3000 words essay 
Examine Critically the role of the suffering servant within the Book of Isaiah and New Testament, with reference to a selection of New Testament Texts.

 Intro (150)
The following will discuss the role of the Suffering Servant in terms of deliverance of the Jewish people from Babylonian Exile, examining authorship, style, interpretation, purpose, and context.  Whilst the Suffering Servant Passage itself, is contained within Isaiah 52:15 - 53:12, this essay will reference the four Servant Songs within the Book of Isaiah, to provide fullest positioning and context.  The essay will then examine the role of the Suffering Servant narrative in a selection of passages within the New Testament, outlining their perceived importance.  In all, the following will offer that the role of the Suffering Servant in the Bible, was one of redemption for the sins of the people, as part of a covenant to bring them back to God through expiation of Original Sin, both in the context of the Babylonian Exile of the Jews, but also later in terms of Jesus’ representation as the Suffering Servant within the Christian New Testament.   
1. Old Testament 
The book of Isaiah is considered to have been written by three authors; Proto-Isaiah who wrote the pre-Babylonian Exile (586 BCE) chapters, Deutero-Isaiah who wrote chapters 40-55; including the Suffering Servant Songs; during the time of Exile Thirdly, chapters 56-66 which are set in the period after the return of the people of Israel from exile and are classified as Trito-Isaiah[footnoteRef:1]”[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Ulrich Berges ‘Isaiah. Structure, Themes and Contested Issues’ writing in Sharp C. Ed. The Oxford Handbook of the Prophets. (New York:  Oxford University Press. 2023) p155
]  [2:  Stephen Miller.  The Complete Guide to Biblical Prophecy.  (Ohio:  Barbour Publishing Inc. 2002)] 

There are four sections of the book of Isaiah considered to be explicitly about the Suffering Servant.  These sections are Isaiah 42: 1-4. Isaiah 49:1-6, Isaiah 50: 4-9, and finally Isaiah 52:13-53:12, all of which were written in liturgy form[footnoteRef:3], by the Deutero-Isaiah author during the period of the Babylonian exile. There is discussion among scholars as to whether these sections were added later than the balance of the text, as there is some variance in terms of theme and language, however there is no conclusive argument for a later date currently identified[footnoteRef:4]. [3:  Klaus Koch. ‘Latter Prophets:  The Major Prophets’ writing in Purdue L (Ed). The Blackwell Companion to the Hebrew Bible. (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2001).]  [4:  Elmer Martens.  God’s Design.  A Focus on Old Testament Theology. (Michigan: Baker Books, 1994) p212-3] 

The first Servant Song begins the narrative, with a statement of intent: “Here is 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.”  Isaiah 42: 1-2.    God is making three key points regarding the role of the Servant.  Firstly, that he is God’s authorised representative, secondly, that God has put his “spirit” on him.  In Christianity, the Holy Spirit is seen as a key tool of communication in terms of engendering faith in God.  Similarly, in Islam, the Spirit is seen as a communicator and divine influencer.  Slightly differently however, in Judaism, the Spirit was understood to represent the divine force and influence of God.  Using any one of those readings, however, the Servant is to speak for God, and with his complete authority.  The third point is the idea of bringing justice to the nations or providing redemption.  Some scholars question whether the use of the word “nations” indicates that the Servant will provide redemption to all of humankind; both Jews and Gentiles, or whether “nations” applies only to the twelve tribes of Israel.  
In the following verses Isaiah 42: 6-9, God speaks directly to the Servant figure and states that the Servant is presented as a “covenant to the people,” signifying God’s part of a binding agreement between himself and the people of Israel.  Finally, he makes clear that there will be no one else to come: “my glory I give to no other.” 
Turning to the Second Servant Song in Isaiah 49 1:6, the voice of the Servant says that he was called by God before birth, and that God has called him to “bring Jacob back to him, and that Israel might be gathered to him.” Isaiah 49:5.   However, following the theme of a role of planned redemption, the voice of God states:  “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; I will give you as a light to the nations that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” Isaiah 49: 6.
In the Third Servant Song, Isaiah 50: 4-9, he is given the role of a teacher, a warning that he will suffer blows; but that he would stay steadfast, and that “I shall not be put to shame.” Isaiah 50:7
Turning finally to the fourth Servant Song; known as the Suffering Servant, in Isaiah: 52:15-53:12 we gain both a prophetic, and retrospective view of the role of the Suffering Servant.  Gerhard von Rad[footnoteRef:5] observes that the passage is arranged as a sequence; with a speech by God, Isaiah 52: 13-15. followed by a chorus Isaiah 53: 2-10[footnoteRef:6], followed by another speech by God Isaiah 53:  11-12.  He concludes that the passage may therefore be considered as “prophetic liturgy, although he believes that it is unlikely to have been used within worship. [5:  Gerhard Von Rad.  Old Testament Theology Volume Two.  (London:  SCM Press Ltd. 1977). P255]  [6: ] 

The author, uses the first section; Isaiah 52:15 as a prophetic speech by God, anticipating, the enormous international impact of the Suffering Servant:  “so he shall startle many nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of him…..”, however the “chorus” then begins to chant about the Servant in the past tense, reflecting that he lacked any magnificence in his appearance, and in fact that he was: “despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; … he was despised and we held him of no account” Isaiah 53:2-3.   
However, if the role of the Suffering Servant in the Book of Isaiah is to provide redemption for humanity, it is in the rest of Isaiah 53, that the Prophet explains exactly how the Servant is going to provide redemption. Isaiah 53:10 onwards switches once more to the future; that the Servant’s life will be an offering for the sin of humankind, and that through death, and bearing the sin of humankind, he “made intercession for the transgressors.” Isaiah 53:12.
If the role of facilitating redemption is clear from the text, the difficulty of interpretation of the identity of the redeemer is less clear.  Christopher North summarises the four main options for the identity of the Suffering Servant identified by scholars, Christians, Jews, and those of no faith, since the time of Isaiah[footnoteRef:7].  Firstly, that the Servant was an unknown contemporary of Deutero Isaiah, hence the past tense usage for part of the text, known as the historico-messianic.  Secondly, that the Servant was Isaiah himself, although objections have been raised on the basis that the Prophet would have had to have written about his own death, which seems unlikely.  Thirdly, the Collective Theory, which upheld into the 21st Century, especially by the Jewish community, that the Servant is used to describe the “collective identity” of the people of Israel, and fourthly, Messianic theory, believing that the prophecy is describing the coming Messiah himself.   [7:  Christopher North. The Suffering Servant in Deutero-Isaiah. (London:  Oxford University Press. 1948) p3-4.] 

These identification options are important for correctly identifying the role of the Servant within the Hebrew Bible. If he was an historical figure; being described by the Prophet during the ongoing exile, is it possible that he had not succeeded in his role of redeemer as the exile was not yet over?  If the servant was the collective entity of the people of Israel itself, the role of redemption is still valid; in that the repentance from their sins; of the people of Israel, was a key message within the work of the Exilic Prophets; Jeremiah and Ezekial, who also advised the people of Israel that they would not be delivered from their current situation unless they repented for their sins. However, one of the key difficulties with the Servant being the people of Israel, is that they would not necessarily have chosen to seek redemption for Gentiles. Additionally, Scholars argue that Isaiah does not at any point use the term Messiah to describe the Suffering Servant.   The interpretation appears then to be, that Isaiah thought of an individual who will arrive in his future, and will redeem, not only the people of Israel, but also all of humankind.  
A further complication to interpretation of the role of the Suffering Servant, is the difference in interpretation between the states of Judaea, and those of Northern Israel in terms of the identify of any future Messianic figure.   Isaiah, or at least Proto-Isaiah, is identified as a Jerusalem-centric prophet. Within the Second Servant Song, we see the Servant being asked to bring “Jacob back to him, and that Israel might be gathered to him.” Isaiah 49:5, and yet Northern Israel did not identify with the pre-eminence of the tribes of Judaea, therefore it is debateable whether the words of Proto-Isaiah would have indicated a Messianic figure to the Northern Tribes. (1 Kings: 12.26-33) 
One of the difficulties in understanding the differences in interpretation of the role of the Suffering Servant, between Jewish people and Christians, is the difference between the canon of the Hebrew Bible, the canon of the Christian Old Testament, and the Christian New Testament, where books are placed into different order.  Wilfred Cantwell Smith[footnoteRef:8] notes that where the Hebrew Bible closes with the Edict of Cyrus allowing the people back into Jerusalem 2 Chronicles 36:23, in the case of the Christian Bible the history closes with the book of Malachi and the prediction of a coming Messianic figure Malachi 4:5-6.  [8:  W Cantewell Smith.  What is Scripture?  (London:  SCM Press Ltd, 1993) p95] 

John Sawyer further notes that the diverging interpretations were perpetuated as part of the process of translation because original Hebrew texts of both Isaiah and the New Testament were mostly ignored in favour of Greek translations, even though there were few Christian Hebraists before the Reformation, and therefore a lack of verification of translation[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  John Sawyer ‘Isaiah’ writing in Lieb M, Mason E, & Roberts J (Eds).  The Oxford Handbook of The Reception History of the Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011 p56] 

As W Cantewell Smith notes, “Thus, are the two communities’ starkly divergent visions of themselves, of human history, and of the divine …. perpetuated through, their respective patterns of “the same” scripture.”[footnoteRef:10].     [10:  W Cantewell Smith.  What is Scripture?  (London:  SCM Press Ltd, 1993) p95] 

With consideration of our “future figure” in mind, and turning to the New Testament, it is clear from the multiple references to the Suffering Servant prophecy of Isaiah 52:15 – 53:12,  not only that authors of the New Testament were highly familiar with the passage, but also that they intentionally used the passage to validate the actions of Jesus as the awaited Messiah.    
Bart Ehrman[footnoteRef:11] notes that the main source of early Jewish outrage and resistance regarding claims that Jesus was the Messiah, was the difficulty that he had suffered and died through crucifixion, as within the book of Deuteronomy it is stated: “for anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse.” Deuteronomy 21:23.   Additionally the Jewish people had expected their Messiah to arrive as a great King, or a Priest, or a Prophet, not someone who could be tortured and then killed in a manner considered cursed by God.  Therefore, it was vital that the validity of Jesus as Messiah be emphasised by the early church one of the ways that was done, was by positioning the life and death of Jesus, as the Suffering Servant already prophesised as someone who would save people of Israel by the Prophet Isaiah himself.  [11:  B Ehrman. The Triumph of Christianity:  How a Forbidden Religion Swept the World. (New York:  Simon and Schuster, 2018) p47] 

However, this argument was not convincing for the Jews, who argued that at no point did Isaiah specify that he was talking about a Messianic figure when writing about the suffering Servant, and that in fact Isaiah was talking about the people of Israel itself[footnoteRef:12].  “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”[footnoteRef:13] [12:  B Ehrman. The Triumph of Christianity:  How a Forbidden Religion Swept the World. (New York:  Simon and Schuster, 2018) p48]  [13: ] 

A first New Testament example is in Acts, where a representative of the Queen of Ethiopia was in a chariot, travelling to Jerusalem to worship, and reading from the book of Isaiah.  The Holy Spirit told the deacon Philip to approach him.  On doing so the Ethiopian was reading a passage from the Suffering Servant Isaiah 53:7-8.  Philip asked whether he knew what he was reading, and the Ethiopian admitted he wanted guidance, asking: “About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” Acts. 8:32-38.  In answer Philip, taught him about Jesus, and the Ethiopian was sufficiently convinced to get baptised immediately.
In fact, Donald Guthrie notes that it is clear from the early chapters of Acts, that the Apostles had linked Jesus with the Suffering Servant.  For example, “The God of Abrham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus, whom you handed over and rejected ….” Acts 3:13. and “When God raised up his servant, he sent him first to you, to bless you by turning each of you from your wicked ways.” Acts 3:26.   The appeal by the Apostle Peter to the Jewish audience is very explicit, in that it is their own God who called Jesus, that Jesus was the Servant of God, and that therefore it is implicit that Jesus is the Suffering Servant prophesied by Isaiah.  
A second example of references to the Suffering Servant prophecy is in the gospel of Luke, where the voice of Jesus himself quotes the prophecy, saying:  “For I tell you, this scripture must be fulfilled in me, ‘And he was counted among the lawless’ and indeed what is written about me is being fulfilled” Luke. 22:37. 
Although there are other reflections of the Isaiah’s Suffering Servant throughout the New Testament[footnoteRef:14], the final example from 1 Peter 2:24-25, is not only a reflection of Isaiah’s Suffering Servant, but it also epitomizes the Doctrine of Atonement; being Jesus’ sacrifice to atone for the sins of mankind, and to return mankind to God and eternal life.   Where Isaiah compares humanity to sheep who have gone astray, Isaiah. 53:6, Peter reflects that: “…. you were going astray like sheep” 1 Peter 2:25. [14:  Other examples include:  John3:14, 8:28 & 12:38.  Romans 10:16 & 15:21. 1 Peter 2:22.] 

Similarly, where Isaiah says: “But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed,” Isaiah. 53:5 1 Peter summarises the same conclusion in relation specifically to Jesus: “He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” 1 Peter 2:24. Finally, 1 Peter makes very clear that the sacrifice of Jesus has brought us back to God:  “but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.” 1Peter 2:25
In conclusion, the Hebrew Bible details about the role of the Suffering Servant as identified within the book of Isaiah are contained within the four Servant Poems within that book.  Within those verses, the role of the Suffering Servant is identified as someone to act as a beloved agent of God, that there will be no other like him, that he will be a teacher and that he will suffer for the sins of the people.  The Servant will influence many nations, will take on the sins of humankind, and will bring us redemption through his suffering.  However, within the Hebrew Bible, the identity of the Suffering Servant is unclear, and could be the people of Israel itself, an historical individual, or indeed provide a prophecy regarding the coming of Jesus as the Messiah.  In the Christian New Testament, proof of the validity of Jesus Christ as the Messiah and the Suffering Servant are repeatedly offered with references to the Book of Isaiah.  The officials of the new Christian Church believed by that time that the Suffering Servant was a reference to the Messiah of Israel, therefore it was a useful validatory tool to employ, when teaching about Jesus Christ, and justifying their claims that he was the Messiah.  
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