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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 NT texts).
The suffering servant is a phrase that has been coined by contemporary scholarship and is situated in the chapters 40-55 in the Book of Isaiah. As the suffering servant is a modern construct, it is how scholarship is trying to define the potential themes that are in these texts related to the book of Isaiah. More specifically, there are four songs in the book of Isaiah (Isa. 42:1-9; 49:1-14; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12) that describe the suffering servant and explain what is to come to the said, suffering servant. The focus of this essay will be the fourth song, situated in Isaiah 52:13-53:12 in relation to the New Testament tradition. 

The use of scholarly articles throughout this essay to explore who the suffering servant is and what that briefly means to Judaism and in more detail, Christianity, and if and when this has changed throughout the centuries. As well as, exploring the Old and New Testament traditions to help understand further the role and expectations of the suffering servant. 
The book of Isaiah is found in the Old Testament, the Hebrew Bible and was written in two stages. Chapters 1-39 are known as first Isaiah, and chapters 40-55 are known as ‘Duetero-Isaiah’. There is divided scholarship but the general feeling with regards to dates is chapters 40-55 can be linked to the exilic period. 
The suffering servant songs have been a ‘hotly debated’ topic (Knohl, 2009). There have been many suggestions throughout scholarship and biblical studies as to who the suffering servant was or is. The songs in Isaiah demonstrate what to expect from the suffering servant. The first song explains the servant will be chosen by God and God delights him (Isa. 42:1-9). The second song states that the servant will bring comfort to those who need it and will restore the people of God, but will also be despised and abused (Isa. 49:1-13). The third song demonstrates the obedience of the suffering servant and explains that the servant will be confident that God will help him and see his innocence. The servant will complete all tasks no matter how difficult (Isa. 50:4-11). Finally, the fourth song is the most detailed and describes brutality, violence and the persecution of the suffering servant (Isa. 52:13-53:12). Isaiah is also described as the ‘fifth gospel’ according the Hooker (2005), due to its influence on not just Christianity, but Jesus of Nazareth too. 
First, we must look into who the suffering servant is and has been throughout scholarship. Until recently, the consensus of the suffering servant has been an individual but now interpretations have changed and the suffering servant can be viewed as a community (Janowski and Stuhlmacher, 2004). R. Reed Lessing goes into further detail exploring the history of interpretation. In his article, Isaiah’s Servants in Chapters 40-55 Clearing up the Confusion (2003), he explores how the individual interpretation could be figures from the Old Testament such as Hezekiah, Isaiah, Uzziah, Josiah, a leper, Jeremiah, Moses, Sheshbazzar, Zerubbabel, Nehemiah, Jehoiachin, Eleazar, Ezekiel, Cyrus, Job, Meshullam, and Zedekiah and Jesus of Nazareth. Another interpretation has been a collective group of people which could have been the nation of Israel, the prophetic order, the Davidic dynasty and perhaps the priestly order. Another interpretation is a mythological/cultic figure, which was presented by Sigmund Mowinckel (1953) after changing his mind over the identity of the servant from a leper to a mythological figure. Another interpretation is that Isaiah purposefully left out the identity of the suffering servant, this is seen in David Clines’ (1980) agnostic view, who rejects the previous ideas of who the identity of the suffering servant is. Lessing outright accuses Bernhard Duhm of causing the confusion amongst scholars has Duhm (1922) suggested that the four songs of the suffering servant were simply placed in the book of Isaah due to spare scroll space, thus extraditing their surrounding context. Hans Barstad (1994) expressed however, that “Any attempt to remove the so-called classic ‘servant songs’ from their context, any attempt to make of them a separate corpus within Isaiah 40-55, is bound to fail”. Tryggve Mettinger (1983) critiques Duhm further and suggests that the display a variety of literary forms and are not to be viewed as blocks of text, and that Isaiah 40-55 is a tightly structured unit, and the four songs are also closely related to that structure. It has also been suggested by Peter Quinn-Miscall (2001), that chapters 40-55 are long and coherent and sound like an ongoing conversation where only part of the other side is being heard. For example, Isaiah 40:12-22 which shows questions and answers. “The Lord’s servant both speaks (49:4-9) and is described (52:13-53:12|) in the midst of the proclamations to Zion-Jerusalem... These two poems on the servant in Isaiah 49 and 52-53 contrasts misery and salvation. Citing 49:4-9, which is part of 40:1-49:13 shows that the division into sections is helpful but not a hard-and fast separation of the material.”
Later in the article, Lessing examines how the suffering servant has influenced Matthew’s synoptic writings and suggests that the use of typology is what influenced Matthew’s writing, to show a correlation between Isaiah’s suffering servant and Jesus Christ. Thus, Matthew reinforces himself that the suffering servant is not only an individual, but said individual is Jesus. Lessing presents these ideas to show the evolution of how scholarship and reception has changed the view of who the suffering servant is with the intention of giving a clearer understanding to the reader. To conclude his argument, Lessing takes the notion of the suffering servant being both the individual and the nation of Israel and uses Pauline scripture to explain further by giving the example of “servants of the flesh” (Rom 8:4-5) and “servants of the spirit” (1 Cor 10:18). This could be interpreted as the suffering servant is meant to be an individual, but the collective then follow on as servants in their own right, through the ‘spirit’.  Although this writing does clearly show the evolution of interpretation and gives clear examples of it being used in scholarship, there is no real clarity of who the suffering servant is when reading objectively, however, this journal may provide clarity for those whose beliefs are in line with God being the head and His followers being the body of the faith. 
When reading the New Testament and the life of Jesus Christ, it is very easy to draw a correlation between Christ and the suffering servant. There are many examples of texts from the Old Testament that may prophesise the happenings in Christ's life. There are allusions to the suffering servant in Isaiah to explicit citations to Isaiah. For example, in 1 Corinthians 15: 3-4, “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the scriptures”. The scriptures this quote is referring to we find in Isaiah 52:13, “See my servant will act wisely; he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted”. We see another allusion in Romans 4:25 “He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification” and again in Mark 8:31, “He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after days rise again”. These allusions could be justification to the reader and Christians that Christ was carrying out the work of the suffering servant and had applied the scriptures to Christ’s life. The explicit citations provide further justification. For example, Luke 22:37 “It is written “And he was numbered with the transgressors”; and I tell you that this must fulfilled in me. Yes, what is written about me is reaching its fulfilment”. John 12:38 also states, “This was to fulfil the word of Isaiah the prophet: ‘Lord, who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?”. And Romans 10:16 also reiterates a similar message, “But not all the Israelites accepted the good news. For Isaiah says, ‘Lord, who has believed our message?’”. These allusions and explicit citations of Isaiah in the New Testament provide clarification for Christians that Jesus is the suffering servant, the promised one, the Messiah. 
Despite this, we must understand that Jesus read and understood the scriptures himself and may have taken on the identity of the suffering servant for himself, as an individual. And if not Jesus, then perhaps it was John the Baptist who recognised that the scriptures were calling for a Messianic figure, to which Jesus could adapt to fit, “Jesus’ appearance in history and his messianic understandings of his mission, which was oriented towards Isaiah 52:13-53:12 (as well as Isa. 43: 3-4; 52:7; 61:1-2), present a decisive new development in the history of interpretation and influence of Isaiah 53. Given Jesus’ own understanding, the Easter witnesses were able for the first time to relate the whole suffering servant text to an individual historical figure and interpret Jesus’ suffering soteriologically from this text.” (Janowski and Stuhlmacher, 2004, p.160-161). We must remember that Jesus will have read the Hebrew bible just as Christians read the bible now, and applied the scriptures and teachings to his life, just as Christians do now. Perhaps if we look at the way in which Jesus chose his twelve disciples, this could be to honour and represent the twelve tribes of Israel that are found in the Hebrew bible. 
Another thing to consider whilst looking at the gospels is the way that the life of Christ is recorded. According to Hooker (2005), the narrative may have been planned throughout the gospels rather than one writer has copied another's work. Hooker goes on to say that “scholars often recycle what they have heard or read, but it is not a direct quote” (p. 49) and to simply “looking things up” in a scroll is not simple. As these writers are men of their own age, referencing the Old Testament may have been difficult, which could explain inconsistencies both with citing Isaiah, alluding to Isaiah and between the New Testament scriptures concluding that Christ is the suffering servant. 
Although, if we are to fully understand the New Testament tradition of the role of the suffering servant, we need to explore Isaiah a little further before Christianity. Brettler and Levine (2019) in their journal Isaiah’s Suffering Servant: Before and After Christianity looks at the original meaning of the suffering servant by looking at Hebrew perspectives, Greek perspectives and goes back to the language used at the time it was written. The journal article states that the use of servant does not mean ‘slave’ or ‘property’, but rather the relationship with God being close, as one or a dependency. There are many examples of this throughout the Bible with figures such as Moses, Joshua, David and Job; these all show a strong connection with God. This is also seen in the New Testament with Mary and Jesus having a strong relationship. The writers also state that there is no divinity mentioned in relation to the Messiah, only a close relationship with God. They note that Isaiah chapters 40-55, there is only one mention on Yahweh's Messiah, and that is King Cyrus. This suggests that the interpretation of the suffering servant as the Messiah may be way off. The authors also argue that the common understanding is that the suffering servant is killed in Isaiah, however, it is not clearly written that the servant is killed. Albeit there is the use of violent and death-like language in the scriptures, it doesn’t say explicitly that the servant is killed. The authors also argue that the suffering servant in scholarship has been viewed in a way for Christianisation, as prophecy for Jesus Christ.
However, Brettler and Levine argue that Isaiah’s suffering servant was written for someone during the time of exile. As the passage was written during a troubled time in Jewish history during the Babylonian exile, it was written for someone or a community enduring the exile, rather than a person or a collective in the future. Sawyer (2011) agrees with this point as he states “the same goes for parts of ‘Duetero-Isaiah’, particularly the four ‘Servant Songs’, interpreted as exilic compositions rather than prophecies of Christ. The notion of vicarious suffering may be found in the story of Moses offering to die for his people (Exod. 32:32) and in the scapegoat ritual on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16), but nowhere is it described in such detail as it is here in chapter 53 [of Isaiah]. The chapter is thus ‘linked dogmatically to Jesus Christ in terms of its ontology’ (Childs 2001:422), not because a sixth-century BCE prophet foresaw the coming of such a saviour”. Brettler and Levine also mention how the Book of Daniel also refers to a collective on people and states the suffering servant is the responsibility of the nation rather than an individual. With this understanding, the authors also state that there is no doubt that Isaiah’s suffering servant underlies Christianity’s claim that Jesus suffered and died for the sins of humanity. But if Isaiah’s suffering servant was written for those enduring exile, this alters the fundamental Christian beliefs that Jesus is the Son of God and this was prophesised in Isaiah, thus justifying his claim to being the Messiah. 
It is noteworthy that Jewish beliefs regarding the suffering servant have also changed and evolved, probably because of the Christianisation of Isaiah and the identity of the suffering servant. During the early-church, Jewish beliefs were probably in line with the suffering servant being an individual, however has time has progressed, the common consensus is now that the servant is a collective group of people, rather. This could be to do with moving away from Christianity and reclaiming the suffering servant and the book of Isaiah for themselves. 
In conclusion, the role of the suffering servant has changed throughout scholarship possibly from the moment it was first read due Isaiah’s ambiguity of the identity of the servant. It is possible that Jesus Christ placed his own prophecy in the Hebrew bible by studying and understanding the need or want for a Messiah and servant amongst the people of his time. The strength of this argument lies with the lack of clarification of the servant's identity and perhaps it was supposed to be that way. The authors of the New Testament will have been familiar with the text from Isaiah and were perhaps influenced and/or instructed to follow a similar narrative when writing the New Testament. However, if Jesus was to have prophesised his own fate, then that leaves the fundamental beliefs of Christianity on shaky ground. However, if Christians were to read the New Testament and understand that Jesus was the individual suffering servant of the time, then may leave all believers servants, with the encouragement and compassion for all. The role of the suffering servant in the book of Isaiah can bring comfort to readers, whether during an exilic period, or other troubling times, just as the New Testament refers to Jesus as the suffering servant, Christians may find comfort during their troubling periods. The suffering servant serves as a promise to all its believers that whoever suffers, God will exalt them. 
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