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).

According to the now-disputed analysis of Duhm,[footnoteRef:1] the book of Isaiah may be subdivided into three separate books, and it is in Deutero-Isaiah that the so-called four servant songs are found. Deutero-Isaiah is accepted as being composed during (perhaps) the exile in Babylon and following the Israeli return from exile, and the fourth of the Servant Songs, generally known as the Song of the Suffering Servant, offers a prophecy for what most exegetes take to be an individual, who will first suffer and then be exalted. Berges[footnoteRef:2] quotes Henk Leene who connects the servant of this song to the servants that are called in Trito-Isaiah the servants of God. The latter are the former’s offspring: they are the post-exilic group of the pious. Berges concludes his analysis of the role of the Servant in Isaiah reflecting on the paean to YHWH who ‘will be glorified by all flesh (66:23)’ including ‘the nations… who adhere to YHWH alone.’[footnoteRef:3] There is thus a prophetic vision for Israel in the mid-fourth century B.C.E., and this is quite independent of later use made by the early Christian church. [1:  Bernhard Duhm, Das Buch Jesaja, Göttinger Handkommentar zum Alten Testamentum III, 1, 1st ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1892; 4th ed., 1922 = 5th ed., 1968, reprinted.)]  [2:  Ulrich Berges, 'The Servant(s) in Isaiah', in Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Isaiah (2021; online edn, Oxford Academic, 8 Oct. 2020) quoting: Leene, Henk. “Kan een fictionele gestalte onze plaats innemen? Overwegingen bij de uitleg van Jesaja 53.” GThT 93 (1993): 232– 253.]  [3:  Ibid. p. 330.] 


The focus of this study is the role of the Suffering Servant in the New Testament tradition (as found in the fourth of the so-called Servant Songs). There are at least four versions of this poem,[footnoteRef:4] and that fact, coupled with the frequent uncertainty of the text and additionally the wide scope for interpretation, offer a field-day for exegetes. Two broad positions may be identified: the sceptics who deny that the Servant Song prophecy can be traced to the thinking of the earliest Christian church, and those who assert that it is. None denies that the Gospels and Pauline letters are littered with references to Isaiah in general, but for some, it is questioned whether the Gospel writers (and certainly Jesus himself) had in mind during his life and ministry the fulfilment of the Servant Song prophecy. [4:  The Septuagint, the Masoretic Text, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the ‘Targum Jonathan to the Prophets’.] 


A not-untypical exegesis in favour of that self-awareness may be found in Peter Dray’s article.[footnoteRef:5] Here he unquestioningly identifies the target audience of the Servant Song with his own 21st century readership.[footnoteRef:6] Context may legitimate this, but what is also evident is instances of what Morna Hooker describes as ‘reader-response’[footnoteRef:7] or ‘eisegesis’, where the writer’s preconceptions colour their understanding of the text in hand: an example is Dray’s reading of ‘substitutionary sacrifice’[footnoteRef:8] (as in Isaiah 53:10) which is a hotly contested issue (as being without precedent in Biblical Hebrew).  [5:  Peter Dray, (2008). Isaiah 52:13-53:12: Isaiah on the Suffering Servant. Evangel, 26(2), 33–36.]  [6:  Ibid. p. 36: In the New Testament, Isaiah 53 is quoted more than any other OT passage. It’s quoted so many times because the Bible writers wanted to share the incredible news that the Servant has come! Jesus of Nazareth is the Servant. ]  [7:  See, for example: Morna D. Hooker, ‘Did the Use of Isaiah 53 to Interpret His Mission Begin with Jesus?’ in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, ed. by Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998) pp. 88-103 (p. 89.)]  [8:  Dray, Evangel.] 


According to Hooker, whose scepticism was initially voiced over sixty-five years ago[footnoteRef:9], it is not until the First Letter of Peter[footnoteRef:10] that we can read a ‘creative’ use of the Servant Song, giving to the OT text a fresh interpretation of the developing Christian idea of ‘atonement’.[footnoteRef:11] She acknowledges the clear quotations of Isaiah in the NT[footnoteRef:12], but the wording in Peter has close parallels in the Septuagint, and is the first NT text to talk of ‘atonement’. Earlier quotations of the Isaiah Song, according to her, miss the meaning of Jesus’ death, even if they may function as ‘proof texts’.[footnoteRef:13] The fundamental point for her, though, is that there is no evidence that Jesus modelled himself on the Suffering Servant (even though subsequent Christian thinking cast him in that way): indeed he likened himself more to the Son of Man (cf. Daniel 7) than the servant of Isaiah 53. His concern was the repentance and the forgiveness of sinners (rather than the more developed idea of atonement): ‘It was his followers who took that step, because it corresponded with their experience of forgiveness.’[footnoteRef:14] She wonders if the quotations in 1 Peter are the first indications in the NT that the Servant’s suffering will bring healing and forgiveness to others: in the Apostle’s words, ‘by his wounds you have been healed.’[footnoteRef:15] [9:  Morna D. Hooker, Jesus and the Servant (London: SPCK, 1959)]  [10:  1 Peter, 2: 22-25, NIV.]  [11:  Morna D. Hooker, ‘Did the Use of Isaiah 53’, p.93. ]  [12:  E.g. Matthew 8:17; Mark 15:28; John 12.38; Romans 15:21; Acts 8:32f. ]  [13:  It is true that, at the end of the article, Hooker allows for the possibility that Paul’s language in Romans 4:25 echoes Isaiah 53:11f. ]  [14:  Morna D. Hooker, ‘Did the Use of Isaiah 53’, p.100.]  [15:  1 Peter 2:24, NIV.] 


In a subsequent study of Mark’s gospel[footnoteRef:16], Hooker acknowledges that there are many possible quotations/allusions/echoes of Isaiah (many negative in nature), and pays special attention to Mark 10:45, where in Jesus’ own words, it is written that ‘even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ This implies a suspect degree of self-knowledge, but, according to Hooker, is in any case at variance with Isaiah 53:10-11, which speaks of the servant being made a ‘guilt offering’ rather than a ransom. Citation ‘standards’ in Mark’s day are very different from present-day values.[footnoteRef:17] She is surely right to note (as evidenced by the less than accurate ‘quoting’ of Isaiah by Mark at the start of his Gospel) that the approach to citation in the first century C.E. does not compare with contemporary practice.  [16:  Morna D. Hooker, Isaiah in Mark’s Gospel in Isaiah in the New Testament, eds. Steve Moyise and Maarten J. J. Menken (T & T Clark International, 2005), pp. 35-50.]  [17:  Eg. Mark 1: 2-3 which is a conflation of Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3.] 


Independent support for Hooker’s position comes from H.M. Orlinsky and the view from Hebrew studies. In the third chapter of his Studies on the Second Part of the Book of Isaiah,[footnoteRef:18] Orlinsky goes to great lengths to prove that the Servant in Isaiah 53 cannot be Israel (the nation), and that the idea of ‘vicarious’ suffering is alien to the Hebrew Bible: it is, in his words, ‘nothing short of blasphemy that the lawless be spared their punishment at the expense of the law-abiding’[footnoteRef:19]. By scrutiny of the relevant Hebrew texts, he shows that the element of vicariousness is absent from the original Servant Song; and as a result that Jesus’ awareness and ‘acting out’ of the Servant Songs becomes more credible.[footnoteRef:20] He quotes F.J. Foakes Jackson and K. Lake, with their rebuttal of the idea that the Isaianic text appears in pre-Pauline thinking: ‘.. .it is tempting to suggest that the interpretation of Isaiah liii. as a prophecy of Jesus was first introduced by Hellenistic Christians, for there is no positive evidence of its existence in sources which certainly represent the thought of the first disciples in Jerusalem…’.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  H. M. Orlinsky in Studies on the Second Part of the Book of Isaiah (VT Suppl. 14), 1967]  [19:  Ibid., Studies, p. 55.]  [20:  Ibid., Studies, p. 59]  [21:  Ibid., Studies, p. 73, quoting
The beginnings of Christianity : the Acts of the Apostles Volume 1, eds. F.J. Foakes-Jackson and K. Lake
(Grand Rapids 1979) p. 390. (https://archive.org/details/beginningsofchri0001unse_e2c6/page/390/mode/2up)] 


Thus, from two sides of the fence, as it were, there is a case against the role of the Servant Song of Isaiah in the very early Christian church: first, because (presumably) the reading of the texts would not have impinged on the imaginations of the disciples and first followers of Jesus (as Jews), the concepts being so foreign to Jewish culture (Orlinsky); and secondly because there appears to be insufficient evidence in the NT texts themselves to support such an idea (Hooker). But are there ways of rebutting this so-called sceptical approach? 

Otto Betz, for example, concludes that (contra Hooker) in Mark 10:45, the quotation is of words that Jesus must himself have used.[footnoteRef:22] He believes that the Isaian source for the idea of ransom or exchange is not the fourth Servant Song, but Isaiah 43:3f., although given the ‘tell’ of the word ‘many’, it remains reasonable to take Isaiah 53 as a ‘background source’. He is so confident of this that he asserts that ‘during the Last Supper Jesus enacted Isaiah 53.12’.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Otto Betz, Jesus and Isaiah 53, in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, ed. by Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998) pp. 70-87 (p. 83.)]  [23:  Ibid., p. 89.] 


Stuhlmacher[footnoteRef:24] proposes a way to seat the Servant Song in the mind of Jesus, which has the ring of plausibility about it: Jesus’ mission derived from his understanding of Isaiah 53 coupled with Isaiah 43: 3-4 (the aforementioned ransom text), and this mission he ‘taught’ to his followers, which then formed the teaching of the apostles.[footnoteRef:25] He goes on to suggest that the temple-cleansing incident in Mark 11: 15-17 should be connected with the words of Mark 10:45, that the actions validate the ascription of Mark’s words to Jesus. There is no room here to explore more of his case, but clearly a fresh insight into the context of Mark’s Gospel opens up the possibility of gainsaying the sceptics’ case.  [24:  Peter Stuhlmacher, Isaiah 53 in the Gospels and Acts, in The Suffering Servant, eds. Bernd Janowski and Peter Stuhlmacher, trans. Daniel P. Bailey (Wm. B Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2004), p. 149.]  [25:  As evidenced in Acts 2:42.] 


R. E. Watts notes how Matthew, in quoting Isaiah 53:4, is seeking the authority of scripture to give a divine background to the ministry of Jesus in his mission to heal the sick, and that the truncated form of the quotation betokens the Gospel writer’s awareness of his scriptural source. Watts is suggesting that Matthew’s appeal to the Servant Song aligns with his vision of Jesus heralding an end to the Deuteronomistic curses ‘upon his rebellious and exiled people.’[footnoteRef:26] Another point here is that the healing work of Jesus is connected to the forgiveness of sins, as illustrated by Mark 9: 2-8[footnoteRef:27]. However much this demonstrates Matthew’s knowledge of Isaiah 53, and its significance to the mission of Jesus, it does little to counter the view that we have no evidence as yet that Jesus himself acted with a consciousness that he was the prophesied Suffering Servant.  [26:  Rikki Watts, ‘Messianic Servant or the End of Israel’s Exilic Curses’, Journal  for the Study of the New Testament, 38(1), 2015, pp. 81-95.57(1), p.90.]  [27:  The story of the healed paralytic,] 


It is worth making mention of an approach through language usage. David Sapp starts with the question of why, despite numerous quotations from Isaiah 53, the two verses 10 and 11, though alluded to, are not quoted. These verses present the closest thing to ‘atonement language’.[footnoteRef:28] In explaining why they are never quoted but only alluded to, Sapp proposes that it is only through the Hebrew versions of Isaiah 53 that an understanding of atonement could be arrived at; and that the Greek version (in LXX) differs significantly from the Hebrew in that respect, thus affecting how the early church will have evangelized to the Greek-speaking world. His thorough study concludes that the LXX version (in Isaiah 53, vv. 9a – 11) ‘painted a different picture of the Servant’.[footnoteRef:29] As he observes, these differences could affect the readings of other NT texts related to Isaiah 53. [28:  D. A. Sapp, ‘The LXX, 1QIsa, and MT Versions of Isaiah 53 and the Christian Doctrine of Atonement’, ed. by Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998) pp. 170-192.]  [29:  Ibid., p. 187.] 


H. G. Reventlow addresses what he describes as basic issues in the Servant Song: noteworthy is how he addresses the issue of ‘vicariousness’.[footnoteRef:30] In Isaiah (LXX), there is no corresponding term for this, as described in, for example, I Corinthians, 15:3 and 1 Peter 3:18 (the Greek word huper, which in Isaiah (LXX) is only rendered as dia and peri.) He suggests that this is because what the early writers wanted to describe in the ‘service’ of Jesus had no antecedent parallel in Judaism: it was unheard-of that ‘the suffering of a single man could have the power of removing… the guilt of a whole group of people.’[footnoteRef:31] This seems a strong argument, especially alongside, for example, Orlinsky’s forthright rejection of such an idea as blasphemy: indeed, at the crossroads between the Jewish faith and the revolution that Jesus brought with him, it might be surprising that the idea of vicariousness pre-existed in Hebrew scripture.  [30:  H. G. Reventlow, ‘Basic Issues in the Interpretation of Isaiah 53’, in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, ed. 
by Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998) pp. 23-38 (p27f.)]  [31:  Ibid., p.28.] 


This summary review of some of the counterproposals to what is being called the sceptic position nibbles at the margins of what may be the fundamental issue. For some,[footnoteRef:32] the issue of whether Jesus had in mind the fourth Servant Song of Isaiah reaches to the heart of the Christian faith: ‘did Jesus Christ die for our sins?’[footnoteRef:33] If the answer is a definitive ‘No’ then one may wonder what there is to distinguish Christianity from the Jewish faith.  [32:  For example, Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (op cit.)]  [33:  As implied in Galatians 1:4.] 


It is William Farmer who provides a ‘level-headed’ rationale for the view that the Christian origins of the association with Isaiah’s Suffering Servant date back to Christ himself.[footnoteRef:34] The rationale is based on selected NT texts and Isaiah 53, and an ingenious connection he makes between what we know historically of Paul.  [34:  William R. Farmer, ‘Reflections on Isaiah 53 and Christian Origins’, in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, ed. by Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998) pp. 260-280.] 


In I Corinthians 15:3[footnoteRef:35], Farmer finds  linguistic parallels to Isaiah 53:4 and 6 as well as a ‘conceptual similarity’[footnoteRef:36]; in Matthew 20:20-28 (see also Mark 10:35-45),[footnoteRef:37] he finds verbal and conceptual congruency in the act of redemption that benefits ‘the many’; and in Galatians 1:3-4, he notes the voluntary surrender of the saviour on behalf of the sins of others.  [35:  ‘For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures…’]  [36:  ‘Nowhere else in the scriptures that were available to Paul is there a text which speaks so explicitly of a saviour figure who dies on behalf of the sins of others.’ William R. Farmer, ‘Reflections’ in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, ed. by Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998) pp. 263]  [37:  Particularly ‘as a ransom for many’, though as noted above, this use is disputed by Hooker. ] 


The strongest argument revolves around the description of the Last Supper (Matthew 26:26-30 and Mark 14:22-26) where Farmer’s thought is that Jesus is instituting a ‘new covenant’, as is borne out by I Corinthians 11:23-26. Jesus’ description of his blood echoes Isaiah’s line about the Servant ‘pouring out his life’[footnoteRef:38]. It is reminiscent of Otto Betz’s claim about Jesus’ enactment of Isaiah 53:12 at the Last Supper (see above.) It might be objected that all we have is the Evangelists’ accounts of the Last Supper, and no evidence that what Jesus himself was (uniquely) doing and saying was with reference to Isaiah: could these (perhaps copied) texts between Matthew and Mark be a later elaboration?  [38:  Isaiah 53:12.] 


The riposte is that there is evidence that supports the idea that Jesus’ words from the Last Supper are his. It comes from the biographical detail in Paul that some three years after his Damascene conversion, he returned to Jerusalem and met Peter (and James), staying with them for over a fortnight (see Galatians 1: 18-24.) According to Farmer, the purpose of the visit included a kind of inquiry or interrogation.[footnoteRef:39] What he learned from that meeting may be supposed to corroborate the ‘eye-witness’ accounts in Matthew and Mark.  If this line of inquiry is right, then the process may be summarized thus: Jesus did know of the Suffering Servant; he shared this vision of himself to his (often) uncomprehending disciples, and acted it out in his life, death and resurrection; the disciples transmitted this (notably in their accounts of the Last Supper) to Paul; Paul took up the ‘banner’ (in Greek) with the Gentiles.  [39:  William R. Farmer, ‘Reflections’, in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, ed. by Willam H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998) p. 273.] 


The above is a sketch of some of the arguments surrounding Isaiah 53. On closing, it may be worth considering why the origin story of the Suffering Servant in Christianity is such a divisive issue. It is understandable that sceptics are reluctant to ascribe foreknowledge to Jesus of what was later to become a key element in the Christian faith: one’s forensic duty as a theologian is to proceed in the greatest certainty, and there is much evidence that confidence in Jesus’ self-awareness on the Suffering Servant question is difficult. As noted, there is considerable textual disparity, much room for interpretation, and few definitive answers. Coupled with uncertainty about who the Servant is/was is the broader question of why Isaiah wrote the songs in the first place. There can be no expectation that his was an actual prophesy about the Jesus of history some 350 years after it was made. Is it possible that the enthusiasm of early (and later) Christians to seize on the Servant Song as evidentiary and explicatory of some Divine Will (or Participation in human history) actually offended the rational sensibilities of the more sceptical exegetes? 

If so, perhaps since then, the sceptics have been throwing the baby out with the bath water.
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