The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Palm/Passion Sunday, 

Year A

The Text: Isaiah 50:4-9a






  
In our Old Testament reading we have one of the four ‘servant songs’ that feature in the prophet Isaiah’s writings. The first is in chapter 42, the second is in chapter 49, the third is in chapter 50, the one we heard today, and the fourth, and most well-known, is in chapters 52 and 53.
That fourth servant song is traditionally read on Good Friday. It includes those familiar words: ‘Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities’ (53:4-5).

The content of the third and fourth servant songs led to this figure being referred to as ‘the suffering servant’. And it is not hard to see why. In our reading for today we heard him say: ‘I offered my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard; I did not hide my face from mocking and spitting’ (50:6).

We can resonate with this kind of servant because none of us are strangers to suffering. Suffering does not discriminate. It occurs irrespective of whether you are wealthy or poor or whether you are royalty or a common labourer. Suffering will find you regardless of your skin colour or culture or age. It’ll come in many forms. It can intervene in your life suddenly, transforming your circumstances in an instant, or it can be a long, drawn-out process that accompanies each and every day. 

We have very little say over what suffering will come our way through the course of our lives. We can only choose how we are going to respond to it. 

Sometimes we could find ourselves imagining that if we were in the shoes of someone else then our suffering might be far less. So we look at a person whose health seems better than ours, at the one whose relationships seem happier than ours or at the one whose financial circumstances seem more substantial than ours. 

But each of us has our own burdens to bear and our own particular combination of suffering to endure. Different people respond in different ways. Circumstances that cause you suffering might have minimal impact on someone else and vice versa.

There is one story of suffering involving a member of the British royal family, during the reign of Queen Victoria in the 19th century. The story involved Queen Victoria’s daughter, Princess Alice, who was the third of nine children. When Alice was 18, her father, Albert, became infected with typhoid fever. Alice nursed him until he died on the 14th December, 1861. Queen Victoria never fully recovered from her grief. 
She wore black for the rest of her life and rarely made any public appearances from that time on, despite ruling for a further 39 years. This behaviour earned her the name – ‘the widow of Windsor’. 
Soon after her father’s death Alice was married and ended up having 7 children – 5 girls and 2 boys. One day the two boys were playing. The youngest, Friedrich, was perched on a chair beside a window so he could get a better view of his older brother, Ernest. He lost his balance and fell about six metres to the ground below. He survived the fall, but because he suffered from haemophilia he developed a brain haemorrhage and died a few hours later. He was two years old.
Five years later, five of the remaining six children, along with Alice’s husband, became sick with a bout of diphtheria. Even as Alice had nursed her father she now cared for her family, taking precautions so that she did not become infected. Despite her efforts, the youngest child, Mary, died. She was aged four.

Alice kept the news of Mary’s death from her sick family for weeks. But Ernest, who was now 10 years old, asked after his sister. So he was told of her death and was overcome with grief. Alice longed to comfort him, but he was still contagious. But despite being a princess she was first and foremost a mother. So she took him in her arms and held him, kissing him to comfort him. Within a week she was dead. She died on the 14th December 1878; 17 years to the day after her father had died.
Princess Alice made a choice to embrace the suffering of her child even though it meant placing herself in harm’s way. And she paid the ultimate price for doing that.   
The servant spoken of in our reading also made a choice to embrace suffering. Again we read: ‘I offered my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard; I did not hide my face from mocking and spitting’. 
Now this servant is not the first person to endure a beating and ridicule and he won’t be the last. As mentioned, we have very little say over the suffering that will come our way through the course of our lives. But this servant did have a say. He did not have to submit to such suffering. He chose to place himself in harm’s way. He offered his back to his enemies and did not hide his face from their insults. 

And this is not just an ordinary servant that we are talking about. This servant is taking his instructions directly from the Sovereign Lord. At the start of our reading we heard this servant say: ‘The Sovereign Lord has given me an instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the weary. He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being taught. The Sovereign Lord has opened my ears, and I have not been rebellious; I have not drawn back’ (50:4-5).

As a result of listening to the Lord, this servant knew he needed to offer his back to those who would beat him, his face to those who would mock him and spit at him. He did not draw back from suffering this shame and humiliation. He embraced it.  
There is more than a little irony in all of this. In a number of places we are told that the Sovereign Lord has hidden his face from his people out of anger because of their sin (Isaiah 54:8; 57:17; 59:2). To have God turn his face away from you is the same as being separated from him and his blessing. Later Isaiah says: ‘you have hidden your face from us and made us waste away because of our sins’ (64:7).

In the Aaronic blessing in the Old Testament, we hear the words: ‘the Lord look upon you with favour’. The literal translation is: ‘the Lord turn his face toward you’ (Numbers 6:26). Well here the Lord’s servant refuses to hide his face. He turns it toward those who would mock him, toward those who would spit on him.

Why would someone make a choice to endure such suffering, if not for love? Rather than leave us to waste away in our sickness of sin our Lord comes to us through his servant to embrace us in it. Regardless of it placing him in harm’s way, the Lord’s servant chose to stand in our shoes of suffering in order to share in it.

It is no surprise that this reading from Isaiah has been set down for this day in the church calendar – Palm Sunday, also known as Passion Sunday. It is pretty obvious that Jesus is the suffering servant spoken of in Isaiah. 

As Jesus entered Jerusalem on the back of a donkey he knew what he was riding into. It was not to the adulation of the crowds and a place of honour. He was riding toward his humiliation and shame. He was not hiding his face or watching his back. 
Jesus offered up his back to those who would take the opportunity to scourge him. He was showing his face so that it could be mocked and spat on by all who chose to do so. He did not draw back from his appointed path. He had been listening to his Father and knew that he would have to drink this cup of suffering to the end.
The Apostle Paul, in the familiar verse from Philippians – one of our other readings for today, had this to say about what Jesus did for us as our suffering servant: ‘Jesus… being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death - even death on a cross!’ (2:6-8)

Jesus had a say as to whether he would face this suffering or not. He could have used his equality with God to avoid suffering. But by his own choice he placed himself in our shoes and in harm’s way. He did this because we are no strangers to suffering and we needed him to embrace us in it. 
Jesus knew what it would cost him to do so. There wasn’t just a risk that he would experience suffering if he took on this servant role. It was guaranteed. But he is first and foremost our Lord and our brother and our friend. He was never going to leave us alone and without comfort in our suffering and sin. He was always going to come to us. He was always going to help.
‘See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey’ (Zechariah 9:9). Jesus has offered up his back to bear the burden of our sin and he has turned his face toward us so that we can once again receive the favour and blessing of our God. May we honour him in our lives through our worship and praise! Amen.   

