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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)
Introduction
The prophetic book of Isaiah is a continuously profound and significant text within the Hebrew Bible as well as the larger study of biblical interpretation. The importance of the book of Isaiah is mirrored through John Sawyer’s study of the text. Sawyer maintains the bold claim that “for 2,000 years there is hardly any aspect of western culture to which” Isaiah has not profoundly influenced.[footnoteRef:1] Thus, Sawyer presents how Isaiah’s significance stretches past the scholarly bounds and impacts all of Western culture as a whole, amplifying its importance. One of the most influential aspects of the book of Isaiah is the narratives surrounding the suffering servant. The main passages surrounding the servant figure are seen within Isaiah 49 to 53.[footnoteRef:2] These chapters introduce the figure of the servant, who will suffer terribly to free others from sin and bring them to God, “The servant of the lord, who is called to become a ‘light for nations’ and to save.”[footnoteRef:3] The image of the suffering servant has also greatly impacted the New Testament gospels and the understanding of Jesus’ role. As Roy A. Rosenberg states Christians understand the kingdom of God “had been made manifest on earth by the appearance of Jesus […] in his role as the suffering servant.”[footnoteRef:4] Therefore, it is important to consider how the gospel authors have been influenced by Isaiah and how this impacts the figure of Jesus. How does the role of the suffering servant in Isaiah 52-53 relate to the role of Jesus within prominent New Testament texts surrounding his ministry? To accurately investigate the role of the servant within Isaiah and its relationship to the New Testament it is necessary to first discuss the identity of the servant. Once the complex notions of the servant’s identity have been studied, the sacrificial role of the servant and their suffering can be examined. Finally, it is also essential to consider the eventual exaltation of the servant and how this impacts the role of the servant, as they bring others closer to God. [1:  John F. A. Sawyer, ‘Isaiah’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, ed. By Michael Lieb, Emma Mason, Jonathan Roberts and Christopher Rowland, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2011) p. 52-53. ]  [2:  Peter Dray, ‘Isaiah 52:13-53:12: Isaiah on the Suffering Servant’, Evangel, Vol 26(2) (2008) pp. 33-36. ]  [3:  Israel Knohl, ‘The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls’ in Scriptural Exegesis: The Shapes of Culture and the Religious Imagination: Essays in Honor of Michael Fishbane, ed. By Deborah A. Green and Laura S. Lieber, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2009) p.93.  ]  [4:  Roy A. Rosenberg, ‘Jesus, Isaac, and the “Suffering Servant”’, Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol 84(4) (1965) p.386. ] 

The Identity of the Servant 
To accurately investigate the role of the suffering servant within Isaiah and the New Testament, it is first necessary to understand the identity of this figure. This is vital to discuss as the identity of the servant affects their role, responsibility, and how they are understood. The book of Isaiah contains an ambiguous notion of the servant’s identity and thus, is more open to scholarly interpretation and opinion. There are several distinct arguments and understandings regarding the identity of the servant, the first of which argues that the servant is a singular distinct individual who holds independent responsibility for saving all people. Chapter 53 of Isaiah is often understood to support this understanding as within the text the servant is referred to repeatedly as the singular “he” (Isa 53:11). Chapter 49 offers further evidence for this belief as the chapter is written entirely in the first person from the servant’s perspective, “while I was in my mother’s womb, he named me” (Isa 49:1). Therefore, these texts have led to the understanding that the servant is one, “individual literary figure.”[footnoteRef:5] This is observed through the view of certain scholars who suggest that the scholar could be one man, such as Jesus, Isaiah or Job.[footnoteRef:6] This perception that the servant is one figure, in turn, impacts their role, as the saving of Israel and the Gentiles becomes the responsibility of one person. It is through the role of this specific servant alone that God forgives them for their sins and saves them.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Ulrich Berges, ‘The Servant(s) In Isaiah’, in The Oxford Handbook of Isaiah, ed. By Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2020) p. 321.]  [6:  Robert Reed Lessing, ‘Isaiah’s Servants in Chapters 40-55: Clearing Up the Confusion’, Concordia Journal, Vol 37(2) (2011) p. 130. ]  [7:  Mark Gignilliat, ‘Who is Isaiah’s Servant? Narrative Identity and Theological Potentiality’, Scottish Journal of Theology, Vol 61(2) (2008) p.131. ] 

This is mirrored within the New Testament interpretation of Isaiah’s servant narratives. The Christian perspective of the New Testament understands that this servant, and by extension their role as saviour, is attributed solely to Jesus. As Steve Moyise highlights, all four of the gospels portray Jesus as the servant from Isaiah’s servant songs.[footnoteRef:8] The gospel of Matthew references Isaiah’s suffering servant figure and connects them to Jesus. Matthew 12 presents this imagery of Jesus as the servant, as God proclaims, “Here is my servant, whom I have chosen” (Mt 12:18). This example highlights the view of the servant as an individual figure, Jesus, who alone holds the responsibility as a saviour. Through this passage, Matthew focuses on Jesus as the chosen suffering servant from Isaiah “who will bring salvation.”[footnoteRef:9] Hence, Matthew suggests that Jesus is solely responsible for this salvation as he is the chosen servant, foreshadowed within Isaiah, who must suffer and then be exalted.  [8:  Steve Moyise, ‘Isaiah in the New Testament’, in The Oxford Handbook of Isaiah, ed. By Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2020) p.531.]  [9:  W. D. Davis and Dale C. Allison, Matthew: A Shorter Commentary, ed. By Dale C. Allison, Jr, (London: T&T Clark International 2004) p.56.] 

Although, while the individual servant is a prominent interpretation within the gospels and amongst certain scholars, there is a variety of support for the argument that the servant figure represents a collective group. The work of Ulrich Berges introduces this argument as they state that there are several instances within the book of Isaiah where the individual servant figure is instead replaced continuously with the plural, servants.[footnoteRef:10] This is supported through the text as chapter 54, specifically, contains several references to the servants of God, “This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord” (Isa 54:17). Earlier chapters of Isaiah also state that Israel as a whole is the chosen servant, “O Jacob my servant, Israel whom I have chosen” (Isa 44:1). These examples have contributed to the reading that the servant represents a community, and this community is often understood as Israel, which has a collective responsibility to “restore itself” within the view of God.[footnoteRef:11] This would suggest that all of the community are responsible for bearing their sins and suffering to achieve forgiveness, rather than one individual who is accountable for all people. This notion greatly impacts the understanding of the servant's role, as it shifts from individual responsibility to a communal one. Several argue that the servant is never identified as a messiah or as divine as Jesus is and perhaps refers to “righteous individuals.”[footnoteRef:12] Therefore, the book of Isaiah presents ambiguous imagery regarding the notion of the servant. This is important to consider when continuing to discuss the role of the servant, as it greatly impacts the servant's role and responsibility.  [10:  Ulrich Berges, ‘The Servant(s) In Isaiah’, in The Oxford Handbook of Isaiah, p.326.]  [11:  Meredith J. Stone, ‘The Servant that Brings Light’, Review and Expositor, Vol 114(1) (2017) p.105.]  [12:  Marc Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant; Before and After Christianity’, Journal of Bible and Theology, Vol 73(2) (2019) pp. 160- 165.] 

The Servant’s Suffering
The figure of the suffering servant within the book of Isaiah is profoundly liked to the notion of their suffering and sacrificial role. The central role of the servant is linked to their immense suffering and burden of carrying the sins of others. The suffering of the servant is greatly detailed within the text, as it contains numerous references to their torment and how the servant endures this to free all people from sin. The servant is admonished in numerous ways, firstly they face social rejection and assault, such as being spat on and insulted (Isa 50:6). In tandem with social rejection and physical suffering, the servant is also described as having an appearance “beyond human semblance and his form beyond that of mortals” (Isa 52:14). Following this the spiritual suffering and burden of sin “he has borne of infirmities and carried our diseases […] he was wounded for our iniquities, upon him was the punishment” (Isa 53:4-5). It is through these varying methods of torment that the servant bears the weight of sin and frees others. Their suffering and torment are so great that it ultimately results in their death, however, they undertake this so that others can be free from sin and forgiven (Isa 53:12). Because of this suffering and pain, they complete a crucial task given to them by God, as a “conquering hero” of sin.[footnoteRef:13] John Oswalt reflects on this notion and highlights how suffering is essential to the role of the servant within the book of Isaiah. Through this suffering and pain, the servant can cleanse the sins of Israel and the Gentiles so that their sins will be washed away, “He is not suffering for them; he is suffering as them” explaining these “terrible verses” detailing his torment in the scripture.[footnoteRef:14] The servant suffers on behalf of others, so that they do not have to, even though the servant is innocent “He had done no violence” (Isa 53:9). Therefore, it can be understood that one of the central roles of the servant within Isaiah is to suffer, physically and spiritually. They must suffer being ostracised and publicly shamed, while also carrying the spiritual burden of sin, a “costly ministry.”[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Harry M. Orlinsky, ‘The So-Called Suffering Servant” and “Vicarious Sufferer” in Isaiah 52-53’, in Studies on the Second Part of the Book of Isaiah, ed. By The Board of the Quarterly, (Leiden: E.J. Brill 1967) p. 19.]  [14:  John. N. Oswalt, The Holy One of Israel: Studies in the Book of Isaiah’, (Cambridge: James Clark & Co 2014) p.150. ]  [15:  Gregory Goswell, ‘A Royal Isaianic Servant of YHWH?’, Scandinavian Journal of the Old Testament, Vol 31(2) (2017) p.201.] 

The New Testament presents a similar understanding of the servant’s role and the necessity of their suffering. The gospels, for example, detail how Jesus, as the suffering servant predicted by Isaiah, was ostracised and eventually killed for the sake of others. This is evidenced throughout the gospels, for example, Matthew describes how Jesus must “undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes and be killed” (Mt 16:21). This sentiment is also reflected within the other gospels, such as Mark who also details this notion, stating he shall be mocked and spit on (Mk 10:33-34). These statements are reminiscent of the servant narrative contained within Issiah and allude to the passion narrative where Jesus commits the ultimate sacrifice through crucifixion.[footnoteRef:16] These passages come into fruition, as Jesus is arrested (Jn 18), sentenced to death by Pilate (Lk 23:13) and cruelly mocked through the crown of thorns (Mt 27:27). Michal B. Dinkler supports the notion that Jesus suffers repeatedly throughout the New Testament, evidenced in Mark, he experiences “physical abuse” as well as “spiritual agony.”[footnoteRef:17] This suggests that the New Testament also understands the role of the servant is to suffer, to redeem others as he suffers the same way the servant within Isaiah does and, thus, “dies for our sins in accordance with the scriptures.”[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary, ed. By Harold W. Attridge, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2007) p.485-486.]  [17:  Michal B. Dinkler, ‘Suffering, Misunderstanding, and Suffering Misunderstanding: the Markian Misunderstanding Motif as a Form of Jesus’ Suffering’, Journal for the Study of the New Testament, Vol 38(3) (2016) p.320.]  [18:  Oliver L. Yarbrough, ‘Introduction’ in Engaging the Passion: Perspectives on the Death of Jesus, ed. By Oliver Larry Yarbrough, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2015) p.1.] 

However, the servant presented within Isaiah continuously and unrelentingly suffers with no allies or followers. The servant is shunned by all and is understood to have no disciples or allies, unlike Jesus. This is seen within Isaiah 53, which states “Yet who of his generation protested?” (Isaiah 53:8). This indicates that his people did not consider the servant and how they were suffering or make any effort to stop the treatment they endure.[footnoteRef:19] Jesus contradicts this aspect of the servant's role as he encounters persons of his community who respect and understand his sacred role. Firstly, Jesus is understood to have a close group of followers who are dedicated to him and are even called to serve him. The disciples are understood to be wholly devoted to Jesus as they “left everything and followed him” (Lk 5:11). Following the disciples, Jesus also encounters figures in his ministry who worship him and recognise his authority and role as the servant. This is pictured within the Gospel of Luke, which illustrates Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, this is titled his “triumphal entry” (Luke 19:28). Jesus enters Jerusalem and is met with “people spreading their cloaks on the road” for Jesus to walk over (Lk 19:34). This highlights an occasion where people are openly praising and thanking God for Jesus and his miracles.[footnoteRef:20] Thus, Jesus contradicts the ideals of the servant within the book of Isaiah, suggesting that he does not fully encapsulate the role of the suffering servant. This is seen within the text as the lonely, tormented servant is replaced with a servant that suffers, but has hope in his supporters and worshippers. Therefore, the role of the servant differs in these texts as Jesus suffers but is acknowledged for his role within his lifetime, thus, he does not suffer as entirely as the servant pictured in Isaiah.  [19:  Mitchell Dahood, ‘Isaiah 53,8-12 and Masoretic Misconstructions’ Biblica, Vol 63(4) (1982) p.566.]  [20:  François Bovon, Luke 3: Commentary on 19:28 – 24:53, translated by. James Crouch, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2012) p.5.] 

The Exaltation of the Servant
The exaltation of the servant figure, within the book of Isaiah, is also crucial to their role and understanding. The servant is said to be made righteous in several aspects, as Knohl clarifies the suffering servant within Isaiah has a “distinctive combination of suffering and divine exaltation.”[footnoteRef:21] The death of the servant that is presented within chapter 53 is not the end of their narrative, “he will see his offspring and shall prolong his days […] he shall find satisfaction” (Isa 53:10). This is significant as the promise of offspring serves as a reward for the servant, signifying how the servant is in good favour with God. This is understood as “the promise of descendants is one of the fundamental elements in stories about the patriarchs and matriarchs.”[footnoteRef:22] Thus, God allowing the servant to see their offspring highlights that they have been chosen to be blessed, as the notion of offspring is considerably significant within the Hebrew Bible text, and they can perceive their descendants despite their death. This is supported as the blessing of the servant continues throughout Isaiah, Chapter 52 explicitly states that the servant will prosper and “shall be exalted and lifted up and shall be very high” (Isa 52:13). Therefore, it can be understood that the servant is a “divinely exalted individual”[footnoteRef:23] who are rewarded for their suffering by being brought closer to God. The servant is understood as being exalted because they have cleared the sins of their people and gentiles.[footnoteRef:24] This is crucial to the servant's role as through their reward they facilitate all people being exalted and brought closer to God as their sins are forgiven. This notion is reflected in the work of Marc Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine which suggests that the servant’s exaltation also “points to a national revival.”[footnoteRef:25] Therefore, the servant is not the only figure who is in good favour with God, but all of Israel as well. [21:  Knohl, ‘The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls’ p.90.]  [22:  Klaus Baltzer, Deutero-Isaiah: A Commentary, Translated by. Margaret Kohl, (Minneapolis: Fortress press 2001) p.422.]  [23:  Knohl, ‘The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls’ p.98.]  [24:  F. Duane Lindsey, ‘The Career of the Servant in Isaiah 52:13-53:12 (Concluded): Part 5 of Isaiah’s Songs of the Servant’ The Bibliotheca Sacra, Vol 140 (557) (1983) p.21.]  [25: Marc Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant; Before and After Christianity’ p.161.] 

This role is also attributed to the figure of Jesus within the New Testament and is noticeably prominent within chapter 28 of Matthew’s gospel. Jesus overcomes death and commissions the disciples, blessing them with the holy spirit so that they may “go therefore and make disciples of all nations […] baptizing them in the name of the Father” (Mt 28:19). Jesus blesses the disciples and allows them to bless others, so that they may come to know the holy spirit and God, “Jesus brings the kingdom of God to us in this unique way.”[footnoteRef:26] Jesus’ resurrection and cleansing of sin allow others to be blessed with the holy spirit and know God. Therefore, it can be seen that the exaltation of the servant is vital to their role, as through their relationship with God all people can know God. As they clear sin, they also allow people to know God, they are exalted along with the people they saved. This is exampled through the text, as well as through the New Testament interpretation of Isaiah and the figure of Jesus. [26:  Jurgen Moltmann, ‘Jesus and the Kingdom of God’, The Asbury Theological Journal, Vol 48(1) (1993) p.5.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the book of Isaiah and the New Testament gospels both promote similar ideas surrounding the role of the servant. While there remain minute differences regarding the suffering servant figure the key role of the servant is clear and prominent within both texts. Firstly, the New Testament texts wholly support the notion that Isaiah’s servant is a singular individual tasked with cleansing sin and connecting all people and God. This is understood through the notion that Jesus is the suffering servant that Isaiah prophesied, an idea that is central within the gospels. Therefore, Jesus is the only saviour from sin, and he carries this burden alone, as he is the servant that must undertake this role. On the other hand, while the book of Isaiah does not reject the argument that the role of the servant may be the sole responsibility of one individual, it does present an ambiguous understanding of the servant’s identity. Within certain sections of the text, the servant is referred to as a singular figure, with the use of first person and references to the servant as he. However, other sections of Isaiah refer to the servant as a community, Israel, instead of an individual. This highlights a key difference regarding the servant figure within Isaiah and the New Testament and raises questions regarding the responsibility of the servant and whether it is a communal responsibility or the burden of a chosen individual. 
A central aspect of the servant’s role is to suffer and carry the burden of other's sins, so that they may be forgiven. The servant suffers in every aspect, both spiritual and physical. They are socially ostracised and physically abused, while they take on the sins of everyone as their own. This is evidenced within the text and is mirrored within the new testament gospels. The servant figure within Isaiah is described as having an unrecognisable appearance, being spat on by others and taking on sin. This is also seen within the New Testament gospels, where Jesus is openly mocked, trailed and put to death for the sake of others. Although the servant in Isaiah has no allies as his generation is stated to be blind to their suffering, Jesus has a devout group of followers and is often worshipped during his ministry. Thus, he does not fully echo the servant that suffers within Isaiah.
The role of the servant is to also connect others and God, through their exaltation and favour. The servant is rewarded for their suffering, they are exalted and in favour with God, this is seen as despite their death they will be able to see their offspring. The exaltation of the servant highlights that the sins of everyone have been cleansed and they can now come to God freely. Jesus also undertakes this role by sending the disciples to bless others with the holy spirit now that their sins have been forgiven, so that they may come to know God. Overall, the role of the servant within the book of Isaiah and the New Testament shares several key aspects, the servant must suffer in all manner of ways physical and spiritual. The servant suffers so that they may carry all sins as their own and cleanse them. Because of this they are exalted and can bring others closer to God through their favour with God. However, there are minute differences that impact the role of the servant in each text, such as the servant’s identity and whether they suffer completely, with little hope or allies. 
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