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Assessment 2

Write a 2500-word essay on the following topic:
Section (b) Essay 2:
[bookmark: _GoBack]
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” (Isa. 52:13—53:12) is described as the fourth of the so called Servant songs of Isaiah, which many scholars see as the most important text of the Old Testament. Its’ importance is reaffirmed by its numerous citations in the New Testament (e.g., Luke 22:37; Acts 8:30-35 & 1 Pet. 2:21-25), and large quantities of Jewish and Christian literature which has been produced through the centuries based on the Suffering Servant.[footnoteRef:1] However, there has also been numerous debates about the identity of the “Suffering Servant” either being an individual (either Isaiah himself or another un-named prophet), or an idealised version of the nation of Israel.  This debate was rekindled as the New Testament writers reinterpreted aspects of the book of Isaiah (but not necessarily the passage in question) as being prophetic of the life, death and soteriological work of Jesus of Nazareth. However, re-readings by Christian’s built even more significance into the Suffering Servant in particular, than even the writers of the New Testament envisaged.  As a result, it is important to reassess this passage of scripture in the light of the original intention of the writer of this section of Isaiah, as well as revisiting the original interpretation of the Suffering Servant by the writers of the New Testament.  In doing so we should be able to recapture at least some the original intention of the authors of this Isaiah and the New Testament writers. [1:  Duane Lindsey, F. ‘The Career of the Servant in Isaiah 52:13-53:12’ in Bibliotheca Sacra 139 (556) (Oct. 1982): 312-329, Dallas Theological Seminary p312 ] 


The passage of the book of Isaiah in 52:13-53:12 which has been labelled “The Suffering Servant”, is found within chapters 40 to 55 of the book which most modern scholarship attributes to the author ‘Deutero-Isaiah’. This author was an unnamed Jew living and working among the exiles in Babylon, probably in the 540’s B.C.E.[footnoteRef:2]  The message of Deutero-Isaiah was distinct from the rest of the book in that the author proclaimed overt promises of salvation to a nation undergoing judgement in the exile, and it was proclaimed in that way of not a future event, but an already accomplished fact.[footnoteRef:3] In addition to this overarching theme of redemption and salvation for the nation, can be added motifs of ecstatic joy, praise of YHWH, and polemics against foreign nations, their gods and Israel itself.[footnoteRef:4]   [2:  Coggins, R. ‘Isaiah’ in Barton, J. & Muddiman, J. Eds, The Oxford Bible Commentary, (Oxford, OUP, 2007) p464]  [3:  Waterman, C. Isaiah 40-66, A Commentary, (London, SCM Press, 1985) p11]  [4:  Waterman, C. ibid. pp12-15] 

It is against this backdrop in Deutero-Isaiah that the four so called ‘Servant Songs’ are introduced.  These songs (more rightly to be understood as poems) are detailed in the following verses; 42:1-4, 49:1-6, 50:4-9 with the longest song being that of the ‘Suffering Servant’ in 52:13-53:12.  These songs have been seen as fairly unique text within the context of Deutero-Isaiah, and it has been argued that evidence can be identified that these songs formed a separate body of work penned by an unknown author and then redacted into the text of Isaiah at some later point. Bernhard Duhm first promulgated this view in the nineteenth century, and many modern scholars have followed Duhm’s analysis to some degree or another.[footnoteRef:5]  However, other scholars such as Mettinger, and Barsted have questioned this approach.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Waterman, C. ibid. ]  [6:  Coggins, R, ibid. p468] 

The description of the Suffering Servant needs to be seen against the backdrop of the meaning whole book of Isaiah which pronounces condemnation and judgement for sin and unbelief on the wayward nation of Israel, but at the same time there are messages of hope, redemption and salvation.  In this passage of the book, what we see is; “Deliverance from alienation from God, the ultimate consequence of sin, is in fact made possible through the humble, substitutionary suffering and death of the Servant.”[footnoteRef:7] This substitutionary death of the Servant seems to have very clear allusions to the guilt offering requirements set out in Leviticus 5 & 7. While this understanding is not universally accepted by modern scholars[footnoteRef:8], the description of the Servant as being a lamb to the slaughter (v7), seems indicative of the dominant animal to be used in the tabernacle/temple sacrificial system, with the Passover lamb as being particularly illustrative.  In addition, the statement that the Servant “bore the sin of many” in verse 12, is indicative of the sin bearing Azazel goat of the Day of Atonement ritual (Leviticus 16:21).  [7:  Oswalt, J. ‘Who were the addresses of Isaiah 40-66?’ in Bibliotheca Sacra 169 (673) (Jan 2012):33-47 , Dallas Theological Seminary, p43]  [8:  Blenkinsop, J. ‘The Sacrificial Life and Death of the Servant (Isaiah 52:13-53:12)’ in Vetus Testamentum 66 (2016) 1-14 , Brill Publishing, pp2, 5-6] 

The identity of the Suffering Servant himself has been a point of debate by Jewish scholars down through the years.  Some thought that the Suffering Servant was the individual Isaiah himself, as the martyrdom of Isaiah was promulgated by apocryphal book of the Ascension of Isaiah, or was it yet another unnamed prophet?   Other scholars felt that the Servant should be understood in the collective, as a representation of the chastised and then idealised nation of Israel as this was indicated elsewhere within the book; “I formed you, you are my servant; O Israel, you will not be forgotten by me” (Isa 44:21).[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Stuhlmacher, P. Isaiah 53 in the Gospels and Acts’, in Janowsy, B & Stuhlmacher, P Eds. The Suffering Servant, Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources, (Grand Rapids, Mitchigan, Cambridge, UK, Eerdmans Publishing, 2004) pp157-8] 

When turning to the New Testament, considering the voluminous amount of amount Christian literature that prophetically linked the Suffering Servant text of Isaiah to the suffering and vicarious and redemptive death of Jesus of Nazareth, there is only a tiny number of direct quotations in the NT. Within the Gospels, only three verses from the Suffering Servant text are directly quoted.  These are; 53:4 in Matthew 8:14-17; 53:12 in Luke 22:37 (The same quotation of 53:12 in Mark 15:28 is problematic, see below) and 53:1 in John 12:38.  In the rest of the NT, the Suffering Servant text is quoted only in Acts 8:32, Romans 10:16, 15:21 and in 1 Peter 2:22. These NT quotations will be now be considered in the light of what understanding these authors originally had about the Suffering Servant text of Isaiah, and not was what read into them at a later stage.  
The first of these NT texts is in Matthew 8:14-17; “That evening they brought to him many who were possessed with demons; and he cast out the spirits with a word, and cured all who were sick. This was to fulfil what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah, “He took our infirmities and bore our diseases.”” Here the Gospel writer links the physical healings of disease and disability by Jesus as a direct fulfilment of this particular verse of the Suffering Servant. Yet the Gospel writer is completely silent concerning Isaiah when linking Jesus’ suffering and crucifixion with Hebrew scripture, preferring instead to tie Psalm 22 as fulfilment of prophecy concerning the death of Jesus. (Matt 27: 35 & 46).  This despite the fact that as Leske explains; “The influence of the Isaianic material in the Gospel of Matthew is profound.  It is evident that the mission and message of Jesus had developed to a large degree from this material and how it evolved in the latter prophetic literature.”[footnoteRef:10] This gives a clear indication that this Gospel writer did not see Jesus as representative of the Suffering Servant. [10:  Leske, A. ‘Isaiah and Matthew, Prophetic influence in the first Gospel’, in Bellinger, W. & Farmer, W. Eds. Jesus and the Suffering Servant, (Atlanta USA, Trinity Press, 1998) p169] 

The Johannine use of the Suffering Servant text, is directly related to the unbelief Jesus found in Jerusalem; “Although he had performed so many signs in their presence, they did not believe in him. This was to fulfil the word spoken by the prophet Isaiah: “Lord, who has believed our message, and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?”” (John 12:37-38).  This is immediately followed by another passage from the book of Isaiah 6:9-10 which again prophetically links the unbelief of the nation in the prophet’s time to the unbelief to the similar experience of Jesus, so reinforcing and elaborating upon the earlier quotation from 53:1.  John then goes on to directly state Isaiah prophetically had in mind Jesus when he wrote these verses; “Isaiah said this because he saw his glory and spoke about him” (John 12:41). Again, here John, only uses this text from the Suffering Servant, in a very limited way indeed, using it only to illustrate the state of unbelief in both authors times.
In the Gospel of Luke, the author records Jesus explicitly quoting part of Isaiah 53:12; “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.” They said, “Lord, look, here are two swords.” He replied, “It is enough.” (Luke 22:37-38).  Jesus then offers no more elaboration.  Elsewhere in Luke’s account, no further reference was made to Isaiah’s Suffering Servant. While, it has been argued that Luke 23:34 “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” Was formulated with reference to Isaiah 53:12 “and made intercession for the transgressors”.[footnoteRef:11] This is by no means proven. [11:  Stuhlmacher, P. ibid. pp155-6] 

It is interesting to note that this same portion of Isaiah was recorded as being quoted by some original manuscripts (but not the NU text) in Mark 15:27-8; “With Him they also crucified two robbers, one on His right and the other on His left. So the Scripture was fulfilled which says, “And He was numbered with the transgressors.” (NKJV).  The use of this verse was in a completely different timing and context than to the Lukan account.  However, there is enough doubt about the original source of this particular verse in Mark, that it is absent from other Bible versions (e.g. NRSV, NIV & NASB).  As such, it cannot be used as evidence of the Gospel writers understanding of Jesus as the Suffering Servant.
This leads us onto possibly the most famous of the New Testament accounts that directly features the Suffering Servant, that of the encounter of Philip with the Ethiopian court official in Acts 8:26-39.  The official reads Isaiah 53:7-8, after which he asked; “About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” Then Philip responded by “starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus.” Exactly what was said about these verses of Isaiah is unrecorded, but the life and trials of the Suffering Servant motif of Isaiah can understandably be extrapolated to prefigure the suffering and saving death of Jesus.[footnoteRef:12] However, it is precisely such ambiguities within the Hebrew text and the resulting debates about the interpretations thereof that provides for such “hooks” for such Christological exegesis.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Stuhlmacher, P. ibid. p157]  [13:  Alexander, L. ‘Acts’ in Barton, J. & Muddiman, J. Eds, The Oxford Bible Commentary, (Oxford, OUP, 2007) p1039] 

Moving on to the NT epistles; the extent of the use of the Suffering Servant text in Paul’s letter to the Romans is limited to one quotation of Isaiah 53:1, referring to unbelief of national Israel (10:16), and one use of 52:15 in a self-descriptive illustration of his own commission to preach the Gospel to the Gentiles.  Despite Paul’s constant references to the book of Isaiah in Romans (and to a lesser extent in his other epistles), he is silent on the matter of the Suffering Servant being predictive of Jesus of Nazareth.
Only in 1 Peter 2:20-25 do we find direct links being made with the Suffering Servant and the and trials and death of Jesus of Nazareth, specifically; 
““He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.” When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly. 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. For you were going astray like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.” (2:22-25).
However, this is not a full Christological exegesis, it is rather a more limited attempt to fit the events of the death of Jesus to the ‘career’ of the Suffering Servant.  No clearly defined doctrine of atonement is worked out here, nor is the notion of vicarious punishment explained.[footnoteRef:14] As already noted, all the other quotations of the Suffering Servant in the NT have very limited, or none existent Christological interpretations.  However, in understanding this break with the Gospels and the earlier NT writers, it is thought that 1 Peter was authored towards the end of the first century.[footnoteRef:15] This indicates that early Christians began to reinterpret the theme of Isaiah’s Suffering Servant directly in the fulfilment of the suffering and atoning death of Jesus, despite the fact that Gospel and earlier NT authors did not seem to connect the two this way. [14:  Eve, E. ‘1 Peter’ in Barton, J. & Muddiman, J. Eds, The Oxford Bible Commentary, (Oxford, OUP, 2007) p1267]  [15:  Eve, e. ibid. p1263] 

This latter Christian reinterpretation of the Suffering Servant as prophetic of the meaning of the sacrifice of Jesus seems to be part of the general efforts of early Christian authors to bolster the narrative that Jesus of Nazareth was the expected messiah.  So much so that such reinterpretation has been read into the Gospels by early Christian readers and writers, whose subsequent extrapolations, the original authors had not even imagined.  For example, Mark 10:45 states; “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” Which seems by many as an allusion to Isaiah 53:10-11, however as Hooker points out “Once again readers of a modern translation who know Isaiah 53 may well think the relevance of the passage is clear; there is little evidence to show Mark himself saw the connection with that particular passage.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Hooker, M. ‘Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel’ in Isaiah in the New Testament, Eds. Moyise, S. & Menken, M. (London, New York, T&T Clark International, 2005) pp48-9] 


In conclusion, the Suffering Servant of Isaiah was originally intended as a poetic analogy of a guilt offering. in the tradition of the temple sacrificial system that the original audience of this section of the book of Isaiah would have been familiar with.  They also would have understood the meaning of the necessity of a blood sacrifice to atone for sin as part of this system,[footnoteRef:17] along with specifically the bearing of sin by the Azazel goat as described by the rituals in the Day of Atonement.  As such it explains to the readers of how the nation of Israel could be saved from its judgement and punishment for sin, by linking it to the understanding of redemption within the temple cult.  However, it did not answer the question of who the Suffering Servant was.  But despite the debate, the book of Isaiah indicated that it was sufficient for Israel to know that God would ultimately never leave them, despite their sin and unbelief (Isa 41:10). However, as can be seen, while the NT authors sought to bolster and firmly establish Jesus as the messiah by regular reinterpretation of various Hebrew Scriptures as the prophetic fulfilment of the life death and resurrection of Jesus, the text of Suffering Servant was seldom used.  When it was, it was done so for very selective purposes which did not allude to Jesus fulfilling the role of the Suffering Servant.  Only in the later writing of 1 Peter do we see a fairly limited attempt to do so, and even then, it does not in any way provide the evidence for the expansive Christological exegesis that later Christian writers have purported exists between the two.  As such, it is best to see this wonderful piece of poetry firmly in the light of what the original authors intended, and not what was re-interpreted by later Christian readers. [17:  Waterman, C. ibid. p268] 
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