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Introduction:

Personal Testimony

It is my task this morning to speak to you about the contemporary usage of Isaiah 53 in Jewish evangelism. This will not be difficult as I am a living witness to the continued power of that chapter, which so many of us call the Gospel according to Isaiah.


This passage has not only been a witnessing tool for me during my 30 years as a believer and my two decades-plus of serving Him as a missionary to the Jewish people, but Isaiah 53 was one of the passages that God used to show me that Jesus was the promised Messiah of Israel.


Through the years, on both a personal and professional level, I continue to study this passage and to mine the various veins of gold contained within this treasured chapter of the statesman prophet.


Isaiah Chapter 53 has also caused me great anguish of soul through the years. Every so often as I read, preach and teach from this text and interact with the plethora of Jewish traditional responses to Isaiah 53, I cannot help but be overwhelmed by some of the early feelings I had when I discovered this chapter in the Bible. I felt, after reading this chapter for the first time, that my forefathers had lied to me. I know this is a seemingly harsh statement – but please try to understand me.


I was raised in a traditional Jewish home. We were part of the Young Israel movement, which is a modern Orthodox Jewish movement based in the United States. My family was not religious, but everything I learned about the Jewish religion was from the Young Israel Synagogue and Hebrew School I attended in Queens, New York. I went to Talmud Torah class (cheder) five days a week between the ages of 8 and 13. Many of my friends attended Yeshiva. And even though I was a rebellious young man, I never thought there was the slightest possibility that my Hebrew school teachers and rabbi 

would ever lie to me.


But that is exactly how I felt after reading and understanding this chapter for the first time. I felt that the chapter so clearly pointed to Jesus – that ignoring it must have been intentional – a “cover-up.”


Now I realize this is not true. At least I think it’s not! Sincere Jewish scholars have wrestled with Isaiah chapter 53 and have chosen not to interpret this passage as being a prophecy fulfilled by Jesus of Nazareth. Perhaps there were some who were uncertain, but chose not to pursue this possibility because of the community-oriented costs involved if this interpretation were proven true.


But at the time, as a young believer, many things were “black and white” to me! I was sure that if the Rabbis did not interpret Isaiah 53 as being fulfilled by Jesus, then their choice not to do so was it intentionally deceptive!


I do not believe there was a real and actual cover-up to keep this chapter from the Jewish people – at least, not on the part of the majority of our sages. Nonetheless, it was so clear to me that Isaiah 53 was a reference to Jesus the Messiah that I felt betrayed by my own religious leaders – as if someone were trying to keep something from me.


These semi-conspiracy theories continue to this very day. For example, many believers think that Isaiah chapter 53 is intentionally left out of the weekly Haftarah portions read in the synagogue. Was Isaiah 53 intentionally left out? It is possible, but many other chapters were omitted as well.


The plain fact is that the clarity with which I – and perhaps you – see the Messianic fulfillment of this passage is not shared by everyone who reads Isaiah 53. We must allow room for the enlightenment and illumination of the Holy Spirit. I have discovered over the years that although Isaiah 53 clearly points to the Messiah and His work, this is not self-evident to those in 

whom the Holy Spirit is not working.


I remember when I first became a believer and tried to witness to my mother. She and my father were very upset that I had become a believer in Jesus. It may have been the way in which I told them about my faith. Remember, these were the early 70s and it was during a period of time we used to call the “Jesus Movement” – and I was part of the Messianic section of that movement!


I went out to California – in the U.S. – to “join the other flower children and play in the garden.” It was during that time that my two closest friends became believers in Yeshua. They shared the Gospel with me and I became a believer as well. Then, through certain circumstances, I sensed God’s call to go to Bible college and enrolled at a college in New Jersey, where my parents were living.


I returned home from California in the late spring of 1971, after having become a believer in November of 1970, to attend school. But I did not tell my parents that I had become a believer and did not tell them that I was going to attend Bible college.


I remember the day that I hitchhiked home in my faded blue overalls with a spectacular purple cross embroidered on the back, with gold streaks emanating from the cross. It was very beautiful indeed!


I entered my home and, of course, my parents were very glad to see me. We immediately sat down at the table and they had not seen the back of my overalls yet. We ate, we talked, and then finally my mother asked the question I was hoping that she would not ask and said, “How long will you be staying?”


I responded, “I am back for good.”


“Will you be going back to college?” I had been a university dropout – which is a Jewish mother’s worse nightmare… almost!


I then said, “I am planning on going back to college,” and then sort of coughed and said that I was going to go to Northeastern Bible College.


My mother looked at me and asked, “What’s a Bible college?”


I responded, “That’s where they study the Bible.”


My mother looked at me quizzically and said, “Why are you going to study the Bible?” I then told my father and mother that it was a wonderful Book and that everyone should try reading it.


My mother and father paused and stared at one another, at which point I realized that I could not continue avoiding the subject. I then turned to my parents and said, “Mom, Dad – the world is going to end and you’re both going to hell but if you believe in Jesus then you don’t have to!” Remember that I had become a believer during the Jesus Movement and this was our usual way of witnessing.


My mother and father now stared at me – my father gasped and my mother began crying – and fortunately they began arguing between themselves. My mother accused my father of not raising me religious enough and my father accused my mother of raising me overly religious and he expressed anger at my grandparents, who were so old-fashioned and Orthodox. Obviously, my father was a more secular Jewish person.


At that point, my parents told me that I had to leave the house and they began laying down the law as to with whom I could speak and with whom I could not about my beliefs, as well as what I could and could not do regarding my beliefs. They said that I could not speak to my grandparents, neighbors and sisters. Of course, I told them that this was not acceptable. My mother then told me that I could not bring crosses into the house and that I could not go to church, read the New Testament, etc.


I then thought it was an appropriate moment to show them the cross on the back of my overalls and said, “What am I supposed to do with this?” My father was a tailor and quickly “volunteered” to remove the cross from my overalls!


Now what does all of this have to do with Isaiah 53? That evening – which was allegedly to be my last night at home – I asked my mother if I could show her why I believed Jesus was the Messiah. She said, “Yes” but that I was not allowed to use the New Testament. I told her that that would be fine. I sat down and began reading Isaiah 53 to her – from the New Scofield Reference Bible that had been given to me by Moishe Rosen, who was at that time a missionary with the American Board of Missions to the Jews – now Chosen People Ministries. As I read, I fully expected that my mother would see that Isaiah 53 referred to Jesus she would repent then and there and accept Him as her Messiah. That would solve all our problems – and we would all get along well, witness to my father, sisters, grandparents and they would all become believers.


Instead, by verse 7 my mother had fallen asleep. I woke her up and asked if I could keep reading. She sort of nodded in a sleepy stupor and at that point I finished the passage and said, “So what do you think?”


She said, “I told you not to read the New Testament to me.”


Now that might seem like a very strange statement to most of us, but remember, most Jewish people are unfamiliar with the Bible; and even if some Jewish people are familiar with the Torah, Isaiah would still be very foreign to most average Jewish people, particularly in North America.


I responded to her by saying, “Mom, that’s our Bible. Isaiah is a Jewish prophet.”


Her response to me was, “I don’t care. Don’t ever bring this up to me again.” And I have not – unless she asks, and that has been very rare.


My mom is typical of many Jewish people. Isaiah Chapter 53, in my estimation, is as clear an Old Testament prophecy of the Person and work of Messiah as there is in the entirety of Scripture. However, unless the Lord is working in the heart of a Jewish person, as He did in the life of the Ethiopian Eunuch to whom Peter read this passage in the early chapters of the Book of Acts, then even Isaiah Chapter 53 will not produce the desired evangelistic result.


This, my dear friends is the contrast. When I read Isaiah 53, I saw Yeshua revealed to the point where I felt – as a somewhat immature young person might – that my Jewish people had conspired to keep this chapter from me. But my mother, in whom the Spirit of God was not working to any visible extent, did not get the point of the prophet!


It is not my task in this paper to present an expository study of Isaiah Chapter 53 or to argue with those Jewish interpreters who have not embraced Yeshua as Messiah and disagree with our Messianic interpretation of this magnificent chapter. This work has been done, and continues to be explored by far more capable Bible students and scholars than myself.


However, it is my task to identify how this chapter is being currently utilized in Jewish evangelism and perhaps to provide some analysis of this utilization and make some suggestions as to how Isaiah 53 may be used in Jewish evangelism in the days ahead.


But remember, if one wants to, one can even avoid faith in Jesus after reading Isaiah 53 or seeing it presented in a clear and articulate fashion. This passage is clear and powerful – but God must still open a person’s eyes and heart.

The Messianic Interpretation of Isaiah 53

There are numerous references and allusions to Isaiah 53 and its fulfillment in the person and work of the Messiah in the New Testament.
 The chapter was recognized by the early church fathers as well; and the interpretation of the book formed a point of some early debate between Jewish and Christian leaders, as evident in the dialogue between Justin Martyr and Rabbi Trypho. The Messianic interpretation of Isaiah 53 is also a main feature of the medieval debates as well.


The fact that Messianic Jews and Gentile Christian leaders were utilizing Isaiah 53 in their evangelistic preaching is also evident from various rabbinic sources, including the Mishna and Gemara. This debate is laced throughout the discussions of the passage in Jewish literature as well.


A number of Rabbinic interpreters make reference to the death of the Messiah by referring to Isaiah chapter 53 and, as we will hear in other papers, the modern-day Lubavitch movement has recognized that Isaiah 53 does refer to a dying and rising Savior. However, they teach that fulfillment of the text can be found in Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the deceased Lubavitcher Rebbe.

Historical Usage in Jewish Evangelism

The chapter is part of the Messianic “apologia” throughout the known history of Jewish mission encounters. Missionaries to the Jewish people have used this chapter as a mainstay of witness.


Jewish missions throughout the 19th and 20th centuries utilized this chapter as well. This period has been the major focus of my personal research for many years, but is not the focal point of our current discussion.


Jewish missions have traditionally utilized Isaiah 53 in three distinct ways. More than any other passage of Scripture, Isaiah 53 has very often been used as a Scripture portion without explanation. In other words, tracts, booklets, etc., have been produced, which have simply written out the chapter as a stand-alone passage, whether it was done in Hebrew, English, Yiddish, French, Russian, Arabic, etc. In other words, the Jewish missions and missionaries to the Jewish people have sometimes simply produced the Isaiah 53 portion for distribution to Jewish people.


The second way this chapter has been used has been with explanation.


The third way Isaiah 53 has been utilized is in part, as a series of proof texts demon-strating the truth of Jesus as Messiah.


In addition to this, I would like to mention two or three formats of the way Isaiah 53 has been utilized. The chapter has found its way into evangelistic books, booklets, tracts, the Internet, and into art and music.


My focus for this brief paper will be to survey the utilization of Isaiah 53 in our current day. I apologize for limiting my research to North American sources or to those non-North American sources that have been translated into English. This does not suggest that I believe sources in other languages do not exist or that they are inferior or superior. I am a North American and believe that I would do best to represent the material in my own language group. Further research and papers reflecting on the use of Isaiah 53 in other language groups would be invaluable – especially as we seek to maximize the utilization of this great text in Jewish evangelism.

The Use of Isaiah 53 as a Scripture Portion

Most missions to the Jews have printed versions of Isaiah 53 (53:12-53) to be used in distribution to Jewish people. The mission I represent, Chosen People Ministries, has done this for many years and in many languages, including both Hebrew and Yiddish. More than any other single passage of Scripture, Isaiah 53 has lent itself to be used as a portion of Scripture for evangelism.

The Use of Isaiah 53 with Explanation

Isaiah 53 has also been used in rare instances for evangelism as a text with brief commentary. In fact, I could not find an example of this that has been widely distributed. Most of the tracts with any kind of commentary have usually included additional prophecies. Recently, I was given a copy of a tract written by Dan Gruber, commenting on Isaiah 53 in light of the Lubavitch expectation that Rabbi Schneerson might be the Messiah.
 Dan does a good job of reviewing Rabbinic interpretations of Isaiah 53 and weaves the text of his commentary in a way that presents Jesus as the Messiah, rather than Rabbi Schneerson. But these types of Gospel presentations are rare. 

The Use of Isaiah 53 as Part of a Proof Text Argument

This is perhaps the most common use of Isaiah 53. The text is used along with many other Old Testament passages to demonstrate that Jesus is the Messiah and that He had to die and rise for our sins. Sometimes the passages are simply listed and at other times they are explained.


Chosen People Ministries produces a few tracts and booklets where Isaiah 53 is included. Many other ministries do the same and perhaps this is the most common context for the use of Isaiah 53 in Jewish missions. Often, a verse from Isaiah 53 will be quoted in a Gospel tract for Jewish people as well.


However, there are more substantial and contemporary uses of Isaiah 53 as one of a series of texts used to present the person and work of Messiah from an Old Testament, prophetic perspective.


Risto Santala takes this approach in the book, The Messiah in the Old Testament in Light of Rabbinical Writings. And from the title it is obvious that he also intends to relate the Messianic Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 53 to rabbinic material.


Dr. Arnold Fruchtenbaum presents similar argumentation in the book Jesus Was A Jew, although Dr. Fruchtenbaum gives more space to the Messianic Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 53 than Santala, who handles a broad array of Old Testament texts in his book.


Dr. Michael Brown’s book, Answering Jewish Objections to Jesus, especially volume 3, presents Isaiah 53 in an evangelistic manner to Jewish people who do not yet know the Lord.


These three books are evangelistic in nature. Historically, this has been the most common approach to utilizing Isaiah 53 for Jewish evangelism. The passage is usually linked with other texts that present the case for the Messiah from the Old Testament and in the more sophisticated approaches, the rabbinic material is included for reflection.


Another book, The Death of the Messiah, edited by Kai Kjær-Hansen, contains essays on this subject. These, however, are directed to the faithful rather than to those who are not yet believers. However, The Death of the Messiah does reflect on the Jewish sources far more than most books designed for believers.


Dr. Walter Kaiser’s book, The Messiah in the Old Testament takes a similar approach and includes Isaiah 53 as one of the passages pointing to the Messiahship of Jesus from the Old Testament.


There are also other books and pamphlets
 as well which utilize Isaiah 53 along with other texts from the Old Testament, but they might not be geared towards presenting the Gospel to the unbelieving Jewish person.

Entire Books Produced on Isaiah 53

This is perhaps the least used way in which Isaiah 53 is “packaged” for evangelistic use. In fact, Sanford Mills, a missionary with Chosen People Ministries, penned one of the only books written from this perspective. The book is entitled, A Hebrew Christian Looks at Isaiah 53. From the title itself, it is obvious that the book needs updating! One can also seriously question whether or not it is evangelistic in nature or written for believers.


Another book recently republished by Keren Ahvah Meshihit in Jerusalem updates David Baron’s book entitled, Rays of Messiah’s Glory. Again, this book would only be evangelistic for the most sincere and thoughtful seeker. However, both books will equip the believer for what is the most common use of Isaiah 53.

Isaiah 53 and the Web

In researching the use of Isaiah 53 on the web, it became clear that the web contains many different sources of information on Isaiah 53, but they are simply the usual written materials in a new and electronic format. A simple search on Google will reveal a plethora of sites and uses of the chapter on the web. Both the anti-mission--aries and evangelicals use the passage and debate the passage many times in chat rooms and bulletin boards as well.

In Music

Isaiah 53 has been the heart of some contemporary Messianic songs. Marty Goetz, LAMB, the Liberated Wailing Wall, Israelight, Kol Simcha and many others have written songs based on this magnificent passage of Scripture. The popular contemporary Christian song, “Our God Reigns” is also based upon Isaiah 53.

In Personal Witness

Undoubtedly, the most common way in which Isaiah chapter 53 is used in our present day outreach to Jewish people is through our verbal witness. And without having formal survey information to demonstrate this as true, I believe that Isaiah chapter 53 is the Messianic passage most well known and well used by both Jewish and Gentile believers. This is the text that most believers believe provides the clearest presentation of the person and work of Messiah in the Old Testament. And, at least in the mind of most believers, it is the easiest way to show a Jewish person that Jesus is the Messiah of Israel predicted by the Old Testament.

The Polemical Use of Isaiah Chapter 53

Isaiah Chapter 53 has great value for Jewish evangelism and does far more than demonstrate that the person and work of Jesus the Messiah are predicted in this passage. There are at least three major ways in which Isaiah 53 has been and will continue to be used in Jewish evangelism.

1. Isaiah Chapter 53 Presents the Details of the Atonement

It is through Isaiah 53 that we understand much of what transpires at the Cross. The Apostle Paul articulates this clearly in 2 Corinthians 5:21 where he writes, “For He had made Him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him.”


The chapter describes our sin and need for atonement better than any other passage of the Hebrew Scriptures. The sheer details regarding the Atonement in Isaiah chapter 53 make it invaluable for Jewish evangelism. 

2. Isaiah Chapter 53 Demonstrates the Accuracy of Biblical Prophecy

Isaiah 53 not only teaches us about the details of the Atonement, but the chapter also can be used to show a person how the details revealed in Isaiah Chapter 53 were perfectly fulfilled in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Sometimes even the most secular Gentile or Jewish people know quite a bit about the life of Jesus the Messiah and are able to relate the prophecy to what they know. Fulfilled prophecy is always a powerful polemic, even for more secular Jews and Gentiles. Often, recognizing that these prophecies are true, in such detail, can drive a modern or secular person to belief in the inspiration of the Bible. Isaiah chapter 53 has done that for many; this is my personal testimony and that of others.

3. Isaiah Chapter 53 is a Witness to the Jewishness of the Gospel
All Jews know that the Old Testament is a Jewish book. That does not mean that most Jewish people today have even read it – as many have not. But it does mean that Jewish people associate the Old Testament with the Jewish religion and the Jewish faith. Therefore, if Jesus is predicted as Messiah in the Hebrew Scriptures and this can be seen and accepted, then clearly belief in Jesus is not a New Testament/Gentile invention but rather something quite Jewish.

Isaiah Chapter 53 can be a great help in working with a more open Jewish person to demonstrate the Jewishness of the Gospel. One can see that what we are preaching is not simply a New Testament doctrine, but truth concerning the Messiah found in the Hebrew Scriptures and beautifully fleshed out in the person of Yeshua.

The Major Points of Argumentation

Most books, tracts and pamphlets written on Isaiah 53 respond to the usual Rabbinic response to our Messianic interpretation of this chapter. That is, Isaiah 53 refers to the suffering and survival of the nation of Israel who has borne the sins of the Gentile nations.


There have also been many excellent responses to this age-old Rabbinic interpretation of Isaiah 53 by Gentile and Jewish scholars and commentators. However, the argumentation is usually along the same lines.


Dr. Robert Raymond lists a few of the more usual arguments.


First of all, it is argued by evangelical commentators that this particular servant does not refer to the nation of Israel but rather to an individual. They make their case in the following ways:

1. Israel is not an innocent sufferer.
Israel as a nation was sinful as previously described in the preceding chapters of the Book of Isaiah, especially chapters 1 and 5. 

2. Israel is not a silent sufferer.

Many excellent arguments have been made to demonstrate that the Jewish people have never been silent sufferers. Even when the Holocaust is used as an illustration of Israel’s suffering without complaint, it can be equally demonstrated that the Jewish people had well-organized resistance movements and only suffered silently when they were unaware of the horror and actuality of the final solution. 

3. Israel never died.

It is evident that Israel has never died and that the nation has continued throughout all of these years to maintain a distinct national existence. Some would state that the nation of Israel died, in a sense, during the Holocaust and therefore the resurrection passages, verses in Isaiah 53 (10-12) are fulfilled in the rebirth of the modern State of Israel. But one would be hard pressed to make this argument with any cogency, as the passage would then have to be interpreted allegorically or symbolically and the language does not warrant this particular method of interpretation.

4. The text points to the suffering of an individual.

Arnold Fruchtenbaum and to some degree Michael Brown develop the theme of redemptive suffering in rabbinic tradition as specifically focused on traditions related to the suffering of Messiah son of Joseph. The next step in this line of argumentation is to then demonstrate that the Messiah son of Joseph and Messiah son of David are actually one person, Yeshua the Messiah.

5. The language of the text makes it 

      impossible for Israel to be the subject.

Perhaps the strongest argument against Isaiah 53 being a reference to the nation of Israel is found in verse 8. In this verse the Prophet describes the one who would suffer as being “cut off out of the land of the living for the transgression of my people to whom the stroke was due.” The Hebrew, “cut off” clearly refers to the death of the individual and if taken literally, clearly refers to an individual person dying for the sins of the Jewish people (Isaiah’s people). 


Therefore, it is fair to ask to ask the question, “How can Israel be killed on behalf of Israel?” The answer quite obviously is that this is impossible and that the one who is being “cut off” is distinct from the one from whom they are being cut off.

Summary of the Arguments

Once again, many other arguments can be made to demonstrate that the traditional Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 53 as a reference to the nation of Israel is simply not an accurate interpretation. Rather, it is an interpretation driven by history, culture and politics, and not by the text.


The current Lubavitch interpretation of Isaiah 53 as being personal, not national, and fulfilled in the life and death of Menachem Schneerson, should be viewed as a contemporary anomaly. It is a minority position. Of course, presenting the Gospel to a Lubavitcher would demand a more unusual argumentation regarding Isaiah 53. The Messianic/evangelical evangelist would have to demonstrate why Menachem Schneerson does not fulfill the prophecy.

The More Contemporary Objections to Isaiah 53

However, in the everyday, down-to-earth typical witnessing conversations with Jewish people who do not know Jesus as their Messiah, this argument regarding this prophecy being a reference to the nation of Israel is not the primary objection to our Messianic interpretation of Isaiah 53.


Unfortunately, almost every single piece of literature on Isaiah 53 written by evangelicals attempts to demonstrate that Jesus, rather than the nation of Israel, is the fulfillment of the prophecy. Since most Jewish people are not Lubavitch, Hasidic or Orthodox, arguing that Isaiah 53 is not fulfilled by the nation of Israel or in the death of Menachem Schneerson is still not really the heart of our contemporary debate with the majority of the Jewish community.


Most Jewish people today do not take the claim that Menachem Schneerson might be the promised Messiah seriously, nor do most modern-day Jewish people desire to debate the “person vs. nation” issues related to Isaiah 53.


The true contemporary objections to Isaiah 53—and the ones that most of us as field missionaries have had to work through carefully with Jewish people who are interested in the Gospel—lie in other areas. I will attempt to list these as succinctly as possible.

1. Most Jewish people today are unfamiliar with this text.

Most Jewish people have never studied Isaiah 53. It is not simply because Isaiah 53 is left out of the Haftorah readings, but because most Jewish people do not attend synagogue and so even if Isaiah 53 were read as part of the cyclical reading portions, they would still not hear it because they are not in synagogue. Even if a Jewish person goes to synagogue and hears the reading of the Torah each week, he will usually not study the Prophets in any great detail.

2. Most Jewish people today are unfamiliar with the Prophet Isaiah.
Not only are most contemporary Jewish people unfamiliar with the writings of Isaiah or Chapter 53 in particular, but also many Jewish people do not even know who Isaiah really was. I would make a very North American U.S. joke because there are some famous athletes who have the name “Isaiah,” and Jewish people are far more familiar with Isaiah the sports hero than with Isaiah the Statesman Prophet.

3. Most Jewish people today do not understand or believe in Biblical prophecy.

Contemporary Jewish people would not actually believe that the Jewish prophets of the Bible were inspired by God and were able to peer into the future with any kind of accuracy. This is somewhat ironic, because many modern-day Jewish people have no qualms about reading Nostradamus and believing that there is something to his prophecies, or even believing that tarot cards or astrology can somehow tell the future. Still, the Bible is an “unknown.” 


Most contemporary Jewish people do not believe prophecy and have never studied it. Therefore, when we present the chapter to a modern Jewish person, we need to remember that we must first explain what the nature of Biblical prophecy is all about. This is a major objection that needs to be overcome with patient, step-by-step explanations with our usually very bright Jewish friends. We must understand that, though they are intelligent, their knowledge of Biblical matters is quite shallow.

4. Most Jewish people today do not believe in sin.
Perhaps this is obvious, but it is good to state it clearly. For example, there are many Gospel tracts and presentations from the “L’Chaim” booklet to the “Four Spiritual Laws” to the “Romans Road” which presume the reader has some concept of the holiness of God, man’s sin, and the impact of that sin upon his relationship with God. Of course, many of the people to whom we are speaking do not believe in God, nor in sin.


We must recognize that although Isaiah 53 might be a very clear prophecy of the atoning death of Messiah, most Jewish people do not even believe in the personal nature of sin and its impact, and do not sense a need for atonement.

5. Most Jewish people today do not believe in nor understand atonement.
The message of Isaiah 53 is not simply that Jesus is the Messiah, but that He died as a substitutionary sacrifice for our sin. Most Jewish people today do not believe in sin and if they did, it is doubtful they will believe that atonement made on their behalf by someone else is possible. This is a very large obstacle in presenting Isaiah 53 to a modern or contemporary Jewish person.


Most modern Jewish people believe as most people in general believe – that what we accomplish in this life, we accomplish for ourselves. Here we have a dual-edged sword – the detestation of the notion of animal sacrifice and the disavowal of redemption or any type of spiritual good being the result of another person’s efforts on our behalf. Modern Jews are taught to “do it our way” alone.

6. Most Jewish people today detest the idea of animal sacrifice.
It is almost impossible to understand this chapter without knowing and taking seriously the Jewish sacrificial system outline in the Bible in Leviticus chapters 1 through 5. We claim, based on Isaiah 53, that Jesus is the ultimate sacrifice, but most modern Jews believe that animal sacrifice is barbaric and unnecessary. 

7. Most Jewish people today are especially horrified by the idea of human sacrifice.
The Bible – the Hebrew Scriptures – clearly teaches that human sacrifice is sin. In fact, there is a human sacrifice that the Bible claims to be allowable and proper. The clearest description of this sacrifice is found in Isaiah 53. 


Imagine reading Isaiah 53 without believing this; without accepting that the chapter refers to the Messiah and His death for humanity. Imagine having someone try to convince you that human sacrifice is justifiable. How would you really feel about the notion that God would sacrifice a human being on behalf of your sin? This is repugnant to Jewish people today. Yet we ask our people to embrace what they find repulsive – the notion that God would kill one human being for the sake of another human being, through our interpretation of Isaiah 53. 

8. Most Jewish people today do not believe in the Incarnation.
Most evangelicals, when presenting the Gospel to a modern-day Jewish person through Isaiah 53, are not even aware of the degree to which the Incarnation is foundational to our usual polemic.


It is clear to us from the text of Isaiah 53,

 that the sacrifice would have to be purely innocent and there is only One who is perfect, and that is God Himself. Certainly when linked with Isaiah 7:14, 9:6, 7, etc. Isaiah 53 is undergirded by the doctrine of the Incarnation. 


If the idea of human sacrifice is repugnant to Jewish people today, one can only imagine how a Jewish person really feels that Isaiah 53 is all about God taking on flesh and dying as a human being. This will take some persuasion and sensitivity. 

9. Most Jewish people today do not believe in the doctrine of the depravity of man.
Judaism does not teach the doctrine of the depravity of man. Even concepts expressed as they are in verse 6, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned each one to his own way and the Lord hath laid the iniquity of us all upon Him…” are irreconcilable with traditional Jewish beliefs. If Isaiah 53 refers to God who became a man and died for the sins of the Jewish people, then one would have to accept the doctrine of human depravity and original sin.


In our presentation of Isaiah 53, we usually take it for granted that Jewish people, and in particular modern Jewish people, accept these beliefs. But this is not true at all. In fact, most modern Jews believe in the goodness of man. Perhaps this is a distilled version of the traditional Jewish understanding of the constant war between the evil inclination (yetzer ha ra) and good inclination (yezter ha tov).


In the minds of most Jewish people today who are interested in finding forgiveness of sin and desire redemption, repentance is the only action that is needed. We are perfectly capable of engineering our own salvation through turning to God from our sin and moral failures.


Why then, a modern Jewish person might ask, would God take on flesh and die a horrible death for our sin when we do not believe we are beyond securing our own redemption? This is the question we need to answer before we present the truths of Isaiah 53. Too often, we are giving answers to unasked questions and we are not answering the obvious questions asked by modern-day Jewish people.


The belief in the innate goodness of man is one of the more significant objections that contemporary Jewish people have to the traditional Messianic evangelical Christian interpretation of Isaiah 53. If we are innately good and only in need of repentance, then why do we need the substitutionary atoenment described in Isaiah 53? 

10. Most Jewish people today do not believe in the need for sacrificial blood.
Throughout the centuries, from Hazak Emunah to the trite and superficial presentations of Tovia Singer, the teaching that sacrificial blood is necessary for atonement has been challenged within Judaism. What else would one expect in light of the destruction of the Temple? 


Most modern Jews would look at the issue of blood being required for the forgiveness of sin and experience waves of revulsion.


It simply does not make any sense to the contemporary Jewish mind that blood has anything to do with atonement for sin. This is a fundamental reason as to why Jewish people today would reject our presentation of the Gospel through Isaiah 53. The argument would be made by modern traditional Jews that blood is unnecessary for forgiveness. The modern secular Jew believes the very notion is simply barbaric.


Many of our tracts utilize this argumentation without arguing for the assumption. The L’Chaim tract, the Chosen People Ministries tract, “Why Did Messiah Have to Die” and many others take almost an entire belief system for granted on the part of those who are being reached.


We must develop a polemic that first responds to these underlying concerns and then we should seek to present the majestic truths taught in the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah.

11. Most Jewish people today do not believe in the Resurrection.
Most modern contemporary Jews are anti-supernaturalists and do not believe in any kind of resurrection from the dead. Therefore, if we are saying that the clearest proof that God accepted the sacrifice of Jesus in fulfillment of Isaiah 53 is that He rose from the dead, we must realize that this is generally unconvincing to a modern Jewish person.


When we state that Menachem Schneerson cannot possibly be the Messiah because he did not rise from the dead, we might make some sense to Lubavitch Hasidim, though they would disagree; but to a modern contemporary Jewish person, the very idea of resurrection is nonsense.

Conclusion: Overcoming Modern/Contemporary Obstacles to Isaiah Chapter 53

It is a common faux pas to think that the main reason why Jewish people do not accept Isaiah 53 as pointing to Jesus is because the passage is interpreted by the rabbis as being fulfilled by the nation of Israel. That is an objection that religious Jews might have, but most modern Jews are not religious and their objections, only a few of which were covered, are varied. We must be careful that we do not simply ignore modern-day Jewish presuppositions in our zeal to prove that Isaiah 53 refers to Jesus.


It is also tempting to simply see the situation as hopeless and not bother presenting Isaiah 53 to our contemporary Jewish community. However, the Word of God does have power and never returns void, and if a modern Jewish person would take Isaiah 53 seriously, it might lead him or her to begin taking other aspects of Biblical truth more seriously.


This text should be presented even to the most secular Jewish person. Most Jewish people in North America and Europe have some understanding of the Christmas story. Most Jewish people know a little about the life and death of Jesus and if it is presented well, they might be able to see Yeshua in Isaiah 53.


Presenting Isaiah 53 to a modern or 

secular Jewish person is also an excellent way to begin introducing them to a number of these very serious theological concepts, such as sin, the Holiness of God, the nature and need for Atonement, the Depravity of Man and the Resurrection. It might take a while for modern Jewish people to wrestle with the new ideas, but if well presented, wrestle they will!


We must respect Jewish people. This means that we must speak to our people about Yeshua in terms that can be understood. We need to know what they commonly understand about God, the Bible, the major doctrines of the faith – all of which we take for granted as being accepted and understood by the very people we hope to reach through using Isaiah chapter 53.


We recognize the power of Isaiah chapter 53 for the work of Jewish evangelism. But to meet the challenge of Jewish evangelism today, we must begin to develop a more contemporary argumentation for the books, booklets, tracts and electronic media we hope to employ. We should make sure to present clearly the most basic issues regarding God, His holiness, our sin, the concept of atonement and need for the Messiah – and so many other issues – in ways that truly resonate with the minds and spirits of those whom we are attempting to reach.


This is and always has been our challenge: to preach the Good News in a way that communicates. We must find ways to wrestle with our fellow Jews in the world of ideas so that these basic concepts are understood. And to do this with must begin with our minds and our message rooted in Scripture, but also we must take into conside-ration the starting point of our hearers.


Then, within this invigorated framework, Isaiah chapter 53 could be presented in a way that actually makes sense to a Jewish person today.

Mitch Glaser

President and CEO of Chosen People Ministries

mitchglaser@chosenpeople.com





Notes


� All the difficulties, which the other views entail, disappear when the passage is applied to Jesus of Nazareth, for He (and, we may say parenthetically, He alone) meets all the demands of the details of this magnificent prophetic Psalm. This assertion is clearly substantiated by the following New Testament data:





1. Jesus was both the historical person, born in lowliness (Matth. 2:1; Luke 1-2),


and Divine (Rom. 9:5; Titus 2:13; Heb. 1:8, etc.)


2. He is an innocent person (John 8:6)


3. He was despised and rejected by men and was unjustly executed as a felon (Luke 23:13-15)


4. He is a voluntary sufferer (John 10:7; Galatians 2:20)


5. He is an obedient, humble, and silent sufferer (Matt. 27:12, 14; Philippians 2:8; 1 Peter 2:3)


6. He suffered out of love for others (Luke 23:34)


7. He suffered in order to fulfill the Divine plan and will (Eph. 3:1)


8. He suffered vicariously for His people (1 Peter 2:24)


9. He suffered in order to provide a redemptive intervention leading to the justification of the evildoer from his sin (1 Cor. 1:30; 1 Peter 1:18-19)


10. He suffered to the point of death (Matt. 27:50)


11. His death gave way to the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:4)


12. He ascended to heaven after His resurrection from the dead and is now highly exalted, sitting at the right hand of God (Phil. 2:9-11).”
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� The Death of Messiah, Edited by Kai Kjaer-Hansen, Baltimore, MD: Lederer Publications, 1994.
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� 1. The Servant is portrayed as:


Divine


a human person (52:14, 53:2-3)


an innocent, sinless sufferer (53:4,5, 8d, 9c-d, 12d)


a voluntary sufferer (53:7a)


an obedient, humble, silent sufferer (53:7)





2. His suffering:


fulfills the Divine intentional will and purpose (53:10)


deals with sin and all of its aspects (53:12, 5)


is vicarious, substitutionary (53:8b, 5a-b, 6c, 8-9d, 10b, 11d, 12e)


is redemptive in spirit and in nature (53:5c-d, 11d)


ends in His death (53:8a, c-d, 10a, 12c)


leads to His being buried with the rich (53:9-10)


gives way to His resurrection (53:10b-d, 11)


leads the straying people for whom He died to confession and repentance (53:4-6)





As His redemptive work, in implementing a Divine plan in which suffering, humiliation, and death, are central, He inaugurates a fruitful and victorious life for endless ages (53:10c-d, 11a-b, 12a-b).





