broken in 
pieces, shattered" for our iniquities. He was completely destroyed because of our iniquities.  

He was pierced and crushed because of our sins and iniquities. It was not His own sins and iniquities, but 
ours, which He had taken upon Himself, that He might make atonement for them in our stead, that were the 
cause of His having to suffer so cruel and painful a death" (Keil and Delitzsch). 

He bore our sins in the fullest sense of the meaning and was completely destroyed as a result of that 
punishment. Our transgressions and our iniquities were the cause of His suffering the violent judgment of 
God. God executed His judgment upon the divine Substitute.  

In order for the substitution to be effective the innocent sufferer had to be without sin. He was completely 
free of any transgressions. He was guiltless. If He has been guilty it would have been a travesty upon justice 
to say He died in our place. Our substitute bore the penalty that we justly deserved. He was pierced through 
and crushed on our behalf. Since the innocent sufferer was without sin He sets us free in the sight of a holy 
God.  

The only person who ever lived such a life and was perfectly capable of dying in the place of another was 
Jesus Christ.  “While we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. . . . God 
demonstrates His own love for us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us”  (Romans 5:6, 8 
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demonstrates His own love for us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us”  (Romans 5:6, 8 
NET).  

Our peace was procured by His "chastisement." This "chastisement" was the evil that was inflicted upon the 
Servant. The best translation would be in the sense of "punishment." The Servant is not suffering for His own 
sins, as with the idea of chastisement. The idea is that of the justice of God being served. It is the infliction of 
punishm
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