
John 12:41 
 

“When Jesus had said these things, he departed and hid 
himself from them. Though he had done so many signs 
before them, they still did not believe in him, so that the 
word spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: „Lord, 
who has believed what he heard from us, and to whom has 
the arm of the Lord been revealed‟ [Isaiah 53:1]? Therefore 
they could not believe. For again Isaiah said, „He has blinded 
their eyes and hardened their heart, lest they see with their 
eyes, and understand with their heart, and turn, and I 
would heal them.‟ [Isaiah 6:10] Isaiah said these things 
because he saw his glory and spoke of him.” —John 12:36-
41, ESV 

 

Trinitarian apologists consider the statement in John 12:41 

(„Isaiah said these things because he saw [Jesus‟] glory‟) to be 

one of the strongest proof-texts for the “deity” of Christ in the New 

Testament, understood in the orthodox Trinitarian sense. 

Evangelical Arthur W. Pink, for example, described this verse as a 

“striking testimony to the absolute Deity of Christ.”1 In the early 

1800s, the Methodist Adam Clarke wrote: “It appears evident, 

from this passage, that the glory which the prophet saw was the 

glory of Jehovah: John, therefore, is saying here that it was the 

glory of Jesus, showing that he considered Jesus to be Jehovah.”2 

The contemporary pastor John MacArthur likewise argued, “Isaiah 

6:10, which John had just quoted, referred to Isaiah‟s vision of 

God (cf. Isa. 6:1-5). That the apostle applied it to Jesus Christ 

clearly testifies to his Deity.”3 In agreement, another modern 

commentary explained the interpretation with even more 

specificity: “Isaiah had seen the Lord of glory, who is none other 

than Jesus himself—Jesus is God, yet he is also a distinct part of 

the mysterious Trinity, and he is also Jesus the Son.”4  

Since previous to John 12:41 (verses 39-40) John quoted 

from Isaiah 6:10, and several verses earlier it is said that the 

prophet “saw the Lord/Jehovah sitting upon a throne, high and 

lifted up” (6:1-3) and that “the whole earth” was “full” of 

Jehovah‟s “glory” (the cry of the seraphim in 6:3), when John said 

that Isaiah “saw [Jesus‟] glory” in 12:41, Trinitarians reason that 

John was intentionally making the point that Jesus Christ and 

Jehovah God are one and the same—with particular emphasis on 

the fact that in both texts (John 12:41; Isaiah 6:1-3) the terms 

“saw” and “glory” are present. That is, for Trinitarians, “Isaiah 

said these things because he saw his glory” means, essentially, 

“Isaiah said these things because he saw Jesus‟ glory as Jehovah 

                                                 
1 Exposition of the Gospel of John, Volume One (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1945), p. 282. 
2 Clarkes‟ Commentary, Matthew-Revelation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1810), p. 614. 
3 The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, John 12-21 (Chicago: Moody, 2008), p. 53. 
4 Life Application Bible Commentary (Wheaton: Tyndale House Publishers, 2003), p. 263. 



God in a pre-incarnate state in the temple vision of Isaiah 6:1-5.” 

Therefore, Jesus is Jehovah—understood as the second “person” of 

the alleged “triune” God. 

 Although the argument is widely accepted, many do not 

realize that when apologist James White, for example, makes the 

dogmatic claim that “the only way to define what „glory‟ Isaiah 

saw was to refer to the glory of Isaiah 6:3,” and that there is “none 

other whose glory we can connect with Isaiah‟s words,” he is 

wrong.5 In fact, the future “glory” of the promised Messiah, Jesus, 

is clearly depicted in the writings of Isaiah, not only in the 

surrounding context of Isaiah 53:1 (also quoted by John in 12:38), 

but throughout the writings of Isaiah overall, from the beginning to 

the ending sections (4:2; 9:6-7; 11:1-10; 16:5; 32:1; 33:17; 42:1-4; 

49:1-6; 52:13-15; 61:1-3). 

The following will explain, point-by-point, why the 

Trinitarian argument is an interpretative error, based on the 

prevailing tendency to read post-biblical Trinitarian concepts into 

Scripture. 

1. John said, “Isaiah said these things [Isaiah 53:1; 

Isaiah 6:10] because he saw [the Messiah’s] glory and spoke of 

him” (John 12:41). 

In this case, John‟s statement is a clear reference to Jesus, 

the Messiah, not Jehovah God. In all the Messianic references 

found throughout the book of Isaiah, the prophet never identifies 

the Messiah as Jehovah but as “the branch of Jehovah” (4:2), as 

the one upon whom Jehovah‟s “spirit” would be “upon” and “rest” 

(11:2; 61:1), as one whose “delight shall be in the fear of Jehovah” 

(11:3), as Jehovah‟s “chosen one, in whom [Jehovah‟s] soul 

delights,” as Jehovah‟s wise and exalted “servant” (42:1; 52:13), as 

one who, prophetically, “grew up before Jehovah like a young 

plant” (53:2), as the one on whom Jehovah would lay “the iniquity 

of us all” (53:6), as the one Jehovah would “crush” in accordance 

with his “will,” and the one in whose hand “the will of Jehovah 

shall prosper” (53:10). And, in harmony with these and all other 

biblical texts, Jehovah himself is portrayed as the “God” of the 

Messiah, not as the Messiah himself (49:5). 

In no case does the prophet confuse the identities of 

Jehovah and the Messiah (Jehovah‟s „servant‟); nor does the 

prophet ever somehow merge their distinct identities into one. 

                                                 
5 White, The Forgotten Trinity (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1998), p. 137. Although ultimately 

supportive of James White and other Trinitarians in the interpretation of John 12:41, in contrast to 

White‟s unwarranted dogmatism on this point, C. H. Williams correctly pointed out: “The clause 
„Isaiah said these things (tauta)‟ (12:41a), need not, in this respect, relate solely to the quotation 

drawn from Isa. 6:10, but can embrace both quotations. John‟s Christological application in 12:41 

can then be explained as follows: the prophetic testimony presented by Isaiah (53:1; 6:10) reflects 
his vision of Jesus‟ earthly glory (12:41b: „because he saw his glory‟), which enabled him to speak 

as he did about Jesus‟ earthly mission and to predict the unbelief that Jesus would encounter during 

his earthly life (12:41c: „and spoke about him‟). —Isaiah in the New Testament, Edited by Steve 
Moyise and M. J. J. Menken (London: T&T Clark: 2005), pp. 112-113. 



This, of course, harmonizes with all biblical texts that consistently 

portray Jehovah and the Messiah as two distinct figures (Compare, 

for example, Psalm 110:1; Daniel 7:13; Micah 5:4; Acts 3:13; John 

17:3). That is, once it is established that John 12:41 is a reference 

to Jesus, the Messiah, we automatically know, scripturally 

speaking, that John‟s statement in 12:41 is not a reference to 

Jehovah as portrayed in Isaiah 6:1-5, particularly in such a way 

that would identify the Messiah as Jehovah, simply because 

Jehovah and the Messiah are, in every relevant scriptural example, 

presented as two distinct figures, with one (the Messiah) being 

“sent” by the other (Jehovah), with one (Jehovah) who is “greater” 

than the other (the Messiah), and with one (Jehovah) as the “God” 

of the other (the Messiah).6 

2. Although there is a reference to the “glory” that filled the 

dwelling place of Jehovah in Isaiah 6:1 (LXX),—“…and the house 

was full of his glory,” with the seraphim announcing, “the whole 

earth is full of [Jehovah‟s] glory” (v. 3, LXX; MT)—Isaiah is, 

again, writing about his glorious vision of Jehovah God, not the 

Messiah. 

3. Trinitarian James White asserts that the Isaiah 6 passage 

is “the primary reference” we should look to for our understanding 

of John 12:41. He argues: “John speaks of Isaiah „seeing‟ „glory.‟ 

In Isaiah 6:1 the very same term is used of „seeing‟ the LORD, and 

the very term „glory‟ Isaiah saw was to refer to the glory of Isaiah 

6:3.” Therefore, according to White, Jesus is “None other than the 

eternal God in human flesh, Yahweh.7  

As mentioned, White‟s argument at this point is short-

sighted and erroneous. In the Septuagint translation of Isaiah 

52:13-15—part of the same context as Isaiah 53:1, also referenced 

by John as among the “things” Isaiah “said” because he “saw” the 

Messiah‟s “glory”—it can be properly said that Isaiah, in his role 

as a prophet and visionary, “saw” the future “glory” of the Messiah 

and “spoke about him,” especially so given that there are two 

explicit references in the Septuagint to the Messiah‟s future 

glorification (or exceedingly-glorified-state) and “glory” which 

would “not be honored by the sons of men,” precisely what takes 

place in the peoples‟ unbelief as described in John 12:37-40. Isaiah 

52:13-15 in the Septuagint reads: 
 

“Behold, my servant shall understand, and be exalted, and 

glorified exceedingly. As many shall be amazed at you, so 

shall your face be without glory from men, and your glory 

shall not be honored by the sons of men. Thus shall many 

                                                 
6 Isaiah 61:1; John 5:30; 13:16; 14:28; Micah 5:2; Mark 15:34; John 20:17; Romans 15:6; Ephesians 

1:17; Hebrews 1:9. 
7 The Forgotten Trinity, pp. 137-138. 



nations wonder at him; and kings shall keep their mouths 

shut…”8  
 

 4. Since reference is made to “these things” (plural), 

John‟s statement should apparently be understood as follows: 

“Isaiah said these things—„Lord, who has believed our report? 

And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?‟(Isaiah 53:1), 

and „He has blinded their eyes and he hardened their heart, so that 

they would not see with their eyes and perceive with their heart…‟ 

(Isaiah 6:10)—because Isaiah saw the Messiah‟s glory and spoke 

of him.” 

But why did John say that the prophet said these things 

(Isaiah 53:1; 6:10) “because” he saw the Messiah‟s glory and 

spoke about him?  

Evidently, Isaiah said “these things”—the “things” 

regarding the peoples‟ blindness, hardness of heart, lack of 

perception, and unbelief—because Isaiah “saw” the same “glory” 

of the Messiah that would, due to blindness and hardness of heart, 

“not be honored by the sons of men” (52:14, LXX); again, the very 

occurrence described in John 12:37-38. In other words, as the 

apostle John reports, though Jesus “had done so many signs before 

them”—a clear demonstration of his Messianic “glory”—the 

people still did not believe nor honor him as the Messiah sent by 

God; and all of this was foreseen by Isaiah and foretold in his 

writings.  

That the “glory” of Jesus was made manifest through the 

powerful “signs” he performed is made clear in John 2:11 where 

the apostle reports: “Jesus did this [changed of water into wine] as 

the beginning of his signs in Cana in Galilee and so revealed his 

glory, and his disciples began to believe in him” (John 2:11, 

NAB). In stark contrast to this, the apostle says of the Jews in John 

chapter 12:37: “Though he had done so many signs before them, 

they still did not believe in him.”  

That is, again, in John chapter 12, the people still did not 

put faith in Jesus even though he had displayed powerful “signs” 

before them—“signs” that represented a clear manifestation of the 

Messiah‟s “glory.” This clearly demonstrates that the “glory” John 

said Isaiah “saw” could have been the glory Jesus manifested in his 

signs but which “the sons of men” (the Jews of John chapter 12) 

did not honor since “they still did not believe in him” (Compare 

Isaiah 52:14, Septuagint). As it was rightly pointed out in the 

article Isaiah in the Gospel of John by C. H. Williams: “…those 

who rejected Jesus have failed to see the revelation of „the arm of 

the Lord‟ in his signs. John 12:37-38 therefore emphasizes that 

                                                 
8 Note also that Isaiah 53:1—quoted by John in this context (John 12:38)—is more closely-

connected to Isaiah 52:13 than Isaiah 6:10 is to Isaiah 6:1-3—a closer reference by 4 verses 
respectively, according to the present division of the English Bible. 



most people did not believe in Jesus despite the one aspect of his 

ministry that was most likely to produce faith, his visible 

manifestations of power.”9  

5. Dr. White is in error when he argues that Isaiah 6—as 

opposed to Isaiah 52/53—should be viewed as the “primary 

reference” for John 12:41.While both texts should evidently be 

taken into account („these things [53:1; 6:10]‟ Isaiah said…‟), there 

are, in fact, more connections to be found between John 12 and 

Isaiah 52/53 than with the similar language-elements („saw‟ and 

„glory‟) between John 12:41 and Isaiah 6:1-5.10  

As mentioned, in Isaiah chapter 6, no clear reference to the 

Messiah is ever made; only a vision of Jehovah God exalted in the 

house that was filled with Jehovah‟s “glory.” In fact, nowhere in 

Isaiah‟s vision of Jehovah in the temple scene does the prophet go 

on to clearly “speak about” the Messiah.  

In Isaiah 53, however, immediately after the statement “Who 

has believed what he has heard from us? And to whom has the arm 

of Jehovah been revealed?”, the prophet goes on specifically to 

“speak about” the Messiah from verse 2 all the way through verse 

12, quite explicitly and in great detail. The entire chapter is, in fact, 

about the suffering “servant,” the foretold Messiah who would 

“come up like a twig” and “like a root out of waterless land.” 

According to the prophet, the servant would be “despised and 

rejected by men,” “wounded for our transgressions,” “crushed for 

our iniquities,” pouring out “his soul to the very death.” Yet, after 

being victorious over death, he would “divide the spoil with the 

strong,” “bring a righteous standing to many,” and make 

“intercession for the transgressors.” This demonstrates that the one 

who “spoke about” such things—Isaiah—was among the prophets 

mentioned by the apostle Peter who, long ago, “foretold the 

sufferings of Christ and the glories to follow”, and, particularly in 

Isaiah 52-53, “saw his glory and spoke of him” (1 Peter 1:11; John 

12:41).  

In support of this conclusion, D.A. Carson observed that, in 

John chapter 12, the apostle “may well be thinking of the Suffering 

Servant who was exalted…what makes it very likely is the dozen 

or so overtones of Isaiah 52:13-53:12 found within John 12 that 

                                                 
9 Isaiah in the New Testament, p. 108. 
10 Greg Stafford noted that in Isaiah 52:13, “Jehovah uses a demonstrative particle „Look!‟ or 

„Behold!‟ (Hebrew: hineh) pointing to his „servant‟ who will be „elevated and exalted very much,‟ 
which translates three different Hebrew words (rum [„lift up,‟ or „be exalted‟], nasa‟ [„lift up,‟ or „be 

exalted‟], and gavah [„be high,‟ or „exalted‟]). The LXX [Septuagint] translates the underlined 

portions of 52:13 as „Look! My servant…will be lifted up [Greek: hypsothesetai] and glorified 
extremely [doxasthesetai sphodra].‟ Sphodra is a Greek adverb meaning „extremely‟ or „greatly,‟ 

and here it modifies the Greek verb doxazo, which in reference to the Messiah or Christ means to 

„glorify.‟ Isaiah then proceeds to „see‟ this „extreme glory‟ in the manner in which the Christ would 
appear and the affect he would have on „many nations.‟ John uses the same verb „lifted up‟ or 

„exalted‟ (hypso‟o) in John 12:32 that is used here in Isaiah 52:13 (LXX), both in reference to the 

humanity and death of the Christ.” —Response to Dr. James White Part Two: “He Saw His Glory, 
and He Spoke About Him.” 



show the Evangelist had the Servant Song in mind when he 

composed this chapter.”11 

In response to James White, Greg Stafford made the same 

basic point, only with further supporting evidence: 
 

There is nothing anywhere in John 12 about Jesus being 

„Yahweh,‟ and certainly there is nothing in Isaiah 6:10 or in 

Isaiah 53:1, or in their quotation and use by John in John 12, 

that makes such a point. Dr. White simply embeds Isaiah 6:1 

into John 12:37-41 when we only have Isaiah 6:10 and Isaiah 

53:1 used by John, the latter of which is where Isaiah „speaks 

about him‟ and in the former of which he (Isaiah) „speaks 

about them‟ (the Jews). Throughout John 12 John „speaks 

about him‟ in the same way that Isaiah did in Isaiah 52/53, 

by describing or narrating the description of Jesus‟ being 

„lifted up‟ and „glorified‟ through his death and suffering, 

which „glory‟ Isaiah „saw‟ and „spoke about‟ from Isaiah 

52:9 (possibly 52:7) through the end of Chapter 53, part of 

which is quoted by John in John 12:38...The teaching of John 

12:41 is simple, straightforward, and otherwise clear. Isaiah 

saw the „glory‟ of the Christ‟s humanity, suffering, and death 

for our sins while being dishonoured among men, which 

John develops throughout John 12 and specifically from 

verse 16 onward (see John 12:16, 23, 32-34, 37-41), using 

the same verbs (doxazo, hypso‟o, pistueo, and horao) and the 

same substantive (doxa) as we find in the LXX of Isaiah 

52:10, 13, 14, 15 and Isaiah 53:1, 2, and 4. John notes that, 

like the „Suffering Servant‟ of Isaiah 52/53 (specifically 53:1 

which he quotes in John 12:38), the crowd did not „put faith 

in him [Jesus]‟ (John 12:36, 37 [where, again, in both texts 

and in verse 38 we find forms of pistueo]), which is exactly 

the same language Isaiah used when speaking of the 

Messiah: „Jehovah, who has believed [LXX: epistuese (form 

of pistueo) our report? And to whom has the arm of Jehovah 

been revealed?‟12 
 

It was similarly noted in the New International Biblical 

Commentary: “John‟s Gospel has been using the same verbs, 

„lifted up‟ (v. 32; cf. 3:14; 8:28) and „glorified‟ (vv. 16, 23; cf. 

11:4) in reference to Jesus and his approaching death; it is likely 

that his choice of these words presupposes (as do many other NT 

passages) the identification of Jesus with the suffering servant 

whose career is prophetically sketched in Isaiah 52:13-53:12.”13  

Another evangelical scholar explicitly contradicted the 

traditional Trinitarian apologetic approach to John 12:41, with 

good reason: 

                                                 
11 The Pillar New Testament Commentary, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1991), pp. 449-450.  
12 Isaiah 53:1; John 12:38. Stafford, Response to Dr. James White Part Two: “He Saw His Glory, 

and He Spoke About Him.”  
13 New International Biblical Commentary, John, J. Ramsey Michaels, p. 222 



 

“The first passage cited is Isa. 53:1 LXX (cf. Rom. 10:16). In 

the original context, reference is made to the Servant of the 

Lord, who was rejected by the people but exalted by God (cf. 

Isa. 52:13-15). In John, the verse is applied to Jesus the 

Messiah, who is that promised Servant, and to the rejection 

of his message and signs („arm of the Lord‟) by the Jews…In 

the wake of two Isaianic quotes in 12:38 and 12:40, the 

evangelist concludes that „Isaiah saw Jesus‟ glory‟ (cf. 8:56). 

In light of the preceding quotation of Isa. 6:10, some say that 

the background for the present statement is the call narrative 

in Isaiah 6. Yet though autou (his) probably refers to Jesus, 

John does not actually say that Isaiah saw Jesus, but that he 

saw Jesus‟ glory. Hence, it is not necessary to conclude that 

the evangelist believed that Isaiah saw „the pre-existent 

Christ‟ (Schnackenburg 1990: 2.416; cf. Talbert 1992: 180; 

D. B. Smith 1999: 244) or that he saw Jesus „in some pre-

incarnate fashion‟ (Carson 1991: 449). Rather, Isaiah 

foresaw that God was pleased with a suffering Servant who 

would be „raised and lifted up and highly exalted‟ (52:13), 

yet who was „pierced for our transgressions‟ and „bore the 

sins of many‟ (53:5, 12)…Hence, Isaiah knew that God‟s 

glory would be revealed through a suffering Messiah—

something deemed impossible by the crowds (John 12:34). 

Like Abraham, Isaiah saw Jesus‟ „day‟ (cf. John 8:56, 58).”14  
 

6. Indeed it is possible, and quite likely, that the Gospel writer 

said Isaiah “saw” the Messiah‟s glory in a similar sense that Jesus 

said “Abraham rejoiced to see [the Messiah’s] day, he saw it 

and was glad” (John 8:56). That is, there doesn‟t seem to be any 

one text in Genesis where Abraham is explicitly portrayed as 

„seeing‟ the Messiah‟s “day”15; so Jesus‟ statement probably 

embraces the overall sense in which Abraham looked forward—

with the „eyes‟ of faith—to the “day” of the Messiah with 

appropriate joy and gladness, based on God‟s promises to him. In 

the same basic sense, in John 12:41, John may very well have 

meant that Isaiah prophetically “saw” the future “glory” of the 

Messiah—as the Messiah is portrayed in Isaiah, yet, not only in 

                                                 
14 Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Baker Academic: Grand Rapids, 2004), pp. 

390-392. It is worth noting that Andreas Köstenberger (Ph.D., Trinity Evangelical Divinity School), 

the commentator who contradicts White on this point, is not only Trinitarian but Professor of New 
Testament and Director of Ph.D/Th.M. studies at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary. He is 

also “a prolific author, distinguished evangelical scholar, and Editor of the Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society.” 
15 On this point it was remarked in the NIV Study Bible (p. 1610): “Jesus probably was not referring 

to any one occasion but to Abraham‟s general joy in the fulfilling of the purposes of God in Christ, 

by which all nations on earth would receive blessing (Ge. 18:18). he saw it. In faith, from afar.” 
Albert Barnes wrote: “To see here means to have a view or distinct conceptions of. It does not imply 

that Abraham expected that the Messiah would appear during his life, but that he might have a 

representation of, or a clear description and foresight of the times of the Messiah.” Additionally, the 
footnote in the MacArthur Study Bible (p. 1600) observes: “Hebrews 11:3 indicates that Abraham 

saw Christ‟s day („having seen them afar off‟…). Abraham particularly saw in the continuing seed of 

Isaac the beginning of God‟s fulfilling the covenant (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:1-21; 17:1-8; cf. 22:8) that 
would culminate in Christ.” 



one specific text, but throughout the prophetic writings overall 

(Isaiah 4:216; 9:6-7; 11:1-10; 16:5; 32:1; 33:1717; 42:1-4; 49:1-6; 

52:13, 14; 53:1-12; 61:1-3). 

That is to say, Isaiah did not have to literally “see,” with 

physical eyes, the “glory” of a “pre-incarnate” Messiah in order to 

match what John said about him in John 12:41, just as Abraham 

did not have to literally “see,” with physical eyes, the “day” of the 

Messiah in order to make what Jesus said about Abraham true 

(John 8:56). Scripturally speaking, men like Abraham and Isaiah 

could often “see” in advance—through the prophetic gift, and with 

the „eyes‟ of faith—the glories of future events associated with 

God‟s purposes based on God‟s revelation to them.18  

7. If John is identifying Jesus directly and „ontologically‟ as 

„Jehovah‟ in John 12:41, no automatically-resulting „Trinitarian‟ 

concept emerges. In fact, if taken in this way, the common 

Trinitarian argument is really more conducive to the doctrinal 

concept known as “Modalism” which says that Jesus Christ is God 

the Father, only, in another “mode.” Hebrews chapter one makes 

clear that Jehovah, the God of the “prophets”—a reference that 

includes Isaiah—was God the Father, since he was the „God‟ who 

once spoke in the „prophets‟ but in these „last days‟ has spoken in 

his „Son.‟ Thus, to identify Jesus as the one Isaiah saw on the 

throne—as “Jehovah of hosts”—would be to identify Jesus as God 

the Father; since, again, this was the same „God (ho theos)‟ who 

spoke at one time through prophets like Isaiah but who, in the 

Christian era, spoke through a „Son.‟ 

8. Much like other Trinitarian “proof texts,” John 12:41 

does not explicitly say “Jesus is Jehovah” or anything that 

resembles such. As so often the case, the Trinitarian conclusion is 

                                                 
16 In fact, Isaiah 4:2 speaks of “the branch of Jehovah” which “shall be beautiful and glorious”—a 

well-established and widely-accepted reference to the Messiah. The Aramaic Targum of Isaiah even 

renders the text: “at that time shall the Messiah of the Lord be for joy and glory.” The MacArthur 
Study Bible observes that the term “branch” used in this way is a “messianic title” that “occurs also 

in Jer. 23:5; 33:15; Zech. 3:8; 6:12.” The New John Gill Exposition of the Entire Bible observes: 

“Christ is called „the branch,‟ …and it chiefly regards his descent from David, and when his family 

was very mean and low; and a branch being but a tender thing, it denotes Christ‟s state of 

humiliation on earth, when he grew up as a tender plant before the Lord, and was contemptible in the 

eyes of men…and yet this branch became „beautiful,‟ being laden with the fruits of divine grace… 
and „glorious,‟ being the branch made strong to do the work of the Lord, by his obedience and death; 

and especially he became glorious when raised from the dead, when he ascended up to heaven, and 

was exalted there at the right hand of God; and when his Gospel was spread and his kingdom 
increased in the Gentile world, as it did, both before and after the destruction of Jerusalem, the time 

here referred to; and which will he in a more glorious condition in the last days; and now he is 

glorious in the eyes of all that believe in him, and is glorified by them…” 
17 Isaiah 33:17 in the Septuagint even says, in an agreed upon reference to the Messiah, “You will 

see a king with glory (Hebrew text: “Your eyes will see the King in his beauty.” As it was observed 

in the MacArthur Study Bible: “The prophecy moves beyond Hezekiah in his sackcloth, oppressed 
by his enemy, to Messiah in His beauty. Seeing Him in glory is another reward for the righteous. 

The near-future deliverance from Sennacherib anticipates a more distant wonder when the Messiah 

will sit on His throne” (p. 1004). 
18 As one commentary points out: “That Isaiah actually saw the glory (doxa) of Jesus (v. 41) is an 

astounding assertion, but perhaps nor more so than that Abraham would rejoice to see Jesus‟ day 

(8:56).”  —D. Moody Smith, John, Abingdon New Testament Commentaries (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1999), p. 243. 



based on an uncertain and highly-debatable interpretation that 

ultimately ignores or overlooks alternative evidence, not an 

explicit statement of faith with a meaning that cannot be denied. If 

the text were not debatable or ambiguous in the interest of 

Trinitarian doctrine, there would be no real dispute, no viable 

interpretative options, and no Evangelical-Trinitarian scholars 

themselves presenting sound alternative explanations.19 What we 

find after close scrutiny, however, is the opposite. For example, in 

their handbook on translation, Barclay M. Newman and Eugene A. 

Nida commented: “Because he saw Jesus‟ [Gk: „his‟] glory could 

mean that Isaiah saw in his own day the pre-incarnate glory which 

Jesus had.” This is, of course, in line with the traditional 

Trinitarian claim. Yet the translators go on to say: “However, it is 

better to understand this clause as referring to Isaiah‟s prophetic 

vision of the glory that Jesus would have as the result of his death 

and resurrection. One may translate, therefore, „he saw ahead of 

time the glory that Jesus would have later‟ or „…how wonderful 

Jesus would be.‟”20 

In agreement, another commentator observed: “Even the 

coming of the death and resurrection of Jesus will not be enough 

for all to believe and this was foreseen by God. As John points out, 

Isaiah himself had a basic understanding of this astounding unfaith. 

Isaiah experienced unbelieving rejection in his own ministry, but 

even more he saw Jesus‟ glory [death/resurrection] and spoke 

about him.”21 

 We can conclude, therefore, that the connection 

Trinitarians so frequently attempt to make between the words 

“Isaiah said these things because he saw [Jesus’] glory…” and 

the “glory” associated with the prophet‟s vision of Jehovah in the 

temple is neither certain nor necessary. There is, by far, more 

evidence supporting a connection between John‟s statement about 

the “glory” of the Messiah (a „glory‟ made manifest in the 

Messiah‟s powerful „signs‟) and the descriptions of Jehovah‟s 

“servant” occurring in Isaiah 52:10-53:12 and in the totality of the 

prophet‟s Messianic references; and, in this light, Isaiah could very 

well have seen the future “glory” of the Messiah in a similar way 

that Abraham “saw” the Messiah‟s future “day” (John 8:56).22 

                                                 
19 Other evangelical commentators, in contrast to apologists like James White, have been careful 

enough to point out alternative understandings of the text: “Isaiah‟s seeing Jesus‟ glory (41) has 

occasioned comment. It can be taken to mean that Isaiah prophesied concerning Jesus‟ ministry, and 
in that sense „saw‟ and „spoke about‟ him.” It is also proposed: “Alternatively, John may be thinking 

of the pre-incarnate Christ. (cf. so Paul in 1 Cor. 10:4), either as part of the divine glory in Isaiah 

6:1f., or as foreshadowed in the sacrifice on the altar by which the prophet was cleansed (Is. 6:6-7).” 
—Bruce Mine, The Message of John, Here is your King!, with Study Guide (Downer Grove: Inter-

Varsity, 1993), p. 194.  
20 A Handbook on The Gospel of John (New York: UBS Handbook Series, 1980), pp. 419-420. 
21 The College Press NIV Commentary, John, Beuford H. Bryant & Mark S. Krause (College Press 

Publishing Co., 1998), p. 279 (words in brackets in the original). 
22 C. H. Williams, like James White, believes the glory mentioned in John 12:41 must refer to the 
glory of Jehovah God in Isaiah 6:1-5. But, unlike White, Williams acknowledges that there are in 



There is no good reason to insist that the statement in John 12:41 

should be restricted exclusively to Isaiah‟s vision of God in the 

temple that would imply a one-to-one “ontological” identification 

between Jesus Christ and Jehovah God himself, particularly in a 

post-biblical Trinitarian sense; nor should one, when endeavoring 

to makes sense of John‟s statement, overlook the fact that 

whenever the Messiah is spoken of in Isaiah‟s writings (and in the 

writings of all the Hebrew prophets), he is, in every case, clearly 

portrayed as a figure distinguishable from Jehovah God—a point 

that, with clear scriptural reason, should govern our understanding 

of the text from the beginning.23 
____________________________________________________ 

 

The “Glory” of the Messiah in the Writings of Isaiah 
____________________________________________________ 

 

What follows are examples from the book of Isaiah where 

the foretold Messiah is portrayed as “glorious,” as having “glory,” 

and in a most “glorified” state. These widely-recognized Messianic 

texts demonstrate that the statement in John 12:41 could not only 

be connected to the depiction of the “exalted” and exceedingly 

“glorified” “servant” of Jehovah in Isaiah 52:13-14, but can 

encompass the fullness of the revelation given by God to Isaiah 

concerning the promised Messiah as depicted in his writings.  

In each Scripture that follows, the Messiah—called the 

“servant of Jehovah” and “Prince of Peace”—is clearly presented 

in an exceedingly honorable, exalted, and “glorious” light, even 

when the actual term “glory” is not present; and, in light of all 

these references, it can be truly said that Isaiah “saw [the 

Messiah‟s] glory and spoke about him.” 
  

“In that day the branch of Jehovah shall be beautiful 

and glorious…” —Isaiah 4:2 
 

“…and his name shall be called: Wonderful Counselor, 

Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace [„and 

                                                                                                             
fact “sound arguments for explaining the remark „he saw his glory‟ in terms of Isaiah‟s vision of the 

glory of the earthly Jesus. Isaiah was already understood in the first-century Jewish context as a 

visionary prophet and foreseer of the future. Writing in the second century BCE, Ben Sira (48:24-25, 
Hebrew Ms B) describes the prophet Isaiah as follows: „By a spirit of strength he saw the future and 

comforted the mourners of Zion. He declared what shall be until eternity and hidden things before 

they come to pass.‟” —Isaiah in the New Testament (Isaiah in John‟s Gospel), pp. 111-112 
(emphasis added). 
23 With reference to the “great fourth servant song of Isaiah 52:13-53:12,” Eugene Merrill, OT 

professor at Dallas Theological Seminary, observed that “the servant there, in terms of the OT 

understanding alone, is totally distinct from God.” An Exegetical Commentary, Haggai, 

Zechariah, Malachi (Moody Press: Chicago, 1994) p. 320. On this point, consider Micah 5:4 which 

says of the Messiah: “And he shall stand, and shall feed his flock in the strength of Jehovah, in the 
majesty of the name of Jehovah his God…for now shall he be great unto the ends of the earth.” It is 

obvious from this one expression alone that the Hebrew prophets presented Jehovah as the Messiah‟s 

God, not as the Messiah himself. 

 



he is named Messenger of Great Counsel,‟ LXX]. Of the 

increase of his government and of peace there will be no 

end [„His sovereignty is great, and his peace has no 

boundary‟ LXX], on the throne of David and over his 

kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and 

with righteousness from this time forth and 

forevermore…” —Isaiah 9:6-7 

“There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, 

and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit. And the 

spirit of Jehovah shall rest upon him, the spirit of 

wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and 

might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of 

Jehovah…and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his 

mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the 

wicked. Righteousness shall be the belt of his waist, and 

faithfulness the belt of his loins…In that day the root of 

Jesse, who shall stand as a signal for the peoples—of 

him shall the nations inquire, and his resting place shall 

be glorious.” —Isaiah 11:1-5, 10 
 

“…then a throne will be established in steadfast love, 

and on it will sit in faithfulness in the tent of David one 

who judges and seeks justice and is swift to do 

righteousness.” —Isaiah 16:5 
 

“Behold, a king will reign in righteousness, and 

princes will rule in justice.” —Isaiah 32:1 
 

“Your eyes will behold the king in his beauty; they 

will see a land that stretches afar [„You will see a king 

with glory, and your eyes will see a land from far 

away,‟ LXX].” —Isaiah 33:17 
 

“Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in 

whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; 

he will bring forth justice to the nations…he will 

faithfully bring forth justice. He will not grow faint or be 

discouraged [„He will blaze up and not be overwhelmed‟ 

LXX]; till he has established justice in the earth and the 

coastlands wait for his law.” —Isaiah 42:1-4 
 

“Since you are precious in my sight, since you are 

honored and I love you, I will give other men in your 

place and other peoples in exchange for your life.” —

Isaiah 43:4 
 

“For I shall be glorious [„honored‟ ESV] in the eyes of 

the LORD [„I will be gathered and glorified before the 

Lord‟ LXX], And My God shall be My strength.” 

(NKJV) —Isaiah 49:5 
 

“I will make you as a light for the nations, that my 

salvation may reach to the end of the earth. Thus says 

Jehovah, the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One…” —



Isaiah 49:6 
 

“Behold, my servant shall act wisely; he shall be high 

and lifted up, and shall be exalted [„He shall be 

exalted and glorified exceedingly…and your glory 

shall not be honored by the sons of men’ 

LXX]…kings shall shut their mouths because of him…” 

—Isaiah 52:13-15 
 

“…he shall see his offspring; he shall prolong his days; 

the will of Jehovah shall prosper in his hand…by his 

knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, make 

many to be accounted righteous… Therefore I will 

divide him a portion with the many, and he shall divide 

the spoil with the strong…” —Isaiah 53:10-12 
 

“…[the Lord Jehovah] he has clothed me with the 

garments of salvation; he has covered me with the 

robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself 

like a priest with a beautiful headdress, and as a 

bride adorns herself with her jewels. For as the earth 

brings forth its sprouts, and as a garden causes what is 

sown in it to sprout up, so the Lord Jehovah will cause 

righteousness and praise to sprout up before all the 

nations.”  —Isaiah 61:1:1-3, 10-11 

 


