SUFFERING

An excerpt from Dr. Michael Youssef's book
How to Read the Bible as if Your Life Depends on It




Introduction

Sixty-Six Books, One Story

We sometimes hear that Christians should defend the Bible against attacks from
unbelievers. This is a well-intentioned notion, but, as Martin Luther pointed out, defending
the Bible is like defending a lion. A lion doesn’t need us to defend it, and neither does God’s
Word. Any attempt on our part to defend the Bible would be pointless. We are hopelessly
inadequate to the task.

Down through the centuries, philosophers have tried to destroy the Bible by argument
and criticism. Dictators have tried to destroy it by force. Governments have passed laws to
suppress and forbid it. Yet the Word of God still stands.

I pray that the Holy Spirit, the Author of the Bible, would take these poor words of mine
and use them to spark a revival in our lives, for revival can begin only in the life of a
Christian who feeds daily on the Word of God. If we read and heed the Bible—if we take
hold of its mighty power, if we live in it, apply it, and obey it—the Holy Spirit will move in
our lives and revive our deadened spirits.

Gideons International is a Christian association known for placing Bibles in hotel and
motel rooms, hospitals, colleges, military bases, and prisons. All those Bibles have an

introduction that includes these words:

The Bible contains the mind of God, the state of man, the way of salvation,
the doom of sinners, and the happiness of believers . .. Read it to be wise,

believe it to be safe, and practice it to be holy . .. Itis the traveler’s map, the
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pilgrim’s staff, the pilot’s compass, the soldier’s sword, and the Christian’s
charter....Read it slowly, frequently, and prayerfully.'

These are wise words. There is no other book like the Bible. God used at least forty
different human writers over a period of more than 1,600 years to write the sixty-six books
of the Old and New Testaments. The writers of the Bible range from kings to shepherds,
from a physician to a tax collector. It was composed on three different continents: Europe,
Asia, and Africa.

Yet the Bible is truly a single Book with a single Author, focused on a single theme—and
that theme is Jesus Christ the Redeemer. It’s the story of the Kingdom of God and its King.
The books of the Old Testament tell us that He is coming. The books of the New
Testament announce He has arrived. The Old Testament anticipates Jesus. The New
Testament proclaims Him gladly. And passages in both the Old and New Testaments
promise that He is coming again in all His might and majesty.

The unity of the Bible confounds human wisdom, baffles its critics, and challenges its
enemies. There is no book like this Book because there is no author like its Author.

The sixty-six books of the Bible do not tell sixty-six stories; together, they tell one story.
It is the story of humanity’s rebellion against God and God’s redemptive love for the human
race—a love expressed in salvation for all who repent of their rebellion and sin. It’s the story
of a Kingdom and a Covenant, and one Lord who rules eternally.

Come with me on an adventure. Let’s explore the Book together and learn to love it as if
our lives depend on it.

Because they do.
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The Suffering Servant and the Kingdom

Oliver Cromwell was a military and political leader in Great Britain who experienced a
dramatic conversion in his late twenties and became a devoted Christian. He once wrote in a
letter, “Blessed be His Name for shining upon so dark a heart as mine! . . . O the riches of
His mercy!”

Cromwell believed God had called him to be a godly leader, and he served as Lord
Protector of Great Britain from 1653 until his death on September 3, 1658. Lying on his
deathbed at age fifty-nine, Cromwell called his wife and grown children around him and told
them, “The Covenant of God. It is holy and true . . . Love not the world. No, my children,
live like Christians. I leave you the Covenant to feed upon.”"

Cromwell’s last thoughts and dying words were about the New Covenant of the blood of
Jesus.

As we transition from the Old Testament to the New, it’s as if someone flicks on a
dazzling halogen lamp. Suddenly, everything that was dark and shadowy in the Old
Testament comes into brilliant focus. The mysterious Old Testament prophecies of a

coming Kingdom and a New Covenant are embodied in a Person.

And the name of that Person is Jesus of Nazareth.

The Suffering Servant in the Old and New Testaments

Jewish scribes and teachers in Old Testament times admitted being baffled by the
prophecies of Isaiah 53, which described a “Suffering Servant” who would be “despised and

rejected by mankind” and “pierced for our transgressions” and “led like a lamb to the
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slaughter.” Finally, Isaiah says that the Suffering Servant would be raised from the dead:
“After He has suffered, He will see the light of life and be satistied” (Isaiah 53:11). These
prophecies are so detailed and precise, it’s as if Isaiah wrote a biography of Jesus some seven
hundred years before He came and lived it.

The prophecy of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah highlights the truly unexpected, even
paradoxical nature of the Kingdom of God. It is not an earthly kingdom established on
military triumphs, like the Roman Empire or the Persian Empire or Alexander the Great’s
kingdom of Macedon. No, the Kingdom of God is established through the humiliation,
suffering, and death of its King. God confounds human expectations by establishing His
Kingdom through the Suffering Servant.

But the suffering of the Messiah is only the beginning of the establishment of the
Kingdom. The pathway to His triumph leads through suffering. Both the suffering and the
victory are foretold throughout the Old Testament.

Isaiah describes this Servant in many passages. He will bring light and liberty to the
Gentiles (Isaiah 42:6-7). He will intercede with God’s own Spirit (Isaiah 42:1). He will
proclaim the good tidings of God’s redemption (Isaiah 61:1-3). He intercedes with God day
and night for the victory of His purpose (Isaiah 62:1, 6). He willingly accepts His mission,
though it is certain to bring Him suffering (Isaiah 50:4, 5).

This was a strange and troubling concept to the Jews, who associated suffering and death
with the curse of sin. How could the Messiah suffer and die like a common sinner?

Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Isaiah gazed into the very mystery of the
Godhead to receive the answer: God does not save the human race through ritual atonement

or the strict observance of the Law. No, He redeems the human race through the suffering
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of His Servant. In the prophecies of Isaiah, the Old Testament leaps forward in time and
links arms with the New Testament.

The Servant is the personification of the true Israel. Though the nation of Israel was
rebellious, the Servant, the true Israel, will be obedient to God’s calling (see Isaiah 49:1-0).
All that the true Israel was and is converges in Him.

The Suffering Servant is the “new Moses” that God promised through Moses in
Deuteronomy 18:15: “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from
among you, from your fellow Israelites. You must listen to him.” This new Moses will be the
true and loyal Israel and the leader of His people. All of these promises are fulfilled in Jesus

of Nazareth.

The Mission of Jesus, the Suffering Servant

The Suffering Servant of Isaiah is interpreted differently in Judaism and in Christianity.
In Judaism, the Suffering Servant represents the nation of Israel. In Christianity, the
Suffering Servant is a literal Person, Jesus the Messiah. In both Judaism and Christianity, He
tulfills two roles—prophet and priest.

As a prophet, the Suffering Servant brings God’s message of comfort, healing, peace,
and salvation to the people. He prophetically proclaims God’s righteousness to the world.

As a priest, the Suffering Servant makes atonement for the people’s sins by taking upon
Himself the punishment they deserve for sin. In this role, He cleanses the people of their
guilt and restores their relationship with God. In fact, we can parse the word atonement to
mean “at-one-ment.” The Suffering Servant, our High Priest, removes our guilt so that we

can be “at one” with God.
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You and I, as followers of Christ, are the “new Israel.” As disciples of the Suffering
Servant, we are called to follow His example and do what He did. We are called to be
prophets, proclaiming God’s righteousness to the world. We are called to be priests, leading
people to God so they can find forgiveness, redemption, and salvation through Jesus, the
crucified and risen Lord.

In the ancient Jewish view, suffering always follows sin. But Isaiah presented an entirely
new view of the problem of pain. Suffering, he said, is often a direct result of doing God’s
will. No longer is suffering mere agony without meaning. Instead, God can transform
suffering into His chosen instrument of redemption. Through it, we can enter the very
character of God’s Servant and share in His redemptive purpose. The Jews did not want a
Messiah who suffers. They wanted a triumphant Messiah. And are we any different? Are we
willing to suffer with Him for the Gospel of the Kingdom? Or do we want Jesus to give us a

life of ease?

His Mission Is Our Mission

In the fullness of time, the Servant came to announce (quoting the messianic passage in

Isaiah 61:1-2):
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,

to set the oppressed free,

7 * Michael Youssef Bible Study Tools



to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Luke 4:18-19)

Then He rolled up the scroll of Isaiah and said, “T'oday this Scripture is fulfilled in your
hearing.” God had promised Abraham, “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”
Jesus the Servant, a descendant of Abraham, was the fulfillment of that ancient promise.

Israel did occasionally make proselytes, welcoming non-Jews into its community of faith.
But on the whole, Judaism never became a missionary religion, as God intended. Instead, the
people tended to draw ever more tightly into themselves.

So Jesus manifested a new Israel, a true Israel, after His resurrection when He told His

disciples:

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Me. Therefore go
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything
I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of
the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20)

The Servant is revealed to be the King, with all authority in Heaven and on Earth. Now
He sends us out to make disciples.

So we must ask ourselves: Do we really understand what it means to serve the Suffering
Servant? Do we take this calling seriously? Are we willing to suffer with Him in order to
carry out the commission He gave us?

Or do we merely want a Jesus who is enshrined in stained-glass images and stained-glass
doctrines? Do we want a Jesus who asks nothing of us, who is our Savior but not our Lord?
A Jesus who lays down His life so that we might live in comfort and ease? That is not the

Jesus of the Bible. That is not the Jesus who has called us into His Kingdom.
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The Jesus of the Bible calls us to take up our cross and follow Him. He calls us to lose
our lives in order to find life. He calls us to pray, “Your Kingdom come, Your will be done.”
We cannot take part in the Kingdom of the Servant unless we are willing to follow the
Servant and pattern our lives after His.

In our culture, we see churches that preach “gospels” of prosperity or political power,
churches that seem to welcome only one ethnic community, churches that are unwilling to
serve the poor and outcasts, and churches that seem to draw a line between “us” and
“them.” Meanwhile, most of the world is sliding into eternity without Jesus.

We say that advancing the Kingdom of God is our first priority—but can the people
around us see our Kingdom values in the way we run our businesses, use our money, or
show hospitality to strangers? Do we, in our churches and homes, draw boundary lines
between ourselves and the world? Do we hang a “Do Not Disturb” sign on our church
doors in order to restrict membership in the Kingdom to people who meet our strict
approval?

Ancient Israel was not a welcoming kingdom. It did not preach the good news of
Yahweh to neighboring tribes. It did not invite foreigners to join in worshiping the one true
God. Have we in the church become an exclusive club like that?

The church that seeks to restrict its membership and keep out the “riffraff” is not

following the Servant. It is merely worshipping a small, strange god made in its own image.

God’s Kingdom Is Universal

It is possible for a church, or any group of Christians, to become exclusionary simply

through fear of contamination? This is exactly why Israel became an insular, isolated culture
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that made no effort to proclaim Yahweh to the surrounding nations. In such an atmosphere,
the Israelites could not understand and accept the Suffering Servant’s mission.

From the beginning of the Old Testament, we read that the scope of God’s rule is
universal (Genesis 1:1; Isaiah 54:5; Jeremiah 32:27). He is the only true, eternal, and living
God, and all nations are invited to worship Him (Psalm 117:1), not just Israelites. Non-Jews
(often called “strangers”) were treated with kindness and legal rights under the Law (see
Exodus 20:10, Leviticus 16:29; 17:8, 19:34, and Deuteronomy 1:6, 10:18, 14:29, 16:14, 24:17—
19).

God, through Isaiah, called all the nations, from all corners of the earth, to turn to Him
and be saved (Isaiah 45:22-23). He appointed Israel, His servant kingdom, to shine the light
of His salvation to all nations and peoples (Isaiah 49:6; 51:4-5). And let’s not forget the
example of Jonah, the reluctant prophet God sent to Nineveh to call the Assyrian people to
repentance. God intended him to be one among many Israelite missionaries who would take
His message to the nations, but Jonah exemplified the Israelite mindset: Why should Gentiles
repent and be saved? Aren’t the Gentile nations our enemies? Aren’t they idolaters? Haven't the Gentiles
killed conntless Israelites? Why would we want to bring them into the Kingdom of God?

The thought of allowing the Gentiles full participation in the Kingdom, Covenant, and
worship of God was not popular in Israel. In order for God to enlarge the Kingdom to

encompass the entire world, He would have to use other means.
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Get your copy of How to Read the Bible As If
Your Life Depends on It from Amazon.
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Michael Youssef, Ph.D., is the Founder and President of Leading
The Way with Dr. Michael Youssef, a worldwide ministry that
leads the way for people living in spiritual darkness to discover the

light of Christ through the creative use of media and field ministry

teams. His weekly television programs and daily radio programs are
broadcast more than 13,000 times per week in multiple languages
throughout the world. He is also the founding pastor of The Church
of The Apostles in Atlanta, Georgia.


https://www.amazon.com/stores/page/6AF49F01-DD6D-4B76-BBD7-82AA8351E388?channel=SWNDL
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