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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).

Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will critically examine the role of the so-called ´Suffering Servant´ within the book of Isaiah (specifically Isa. 52:13-53:12) in the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament and in the New Testament, engaging with a selection of New Testament texts, in particular all four canonical Gospels, Acts, Romans and 1 Peter.
The essay will explore the themes of the ´Suffering Servant´ passage in the context of its own time, the characteristics of the ´Suffering Servant´, and the influence of the ´Servant´ passage elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible and also in the Dead Sea Scrolls as well as in the New Testament. Finally, the essay will examine possible identities of the Servant and will conclude that, while the ´Suffering Servant´ passage had its own meaning within its contemporary context, through later ages, it has been co-opted and re-interpreted, often by sincere believers, for their own times and theological purposes. In particular, it became a core component in understanding the theology of Jesus´ suffering, crucifixion and resurrection.
Introducing Isaiah and the ´Suffering Servant´
The book of Isaiah is generally believed by modern scholars to have had three authors. The first is commonly referred to as ´First Isaiah´ or ´Proto-Isaiah´ (believed to have authored chapters 1-39), introducing material from the eighth century BCE historical prophet Isaiah. Next, the anonymous ´Second Isaiah´ or ´Deutero-Isaiah´ (considered to have composed chapters 40-55), who existed in the period running up to the end of the Babylonian exile (c.538 BCE). Finally, there is ´Third Isaiah´ or ´Trito-Isaiah´ (composed chapters 56-66), a figure from the post-exilic era, after the Israelites had returned from Babylon[footnoteRef:1]. This essay is concerned mainly with the so-called ´Second Isaiah´, the supposed author of the ´Suffering Servant´ passage (Isa. 52:13-53:12). This figure lived in the sixth century BCE, roughly contemporaneously with the Persian king Cyrus´ decree allowing the exiled Judean elites to return home[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  J. Stromberg,  An Introduction to the Study of Isaiah (London: T & T Clark 2011), pp.3-4]  [2:  I. Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, Scriptural Exegesis: the Shapes of Culture and the Religious Imagination: Essays in Honour of Michael Fishbane (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2009), p.90] 

As to the actual term ´Suffering Servant´, this is a relatively modern construct, introduced into discourse only in 1892 by the German theologian Bernhard L. Duhm. Other scholars have questioned the usefulness of the term, in particular its spotlight on ´suffering´, as the Servant also experiences exaltation within the passage. Also, the translation of the Hebrew word as ´servant´ has been questioned, as in other parts of the Bible, the same Hebrew word is rendered as ´slave´, ´subject´ or ´official´[footnoteRef:3]. These debates over terminology and etymology perhaps hint at the way latter-day commentaries, with their own preoccupations, can influence modern readings of ancient texts. [3:  M. Brettler/A.J. Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology (Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications 2019), pp.159-60] 

The Themes of Isaiah 52:13-53:12 
The book of Isaiah contains four so-called ´servant songs´, with the fourth (the ´Suffering Servant´) speaking of a ´servant´ of God who is abused but ultimately absolved. The passage deals with themes including guilt, innocence, injustice, violence, divine will, righteousness and repentance. In order through the text, these begin with humanity´s opposition to God´s intentions for the Servant, who is important to God. Humans hate him and believe that God shares their hatred (Isa. 52:13-53:3). Next, the Servant endures torture and apparent death, with Isaiah questioning whether his narrative will be believed (Isa. 53:1). The Servant is then said to be innocent of any recrimination (Isa. 53:7), violence or deceit (Isa. 53.9). As a consequence of the Servant´s sufferings, his tormentors are blessed and healed (Isa. 53:5), being absolved of their offences (Isa. 53:6, 53:12) and avoid punishment (Isa. 53:8). Following his torture and apparent death, the Servant receives long life and is vindicated by God (Isa. 53:10). It is stated that the Servant will ´make many righteous´[footnoteRef:4] and, due to his actions, all guilt is taken from his persecutors; the Servant will intercede with God on their behalf (Isa. 53:12). [4:  Isaiah 53:11] 

According to Brettler/Levine in their excellent article ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´ (2019), the character of the ´Suffering Servant´, like many biblical figures, accretes new meanings depending on the religious/cultural setting. This begins with the exilic/post-exilic milieu of Second Isaiah, before moving forward to the appropriation of the Servant by the author of Daniel (Dan. 12) in the mid-second-century BCE and progressing to the multitude of New Testament quotations and allusions regarding Jesus´ fulfilment of Isaiah´s prophecies concerning the Servant. This trend even moves beyond biblical times to various later Jewish conceptions of this enigmatic character, underlining the spectrum of readings the ´Suffering Servant´ passage has received, depending on the tradition and unique reception situations.

Brettler/Levine, aiming to interpret the Servant from the point of view of the original audience for Isaiah 52:13-53:12, in their persuasive account, describe him as ´an individual living in Babylon, whose vicarious suffering explains why Israel deserves forgiveness for the grievous sins that caused its exile´[footnoteRef:5]. This generated ´an oracle of comfort to the exilic (or early post-exilic) Judean community´[footnoteRef:6]. Brettler/Levine draw upon work done by the Pontifical Biblical Commission´s ´The Jewish People and their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible´, which opined that the prophet´s task was to allow his own contemporary people to comprehend their own times and experiences from the perspective of God[footnoteRef:7].  [5:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, p.158]  [6:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, p.158]  [7:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, p.158] 


Characteristics of the ´Suffering Servant´
The Servant is never identified as divine or as the Messiah. Indeed, scholars have identified various pieces of evidence within the Isaiah passage testifying to the idea of a Davidic Messiah not being applicable to the figure of the Servant. There is not even a direct reference to the Servant being killed. Indeed, while death imagery is invoked, the Servant is ´exalted´, ´lifted up´ and ´very high´ (Isa. 52:13), perhaps evoking crucifixion imagery from a Christian perspective. Equally, there is no indication that the Servant is resurrected. Therefore, the passage can perhaps best be interpreted as describing the Servant experiencing and recovering from a near-death experience.  Furthermore, Brettler/Levine state that, as the Servant is apparently not killed, in his original context, his role is not sacrificial. Nevertheless, the passage does portray the character´s dependence on/close relationship to God[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, pp.160-161] 

Meanwhile, Knohl asserts that Second Isaiah´s view of the Servant concerns the nation of Israel itself -´high priest and sacrificial lamb for the nations´. The Servant´s suffering and (in Knohl´s view) death enables atonement for the ignorant, sinful Gentiles/idolaters[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  I. Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, p.93] 

The ´Suffering Servant´ Elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible
As already mentioned, the book of Daniel has its own reception of the ´Suffering Servant´. Daniel 12:3 states, regarding the author of Daniels´s community, ´Those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky, and those who lead the many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever´[footnoteRef:10]. For Brettler/Levine, this infers that they will be resurrected. Further, they propose that Isaiah 53:11b is here repurposed - ´The righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities´. They also posit that Daniel 11:33 - ´The wise among the people shall give understanding to many; for some days, however, they shall fall by sword and flame and suffer captivity and plunder´[footnoteRef:11] - shows that the author possesses an understanding of the Servant as representing a righteous group who are opposing the rule of contemporary ruler Antiochus IV[footnoteRef:12].  [10:  Daniel 12:3]  [11:  Daniel 11:33]  [12:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, pp.164-165] 

Knohl expands on this, noting that in Daniel 11:33, those suffering persecution from Antiochus (c.167 BCE) are described as ´the knowledgeable´ (or ´the wise´), who ´shall give understanding to many´. Knohl states that some scholars have asserted that this group (´the knowledgeable´ or in Hebrew maskilim) are teaching another group, the ´many´ (ha-rabbim). The first-mentioned group are suffering, as Daniel 11:33 continues - ´they shall fall by sword and flame and suffer captivity and plunder´. The ´knowledgeable´ reappear in Daniel 12:3, during an eschatological prophecy - the aforementioned ´Those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky …´. In this instance, ´the knowledgeable´/´wise´ are equivalent to ´those who lead the many to righteousness´ and those who ´shall give understanding to many´ from 11:33. Knohl reviews scholarship that has recognised the terms ´the knowledgeable´ and ´those who lead the many to righteousness´, stating that these appear to be based on Second Isaiah´s depiction of the ´Suffering Servant´. He notes that ´the knowledgeable´ are reminiscent of ´my servant shall prosper´/´make wise´ (Isa. 52.13), and the reference to ´those who lead the many to righteousness´ may be inspired by (Isa. 53:11) ´The righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous´. For Knohl, the suffering of ´the knowledgeable´ in Daniel can be equated to the suffering of the Servant in Second Isaiah. Also akin to the Servant, ´the knowledgeable´ will one day be radiant like the bright expanse of sky’ (Dan. 12:3). Hence, the author of Daniel identified a group of people persecuted for their religious observance as akin to Second Isaiah´s ´Suffering Servant´. Also, as the Servant can be interpreted as returning following his death, Daniel states that the martyrs of the religious persecution of those times will one day rise up in eternal life[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  I. Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, pp.89-90,  95] 


The ´Suffering Servant´ and the Dead Sea Scrolls
The so-called Dead Sea Scrolls archive of first-century BCE Second Temple Jewish literature from a community in Qumran (in the modern West Bank) also kept copies of the book of Isaiah and were interested in the Servant. Brettler/Levine assert that the community leader, the so-called ´Teacher of Righteousness´, identified himself with the ´Suffering Servant´, a hated but vindicated figure[footnoteRef:14]. Meanwhile, Knohl states the influence of Isaiah´s servant narrative can be discerned in two hymns found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. Rather than a ´suffering´ group of people as described in Second Isaiah and Daniel, the Scrolls focus upon one ´suffering´ individual who is esteemed and abused. Inside the Hodayot (Thanksgiving Hymns/Psalms/Scroll), two curious hymns stand out as different in language and form of benediction. They lack expressions of guilt; indeed, as if concepts such as sin and guilt may never have existed. Scholars interpret these as later insertions into the text. One reconstructed passage speaks of the figure being both despised and shunned and yet also exalted by the angels, beloved by the King and a ´companion of the holy ones´. Isaiah 53:30 says, ´He was despised and rejected by others;  a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity´. Furthermore the Scroll continues, ´[And who] has been despised like [me? And who] has been shunned [by men] like me?´ For Knohl, these are clear allusions to Second Isaiah´s ´Suffering Servant´[footnoteRef:15]. They also echo, at least superficially, some of the suffering/crucifixion/resurrection imagery surrounding Jesus in the Gospels. [14:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, p.165]  [15: I.  Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, pp.95-96] 

A second hymn found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, known as the Self-Glorification Hymn, also hints at influence from Second Isaiah´s ´Suffering Servant´. Here, the narrator claims two dichotomous things – that he has banished his fleshly desires and has a superhuman ability to ensure physical pain: ´My desire is not of the flesh; Who has born[e all] afflictions like me? Who compares to me [in enduri]ng evil?´ (4Q491 11 I). And yet, simultaneously, he asks, ‘[W]ho has been accounted despicable like me, yet who is like me in my glory?’, before going on to sing the praises of his abilities as a judge and teacher[footnoteRef:16]. Such sentiments are reminiscent of the apostle Paul´s ´boasting in the Lord´ in 2 Corinthians 11:16-33. Knohl argues that, due to these two hymns´ anomalous content, they are actually one single composition narrated by the same character. He continues that the era portrayed is a perfect age of salvation and redemption from sin and mourning[footnoteRef:17].  [16:  I. Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, p. 97]  [17:  I. Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, p. 98] 

Knohl states that, for the Hebrew Bible, it is impossible for divinity and suffering to co-exist at the same time, with both the ´Suffering Servant´ and Daniel´s ´knowledgeable´ ones being given heavenly status only after the conclusion of their suffering. However, this simultaneous divinity/suffering is just what the narrator of the Dead Sea Scroll hymns experiences, something that Knohl asserts emerges during the intertestamental period and that becomes a core characteristic of the New Testament depiction of Jesus[footnoteRef:18]. [18:  I. Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, pp. 99-100] 

The ´Suffering Servant´ and the New Testament
In the Christian tradition, the role of the ´Suffering Servant´ in the book of Isaiah is a prophecy of the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus. Isaiah 53 is directly quoted seven times in the New Testament (Matthew 8:14-17, Luke 22:35-38, John 12:37-41, Acts 8:26-35, Romans 10:11-21 and 1 Peter 2:19-25). Acts 8:26-35 depicts the apostle Philip meeting a travelling Ethiopian eunuch. The latter is reading Isaiah. The eunuch asks Philip to explain the figure of the ´Suffering Servant (in Isa. 53) and in response, the apostle proclaims the good news about Jesus. 

The primary motivation for New Testament authors drawing upon the ´Suffering Servant´ is to justify the mission and suffering of Jesus in the context of Jewish tradition and the exclusive continuation of that into Christian tradition. The Gospels clearly link aspects of Jesus´ ministry as a fulfilment of the ´Suffering Servant´ prophecy in Second Isaiah. For instance, Jesus´ healing activities (Matt. 8:17//Isa. 53:4), people´s persistent scepticism of him (John 12:38//Isa. 53:1; also Rom. 10:16-17//Isa. 53:1), his arrest (Luke 22:37//Isa. 53:12) and humiliation (Acts 8:32-35//Isa. 53:7-8). The New Testament implicitly draws upon language from Isaiah 52-53, such as when Jesus is presented as a figure who has come to ´serve´ and sacrifice his life for ´many´. His disciples are also described as ´servants´ who follow his example (Matt. 20:25-28, Mark 10:41-45//Isa. 53:10-11). Meanwhile, other New Testament authors evoke their descriptions of Jesus´ suffering, death and resurrection in language from Second Isaiah´s ´Suffering Servant´ chapters, as a role model for believers (1 Pet. 2:21-25//Isa. 53:4-6, Isa. 53:9, Phil. 2:5-11 //Isa. 52, Isa. 53). It appears that New Testament authors, in their quest to understand the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus (as well as their own suffering and existence), viewed the ´Suffering Servant´ as a part of God´s design for the fulfilment of His promises, an idea which has been part of Christian thought ever since. 

Meanwhile, Brettler/Levine again invoke the Pontifical Biblical Commission´s ´The Jewish People and their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible´, stating that Christological exegesis of the Old Testament is a retrospective viewpoint which is not found in the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible but only in the New Testament narrative[footnoteRef:19]. This exegetical tradition continues in later centuries via the Church Fathers and later theologians. [19:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´ p.158] 


It is also interesting to reflect on the unknowable question of to what extent the ´Suffering Servant´ narrative influenced the beliefs and actions of the historical Jesus, especially in his final days. With evidence on the fact that the Servant was important to the Dead Sea Scrolls community in Qumran, some scholars have taken Luke 1:80´s reference that John the Baptist was ´in the wilderness until the day he appeared publicly to Israel´ as possible evidence of John and, by implication, Jesus having some connection to the Qumran community. However, studies of the doctrines at Qumran indicate that, overall, John´s preaching and outlook were at variance with the prevailing views at Qumran; for example, John´s calling for all of Israel to repent did not align with views expressed in the Dead Sea Scrolls[footnoteRef:20].  Nevertheless, it is possible that the Gospels present some evidence of Jesus´ own personal reception of the ´Suffering Servant´ passage, as well as that of the Gospel authors. [20:  H. Lichtenberger, ´The Dead Sea Scrolls and John the Baptist: Reflections on Josephus' Account of John the Baptist´, pp.340-341] 


Furthermore, the apostle Paul has his own view of the ´Suffering Servant´. For example, his statement that Jesus was ´handed over for our trespasses and was raised for our justification´ (Rom. 4:25) appears informed by Isaiah 53:12. That said, there has been much scholarly debate over the years as to what amounts to an allusion to Isaiah in Paul´s letters, with some proposing minimal influence and others the opposite. For example, Richard Hays sees numerous quotations/allusions to Isaiah 40-55 in Romans, including passages which evoke the ´Suffering Servant´ (Rom. 4:24-25, 5:15-19, 10:16 and 15:21), while noting that Paul fails to invoke any prophetic language which might link into his own theology of Christ/Israel[footnoteRef:21]. Paul´s knowledge of the Hebrew Bible was evidently vast, so it is unlikely that even small allusions are accidental. [21:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, p.166] 


The Identity of the ´Suffering Servant´
As to the identity of the Servant, there have been many theories over the centuries. According to Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah 52:13-53:12 most likely originally referred to one of the prophet´s exilic contemporaries, whom he viewed as vicariously atoning for the 
guilt-ridden exilic (or early post-exilic) community´[footnoteRef:22]. Meanwhile, Knohl reviews the various possibilities posited by scholars, starting from an historical royal or prophetic person, possibly King Uzziah or the prophet Jeremiah. Others  theorise that it was an historical figure who became entangled with messianic expectations. Still others believe that the Servant refers to the people of Israel as a collective. Thus, the speakers in Isaiah 53 are the nations (Gentiles), who have learned to know the suffering of Israel through their own sinfulness. Knohl follows the same basic view, but adds that it would be beneficial to understand the text in its own era. For Knohl, Second Isaiah is addressing the Judeans born during the Babylonian captivity, where he is trying to provide meaning for their sufferings in exile[footnoteRef:23].       [22:  Brettler/Levine, ´Isaiah’s ´Suffering Servant´: Before and After Christianity´, p.164]  [23:  I. Knohl, ´The Suffering Servant: From Isaiah to the Dead Sea Scrolls´, p.91] 


Conclusion
´Hardly any passage of the Hebrew Bible is and has been of such fundamental importance in the history of Jewish-Christian debate, or has played such a central role in it, as has the fourth Servant Song of Second Isaiah. Nor has any other passage experienced such different and sometimes mutually exclusive interpretations as this one´. These are the words of Professor of Religion Stefan Schreiner[footnoteRef:24], and are supported by the evidence here examined.  [24:  S. Schreiner, ´Isaiah 53 in the Sefer Hizzuk Emunah (“Faith Strengthened”) of Rabbi Isaac ben Abraham of Troki´, The ´Suffering Servant´ (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans 2004), p.419
] 

In conclusion, while the ´Suffering Servant´ passage will have had its own meaning or meanings within its contemporary context, through later ages, in line with Brettler/Levine, it has been re-interpreted for new times, audiences and theological purposes. This has arguably culminated in its central importance in the Christian theology of Jesus´ suffering, crucifixion and resurrection. It is fascinating to note how one piece of received theology can become so revered by different religious groups over time and yet interpreted in such a wide range of ways, based on the prevailing cultural/religious currents of the time in question.
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