Examine critically the role of the Suffering Servant within the book of Isaiah and New Testament tradition (with reference to a selection of NT texts).

   The character of the suffering servant is found within, what many scholars refer to as, Deutero-Isaiah who is an anonymous author of the 6th Century BCE to whom chapters 40-55 are often attributed. While the 8th Century BCE Isaiah ben Amoz, forewarned the people of Jerusalem that their ways will lead to their downfall and exile, Deutero-Isaiah most likely wrote from the midst of exile where Babylon was the oppressor and not Assyria. The middle section of the Book of Isaiah focuses on the fall of Babylon; the restoration of God’s people and the rise of King Cyrus (the Great). The text points to the hope that the Persians would defeat the Babylonians and that Cyrus (a worker for YHWH) would allow the exiles to go home. 
   There is clearly a gap of some-time from chapter 39, where Proto-Isaiah prepared the people for the coming of the Babylonians and their subsequent deportation, and chapter 40 where Deutero-Isaiah claimed that YHWH has asserted that Jerusalem has paid her penalty (40.2) and will be restored.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Walter Bruggemann and Todd Linafelt, An Introduction to the Old Testament: The Canon and Christian Imagination, 2nd edition (Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012) p. 199.] 

The second part of the Book of Isaiah is more hopeful than the first; 40. 9 and 52. 7 both refer to Good News, a phrase which is picked up by Mark for the beginning of his Gospel.[footnoteRef:2] The intention of the first 39 chapters was to establish that YHWH was not powerless or absent, but that all that was to come to the people of Jerusalem was as a result of YHWH punishing them for their crimes. Since God alone is ‘high and lifted up’ (6.1), Judah’s suffering was because YHWH had made it so, but not out of hatred but because God is holy and holiness is revealed in righteousness (5.16).[footnoteRef:3] In the next few chapters, it is established that YHWH has not abandoned the people and is ready to help them once again through a particular servant.  [2:  Walter Bruggemann and Todd Linafelt, An Introduction to the Old Testament: The Canon and Christian Imagination, p. 200. ]  [3:  Lawrence Boadt, Reading the Old Testament: An Introduction (New York, Paulist Press, 1969) p. 330.] 

   Scholars have identified four particular poems which have been given the title; ‘servant songs’ (42. 1-9; 49. 1-6; 50. 4-9; 52. 13-53 .12) because they speak to the concept of salvation coming through suffering.[footnoteRef:4] They are also given this title due to how the word servant is used, because its usage here is regarded as different to throughout the rest of the section. However, many scholars would argue that these songs ought not to be separated from the rest of the poetry in Isaiah, but should be read within their context.[footnoteRef:5] Those who would argue this tend to accept that the servant mentioned is Israel, just as she is referred to as a servant elsewhere. While there is strong evidence to support this claim, this theory cannot fully explain away verse 49. 6 where Israel appears to speak to herself: ‘it is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel’. Similarly, the servant is commanded to ‘open the eyes that are blind’ (42. 7) but it is Israel who is blind (40. 18-20). YHWH’s mission could be that Israel will restore Israel; that the righteous of Israel will be commissioned to save the sake of the unrighteous, but the verses still remain an enigma. Therefore, the character of the servant remains mysterious and open enough that there have been many interpretations throughout history as to their identity and significance.  [4:  Gordon McConville, Exploring the Old Testament: The Prophets (London: SPCK, 2002) p. 26.]  [5:  Walter Bruggemann and Todd Linafelt, An Introduction to the Old Testament: The Canon and Christian Imagination, pp. 200- 201.] 

   These interpretations can be grouped under four distinct categories: that the identity of the servant was deliberately left ambiguous; that he was a cult figure; a collective group of people (i.e. Israel; a pious minority within Israel; the Order of Prophets or Priests) or an individual (those connected with the character are, among others: Hezekiah, Isaiah, Uzziah, Josiah, a leper, Jeremiah, Moses, Sheshbazzar, Zerubbabel, Nehemiah, Jehoiachin, Eleazar, Ezekiel, Cyrus, Job, Meshullam, and Zedekiah from the Old Testament and Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:6][footnoteRef:7] The boundaries between these categories are often blurred: indeed  R. Reed Lessing, from his belief that there were two servants, claims that the first is Israel and the second is a certain individual; the servant needs a second servant.[footnoteRef:8] This essay will focus in particular on Lessing’s second servant: the Suffering Servant from the last of the servant songs. The role of the character of the suffering servant will be critically examined within the Book of Isaiah itself but also within New Testament tradition, in particular the Gospels and the writings of Paul.  [6:  R. Reed Lessing, Isaiah's Servants in Chapters 40-55 Clearing up the Confusion, Concordia Journal, Spring 2011, p. 130.]  [7:  Christopher R. North, The Suffering Servant in Deutero-Isaiah: An Historical and Critical Study 2nd edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963) pp. 35- 39.]  [8:  R. Reed Lessing, Isaiah's Servants in Chapters 40-55 Clearing up the Confusion, p. 133.] 


The Suffering Servant within the Book of Isaiah
   The servant songs are significant because in their progression it becomes clear that YHWH has a greater plan in mind than just the return of the exiles; the final song points with greater clarity to what will be achieved, and the role of the Suffering Servant points to a wider and more far-reaching act of deliverance.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Peter Dray, Isaiah 52:13-53:12: Isaiah on the Suffering Servant, EVANGEL, 26.2, Summer, 2008, p. 33.] 

The fourth song starts with God’s perspective and returns to it, emphasising God’s commitment to the Servant who will endure what needs to be endured.[footnoteRef:10] It begins with a promise that the character of the Suffering Servant will be exalted and raised up high (52.3). Peter Dray emphasises how startling this is, because here the prophet utilizes the same phrases which described the glory of YHWH earlier in the book of Isaiah: ‘In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty’ (6.1).[footnoteRef:11] This therefore reveals that the Suffering Servant is to be exalted, just as YHWH is exalted and no less, which is an astonishing prophesy. Even more so because this Suffering Servant, who will be lifted high, will astound people by his marred appearance (52.14) and yet he will have the authority and power to silence even the most powerful men on earth: the kings (52.15).  [10:  Bernd Janowski, He Bore Our Sins: Isaiah 53 and the Drama of Taking Another’s Place, in Bernd Janowski and Peter Stuhlmacher (eds.), The Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources (Cambridge: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004). p. 61. ]  [11:  Peter Dray, Isaiah 52:13-53:12: Isaiah on the Suffering Servant, p. 33.] 

   The prophet continues to talk about how the Suffering Servant will enter the world- not with any great majesty nor with anything that makes him attractive but he will be like a ‘young plant’ (53.2). Not only would his form be surprising but this Suffering Servant would be rejected and despised; people will hide their faces from him (53.3) and he will endure much sorrow and anguish and know great infirmity (53.3). It is hard to conceive how this same Servant who will be lifted high alongside the Lord will endure such dreadful suffering, who will be crushed and pierced (53.5). 
   F. Duane Lindsey highlights the weight of the words crushed and pierced, and explained and that it was the strongest way to talk about the most violent and painful of deaths.[footnoteRef:12] However Marc Brettler and Amy- Jill Levine, argue that there is not enough in the text to claim that this Suffering Servant would die.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  F. Duane Lindsey, Isaiah's Songs of the Servant Parto: The Career of the Servant in Isaiah 52:13-53:12 (Concluded) Bibliotheca Sacra, January- March 1983, p. 24.]  [13:  Marc Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine, Isaiah’s Suffering Servant: Before and After Christianity, Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology 2019, Vol. 73(2) 158–173, pp. 160- 161.] 

This is a continuation of a concept by scholars, Sellin and Staerk who claimed that the lamb on the way to slaughter does not necessarily die (53.7).[footnoteRef:14] They quietly admit how talk of graves and tombs in verse nine might point to death, but to other scholars it seems quite clear that death is not an allegory but a fact of what the Suffering Servant will endure. And in the following verses of Isaiah, the prophet seeks to reconcile this treatment of the one who will be lifted up.  [14:  Christopher R. North, The Suffering Servant in Deutero-Isaiah: An Historical and Critical Study 2nd edition, pp. 148- 149. ] 

   Verse 4 reveals that the infirmities that the Suffering Servant will bear, are our infirmities and the weight of our sickness and those who once looked upon him as bearing no account now recognise that the consequence of their sins have been placed upon him: ‘surely, he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases’ (53.4). While it appears that the Suffering Servant is being punished by God, the wounds that are inflicted upon are for our sake; and that through his suffering we will be made whole and by his bruises we will be healed (53.5). The prophet continues to say that upon this Servant, the Lord will lay the iniquity of us all (53.6). Therefore, we understand that the role of the Suffering Servant is a sacrificial one. And that his sacrifice is a willing one; like a lamb led to the slaughter, he will not resist his fate (53.7). 
   The concept of a sacrifice would have been a familiar one to those who lived at the time of the prophet, for sacrifice was a part of life- a way in which God could cleanse sin and rebellion, which were put on other animals in order that humans could escape death themselves. Dray explains the link between the prophecy surrounding the Suffering Servant and the sacrifice of the Day of Atonement: verse five says how ‘upon him was the punishment that made us whole’ which Dray links to the sacrificed animal, while verse six points to the role of the Scapegoat, who on the Day of Atonement was cast out into the wilderness to die whilst barely the weight of human sin, put upon it by the Priest: ‘the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all’.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Peter Dray, Isaiah 52:13-53:12: Isaiah on the Suffering Servant, p. 33.] 

   While sacrifice was such an important part of Jewish experience, and while it was a way in which God could punish sin and root out unrighteousness- the process allowed humans to escape the penalty themselves. The role of the Suffering Servant is to make that right- to be a fitting substitute over and above non-human animals. And while the Prophet makes it clear that his punishment is undeserved: ‘he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth’ (53.9) yet it appears that the Servant is willing to take on this role, in spite of the torment he would endure. Perhaps because he understands that through his suffering, ‘the will of the Lord shall prosper’ (53.10) and that through his anguish will come light and the making right of God with God’s people (53.11) and this satisfies him (53.11). This makes the Suffering Servant worthy to be exalted alongside God who will ‘allot him a portion with the great’ (53.12), which the Suffering Servant will share with those he has saved and for whom his has interceded (53.12). 


New Testament Tradition
   While the character of the Suffering Servant does appear elsewhere in the Old Testament (for example in the book of Daniel, where the author appears to identify the righteous people of his time with the Suffering Servant)[footnoteRef:16]; it is the character’s influence over the New Testament which is even more significant.  [16:  Marc Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine, Isaiah’s Suffering Servant: Before and After Christianity, pp. 164- 165.] 

The book of Isaiah is the most referred to Old Testament book in the New Testament, particularly in regards to talking about the identity, nature and mission of Jesus Christ; the Gospel of Mark even begins the good news of Jesus Christ by quoting Isaiah, although the words are really an amalgamation of prophecies from Exodus 23. 20 and Malachi 3.1.[footnoteRef:17] Other examples include Matthew 12. 18-21, which contains a substantial quote from Isaiah 42, and John 12. 38-21 which is a quote from the Song of the Suffering Servant (53.1).  [17:  Morna D. Hooker, Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel in Steve Moyise and Marrten J. J. Menken, Isaiah in the New Testament (London: T&T Clark, 2005) p. 35. ] 

  And notably words from Isaiah were famously used within Handel’s masterpiece: the Messiah, an oratorio on the birth; death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Prophecies from the book of Isaiah appear elsewhere in Christian culture where the depiction of the man of sorrows (52.12- 53.12) is a common theme in art and the depiction of Jesus on the cross. The supposed link between the Suffering Servant and the Messiah, is embedded not just in Christian scripture but also in Christian culture. 
   From a close reading of Isaiah 52.12- 53.12, one can see that the fourth song takes further the idea of a servant as an individual who suffers for the sake of their mission. Moreover, it asserts that God brought about this suffering for the sake of salvation for the sake of bringing people back to God and making them righteous. It is therefore quite obvious how the Suffering Servant has become key in underpinning the Christian theology of the atonement.[footnoteRef:18] That the suffering of the Servant was not in any way a failure or meaningless was very helpful to early Christians trying to make sense of Christ’s crucifixion and death.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Gordon McConville, Exploring the Old Testament: The Prophets (London: SPCK, 2002) p.  28. ]  [19:  Bernd Janowski, He Bore Our Sins: Isaiah 53 and the Drama of Taking Another’s Place, p. 74.] 

   The most obvious mention of the role of the Suffering Servant in the New Testament comes in the book of Acts in the discussion between the Ethiopian Eunuch who is reading verses from the fourth song, and the apostle Philip: ‘The eunuch asked Philip, “about whom may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus’ (Acts, 8.34-35). What is revealed in Philip’s use of the text, is the view of the early church that saw the role of the Suffering Servant as an ‘acceptable characterization of the person and vocation of Jesus.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Walter Bruggemann and Todd Linafelt, An Introduction to the Old Testament: The Canon and Christian Imagination, p. 207. ] 

   The role of the Suffering Servant is important in the Gospels as well; while in Mark 9.12, Jesus refers to Elijah, but his words are also a reference to the fourth song in Isaiah: the suffering of the Son of Man and the contempt shown to him. Mark not only intended his readers to understand the sufferings of Jesus to be seen as the fulfilment of scripture[footnoteRef:21] but he also wanted to show that Jesus himself believed that. Other references occur in Mark 10.45 when Jesus says that the Son of Man came to serve and to give his life for many (Isaiah 53.11); when Jesus was silent before the High Priests (Mark 14. 61; c.f. Isaiah 53. 7) and when he was crucified in between two thieves (Mark 15. 27; c.f. Isaiah 53. 12). However, Morna D. Hooker is keen to note that these examples may be a consequence of over reading by Christian commentators, and that it is arguable whether Mark did make these connections himself.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Morna D. Hooker, Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel, p. 47.]  [22:  Morna D. Hooker, Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel, p. 48.] 

   Significantly, Mark has Jesus refer to the fourth song of Isaiah himself when he foretells his death and resurrection; Jesus tells his disciples about how the Son of Man must undergo great suffering and be rejected and killed (Mark 8. 31); and in the discourse about the last supper Jesus’ words mirror Isaiah again: ‘Jesus said “this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many”’ (Mark 14.24, c.f. Isaiah 53.12). 
Jesus quotes words from the fourth song in Isaiah according to Luke’s Gospel: ‘Jesus said, “I tell you this scripture must be fulfilled in me: and he was counted among the lawless”’ (Luke 22.37). And from the cross Jesus prays for those who persecute him, and thereby makes ‘intercession for the transgressors’ (Luke 23. 34; Isaiah 53.12). The themes of Isaiah and the role of the Suffering Servant are woven throughout John’s Gospel, for example when Jesus is recognised as the ‘Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world’ (John 1. 29; c.f. Isaiah 53.7). And so, one can see that according to the Gospel writers, Jesus appeared to understand his mission as presented in Isaiah and he presented his future suffering as the way through which God’s will would be fulfilled. 
   This was the idea on which the early church was grounded, such as in Paul’s letter to the Romans the apostle (or servant) states how Jesus was ‘handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised for justification (Romans 4.25), referencing Isaiah 53. 5. Elsewhere in the letter, Paul explains that the rejection of the good news is a fulfilment of scripture (Romans 10.14-17; Isaiah 53. 1).[footnoteRef:23] Paul’s identifying of himself as a ‘servant’ of Christ is also reminiscent of Servant in Isaiah and Jesus himself talks about being ‘one who serves’ (Luke 22.27). In another letter, Paul wrote about how Jesus’ death for our sins and resurrections was in accordance with the scriptures (1 Corinthians 15. 3-4) likely referring again to the fourth song in Isaiah, 53. 5 and 9. A further example occurs in the first letter of Peter (2.22); Peter Stuhlmacher understands these references as examples of how ‘the interpretation of the passion from Isaiah 53 advanced by Jesus himself provided Christians after Easter with clear and precise soteriological terms for speaking about Jesus’ death on the cross and his resurrection’.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  Otfried Hofius, The Fourth Song in the New Testament Letters, in Bernd Janowski and Peter Stuhlmacher (eds.), The Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources (Cambridge: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004). p. 175.]  [24:  Peter Stuhlmacher, Isaiah 53 in the Gospels and Acts, in Bernd Janowski and Peter Stuhlmacher (eds.), The Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources (Cambridge: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004).  p. 155. ] 


Conclusion 
   Arguably the majority of Christians have understood the Suffering Servant to be a prophecy of Jesus Christ, and they have read into the fourth song of Isaiah an account of Jesus’ coming; his sacrifice; his living again and his exaltation. While some would be open to the idea that this was not what the original author had in mind, early scholars were happy to see beyond a literal meaning to an allegorical or spiritual one.[footnoteRef:25] Indeed Philip did not say to the Ethiopian that he was necessarily reading about Jesus Christ, but he used the verses of Isaiah that the Eunuch was reading as a starting board from which to talk about the Good News of Jesus (Acts 8. .35).[footnoteRef:26] While theologian Hans-Jurgen Hermission, among others, claim that no harm is done to read the fourth song as a prophecy of Christ;[footnoteRef:27] as a Christian I can only imagine the potential frustrations that can occur from reading Jesus into Old Testament passages for Jewish people. And what ought to be highlighted is the potential danger of using the song of the Suffering Servant to attack Judaism; Isaiah was particularly harsh about his own people[footnoteRef:28] and his words have the potential to be used (and have been used) in anti-Semitic attacks. A respectful and gentle handling is needed when approach the role of the Suffering Servant within the book of Isaiah and beyond, and scholars ought to be clear about their background and agenda when engaging with this topic so that the reader can take into account their biases. However, whatever one’s beliefs, the character of the Suffering Servant in the book of Isaiah is hugely compelling. And the way that its role has been used to point to the coming of Jesus and as a way of explaining his suffering and death, not only throughout the New Testament and the work of the early church, but also in art and music, is of exceptional interest and reveals the richness contained within this scriptural poetry.    [25:  John F. A. Sawyer, Isaiah, in Michael Lieb, Emma Mason and Jonathan Roberts (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of The Reception History of the Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014) P. 61.]  [26:  Bernd Janowski, He Bore Our Sins: Isaiah 53 and the Drama of Taking Another’s Place, p. 74.]  [27:  Hans-Jurgen Hermission, The Fourth Servant Song in the Context of Second Isaiah, p. 16. ]  [28:  John F. A. Sawyer, Isaiah, p. 53.] 
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