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Essay #2:  Examine critically the role of the Suffering Servant within the book of Isaiah and New Testament tradition (with reference to a selection of New Testament texts)
The Church has placed a high view on the Suffering servant in the book of Isaiah, in fact the passages in Isaiah 52:13-53:12 has been the basis of the New Testament Christological view with the clearest and most profound picture of Old testament prophecies as it relates to the redemptive plan of salvation foreshadowed in the ministry of Jesus. 
The role of the Suffering servant in Isaiah 53 expresses what could be considered Jesus’ own understanding of his mission and death which according to (Janowski and Stuhlmacher:149,2004) “He himself adopted the general messianic interpretation of Isaiah 53 current in early Judaism, but he himself understood his suffering quite independently of the tradition in light of the word of God given to Him from Isaiah 43:3-4 and 53:11-12.”  
 There is enough evidence from the account of Gospels that even when john the Baptist confronted Jesus with the expectation of the coming Messiah, that Jesus related his own mission to this expectation.  Not only did he accept that he was “the one to come” but he taught his disciples this understanding of his messianic mission and sufferings in private settings. Mark 10:45, 9:31.
Among the many passages about the Servant in Isaiah, chapter 52: 13-15 has demonstrated with certainty what role the servant will play and what will be achieved, in other words How will God fulfil the need of his people through the Suffering Servant.  See, my servant shall prosper; he shall be exalted and lifted and shall be very high. Just as there were many who were astonished at him so marred was his appearance, beyond human semblance, and his form beyond that of mortals— so he shall startle [ many nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of him; for that which had not been told them they shall see, and that which they had not heard they shall contemplate.






To be seen from the passage is that the servant would be exalted, to be worthy of the same level of worship and glory deserving of the Father.  He is more glorious than his previous appearance, despite the abuse, rejection by other humans and humiliation suffered, kings shall be overwhelmed because of His glory, though he was deeply degraded, yet the greatest reason for this exaltation of His servant was the fact that He did His will by dying as a guilt offering (53:10-12)
[bookmark: _GoBack]A close examination of Isaiah 53:10 declares that the Servant’s would be bruised, to wipe out sin and especially the guilt of Israel, which would put them in a new light with God.  This wiping out of guilt occurs when Jesus as God’s servant suffers the violent death which lay before him and made atonement for the many by his blood, thus bringing them into a new relationship that granted them forgiveness of sins, and therefore by this act they are in the fulfilment of God’s plan.   




In furtherance of the role of the servant, we see clearly his suffering would bring us to be at peace with God.  (53:4-6)  
.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Dray, Peter- Evangel 26.2, Summer 2008 (Editorial)- Isaiah 52:13-53:12: Isaiah on the Suffering Ser] 


Dray 2008:34, described the ceremonies of the day of Atonement under the Levitical   Priesthood system where the two goats were used as burnt offering and the scape goat to remove sin and has linked this with fact that   through such offering sin was dealt with completely. He continued by saying “The punishment that brought us peace was upon him,” just like the sacrificed animal in the Day of Atonement. “The Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all” just like the priest laid on the scapegoat the iniquity of the people of Israel.1


Here we can see a vivid picture of the Suffering Servant becoming a substitutionary sacrifice, just like the animals at the Day of Atonement.  This is certainly what Isaiah said the servant would do “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities.  The punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by his wounds we are healed” we are healed spiritually, made right with God because the servant takes the punishment we deserve. 
It is made clear in the passage verses 7-9, that the Servant’s death was undeserved, this is seen in the sentence “though he had done no violence, nor was deceit in his mouth.” It should not be seen or thought of that the servant had no choice, but rather that he chooses to submit himself to remain calm and to put himself as a sacrifice, so he opened not his mouth.  
  In the New Testament we reach the summit of Isaiah’s Servant Songs in the disclosure and identity of the One who was to come.  An examination of Matthew 8:17 reflects a direct quote from Isaiah 53:4. “He himself took our infirmities and bore our sins.”  There can be little doubt that this has reference to the healing ministry of Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 8:16) Matthew also quotes another of the Servant Songs as being fulfilled in the hidden nature of the mission of Jesus, what has been termed the “Messianic Secret” (Matthew 12:15-21, Isaiah 42:1-4) 
I suppose the question of why the Messianic secret?  Due to the common expectations of the people, there was a real danger of misunderstanding.  Jesus’ kingdom was spiritual not political (John 18:36).  If he had openly proclaimed himself to be the Messiah, the people would have thought of Him as a military deliverer and political king.  But Jesus that the Messiah must also be God’s Suffering Servant (Isaiah 52:13-53:12). Thus, He preferred to keep His messiahship a secret unless formally challenged.
Within the Gospel of Matthew, the understanding of Jesus’ mission based on the Immanuel proclaimed by Matthew, who will save the people of God from their sins, and who is the exalted one, will be his missionary messengers until the end of the age, is none other than the Servant appointed by God for the salvation of his people. [footnoteRef:2]   Here we see the perfect picture of the ministry of Jesus authoritative yet humble, Messiah whose ministry in word and deed, as well as his passion fulfilling in the New Testament, Messianic prophecies from the perspective of Isaiah 53:12; 42:1; 52:13-53:12; 61:1-2 concerning him. [2:  Stuhlmacher, Peter et al, - The suffering Servant Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources Page 158.] 

Morna D. Hooker says the book of Isaiah is of importance for Mark, for he begins his “Gospel about Jesus Christ” with a quotation which he attributes to Isaiah, she continued, that it “establishes straight away that the Gospel proclaimed here was announced beforehand in sacred scriptures through his prophets.”  The fact that Mark claimed that the beginning of the gospel was as it is written in in the prophet Isaiah suggests that he understood the prophet had proclaimed the good news.[footnoteRef:3]  It is obvious that Mark has identified the Lord of Isaiah 40 with Christ , as close examination of Mark 1:8, the focus was placed on Jesus as the one who came after John in vv 9-11 addressed by the heavenly voice, and is revealed to Mark’s audience as the one in whom the Holy Spirit works. [3:  Hooker,  Morna D. Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel- 2005, 37] 

Even though several scholars have speculation about Mark’s confirmation of Isaiah prophecy concerning him as the Suffering Servant there can be very little doubt that the language he uses echoes the prophecies of Isaiah, and that he intended his readers to understand Jesus’ sufferings as the fulfilment of Scriptures.  Mark 10:34 and 14:16, both refers to spitting as does Isaiah 50:6, Mark 10:38 and 14:36 speaks of a cup that Jesus is reluctant to drink, we also see Mark 10:45 and 14:24 refers to the benefits of Jesus’ death “for many” same refence used in Isaiah 53:11, where many are made righteous because of the sufferings of God’s righteous one. 
In the context of the Synoptic Gospels, the passion predictions of Jesus seen in Mark 9:31 is the foundation of the passion prediction, Jesus saw himself as the Son of Man whom God in His love willed to deliver up for Israel’s salvation and the “obedience “of Jesus praised in Philippians 2:8 consisted of his submitting to the will of God.   
   Janowski & Stuhlmacher( 2004) said, “he was ready to let himself be numbered with the transgressors and to end his life as God through his word in scripture, had determined for him.”[footnoteRef:4]  It is therefore fair to say that all the passages examined so far has shown that Jesus himself knew about his approaching death in the light of the tradition already made plain to him in the book of Isaiah about himself as the Suffering servant,  it is also fair to say he knew that the suffering laid upon him was for the fulfilment of God’s plan. [4:  Janowski, B and Stuhlmacher, - The Suffering Servant -  Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources 2004,153] 

Considering the experience that Jesus’ prophecies about his own death based on Isaiah 43 and 53 had been fulfilled by his crucifixion, burial and resurrection, Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection were interpreted based on what was written about him in Isaiah 52 and 53 fully by the apostles, evidenced in the traditional texts that Paul quotes in his letters.  
1 Corinthians 15:3 speaks of the Last Supper tradition and speaks of the death of Christ in a way that suggests that we should think about the fulfilment of Isaiah 53:5, 10-12, supported by Stuhlmacher, (2004, 155) “1 Corinthians 15:3, and Romans 4:25 provides example of how the interpretation of the passion from Isaiah 53 advanced by Jesus himself provides Christians even after the resurrection with clear and precise understanding of salvation as it relates to Jesus’ death on the cross and his resurrection.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Stuhlmacher, Peter et al, - The suffering Servant Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources] 

From a Lukan perspective he records the prophecy of Isaiah 53:12 coming from Jesus’ own lips at the Last Supper.” For I say unto you that this which is written must still be accomplished in me.” “And he was numbered with the transgressors.” For the things concerning me have an end.” (Luke 22:37) Here we see Jesus was condemned to die the criminal’s death of crucifixion even though he knew no sin (Isaiah 53:9, 1 Peter 2:22)  It can be clearly seen that the Messiah was to be a suffering servant, yet he was rejected and despised by his own people, since the cross was a shame to the Jews, but surely the Messiah would triumph in exaltation over his enemies and establish peace on earth. 
Although Jesus did not publicly declare His messiahship as was prophesied by Isaiah there has been enough evidence to allude to the fact the he knew his purpose and mission.  In the Synagogue at Nazareth, Jesus launched His public ministry by reading a messianic passage from Isaiah 61:1-2: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach the Gospel to the poor.  He has sent me to heal the broken hearted, to preach deliverance to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord” (Luke 4:18-19).  After reading Jesus declared, “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” Luke 4:21.  
The above passage gives enough to validate an aspect of the role of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah, it was to bear infirmities, bring redemption and restoration and to liberate those who felt alienated.  Jesus’ statement in Luke 4:21 was actually a way of saying, look no further I am the fulfilment of this messianic passage.
In 1 John 2:1-2, the exalted Christ is seen as the righteous one, an advocate and the means of atonement for our sins.  It therefore should not be difficult to see that these expressions can be best understood against the background of a Christological interpretation of Isaiah 53:4-6, 10-12.  In the same vein 1 John 4:10 “ God loved us and sent his Son to be the means of atonement for our sins”  have been viewed by Janowski & Stuhlmacher  as the basis on which one may also interpret John 3:16 and the discourse about the voluntary surrender of life by the good Shepherd for his sheep (10:11,15,17,18) against the background of Isaiah 53.  One cannot ignore the profound statement by John in 1:29,36- when John the Baptist declared Jesus as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.”  
In the context of John this certainly has reference to the atoning death of Jesus as the Lamb, (Isaiah 53:7) the Suffering Servant tradition certainly showed the role of the concept in the New testament.  
The language in Acts about Jesus as God’s anointed Servant, humiliated and put to death by his enemies according to God’s will but exalted by God and invested with divine authority, refers to Isaiah 61:1 and 52:13; 53:11.
It is important to understand that this intercession mentioned by Luke and Isaiah which he began on earth, in his final judgement will bring forgiveness of sins through his death for sinners.  In the book of Acts 8:26-39 Luke mentioned the baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch, the content of the gospel message preached to this official has applied the Isaiah text to Jesus and interpreted it in a Christological context. 
Conclusion:  The designation and role of the Suffering Servant within the book of Isaiah with reference to the New Testament presents a clear picture of the messianic understanding of his mission in line and fulfilment of the prophecies in Isaiah 52:13-53:12, as well as Isaiah 43:3-4;52:7, 61:1-2.  It has become clear that Jesus has accurately fulfilled the expectations of what was meant to be his mission in accomplishing the restoration of Israel and all those who would come into covenant relationship with God.
It has become clear that in the interpretation of the passages concerning the Suffering Servant, Jesus and early Christianity did not lessen the value, importance or message of the texts from Isaiah meant for Israel as the original hearers. Historically speaking Israel was confronted with the issues of the way the statements about the Servant can be interpreted more convincing than they have been in the New Testament.
There can be no doubt that the role of the Suffering Servant has been fulfilled in a profound way by Jesus of Nazareth, as a result Yahweh’s announcement of the exaltation of His Servant because of His satisfactory substitutionary death for the sins both of His guilty people and of the Gentiles.  From the negative bearing of sin, the Servant’s suffering were the means of spiritual restoration and by His stripes we are healed (Isaiah 53:5) Though deeply degraded he will purify and receive the worship of all peoples.  Indeed, it is a glorious promise made to exalt his Servant because he did his will in dying as a guilt offering.  
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