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[bookmark: _Int_i9zvVNi1][bookmark: _Int_X2HU2BVx][bookmark: _Int_WZ2rJeKm][bookmark: _Int_aDD9zh0h][bookmark: _Int_2kOSJvjj][bookmark: _Int_HhzHG7LD][bookmark: _Int_wizTGZvQ][bookmark: _Int_PhRWV6gR][bookmark: _Int_XGLnb4SI][bookmark: _Int_bgfMD78L][bookmark: _Int_a7TvMtZQ][bookmark: _Int_lMHsu3GC][bookmark: _Int_cAOqQ6I1][bookmark: _Int_r7zp45EG][bookmark: _Int_Qrydjdyd][bookmark: _Int_KqMI0I9v][bookmark: _Int_EtdLVKMH][bookmark: _Int_iZAYahLJ][bookmark: _Int_q7KBK4Vp]	Few Hebrew Bible passages have received more attention from Christians than the so-called “Suffering Servant” narrative found in Isaiah 52 and 53 (referred to as Isaiah 53 from hereon). This is epitomised by Church Father Jerome deeming it the “Fifth Gospel”, arguing its allusions to the coming of Christ were so plainly obvious that it appears to tell of “what has already happened rather than what is still to come”.[footnoteRef:1] While there is relative consensus among scholars that at least portions of Isaiah can be attributed to an eighth century BCE prophet as the book suggests,[footnoteRef:2] the unity of style and content that Isaiah 40-55 possesses has led scholars to label it “Deutero-Isaiah” in reference to its seeming independent authorship from the rest of Isaiah.[footnoteRef:3] While the precise authorship of Deutero-Isaiah is uncertain, it is traditionally understood that Isaiah 40-55 was composed “in Babylonia, during the exilic period” in the context of a “sense of powerlessness generated by the trauma caused by exile”.[footnoteRef:4] Theological arguments can and have been made regarding Isaiah 53 as a prophecy of Jesus’s coming, but while those arguments have validity in theological study, a historical and critical analysis of Isaiah 53 is necessary to determine the author of Deutero-Isaiah’s original intent in composing the Suffering Servant song. This essay will attempt to parse out Isaiah 53’s intended meaning using critical analysis, and will then critically examine the ways New Testament authors and early Christians conceptualised Jesus in relation to the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53.
	Isaiah 52:13 begins the Suffering Servant passage, proclaiming the servant will be “exalted and lifted up and shall be very high”. This introductory verse indicates a glorification of the servant, which is immediately contrasted against his marred and “beyond human” appearance in the following verse (Isa 52:14). While Peter Dray posits that the servant’s suffering is what “makes him worthy of great exaltation”[footnoteRef:5] within the poem, the seemingly contradictory juxtaposition of the servant’s disfigured nature with his exaltation by God can be jarring to the reader. Not only disfigured, the servant is shown in Isa 52:14 to be “abhorrent to his own people and the kings of nations”.[footnoteRef:6]  It is further revealed that the servant is someone that God has personally cultivated from a meek beginning (Isa 53:2) and that the servant was despised and rejected (Isa 53:3). The servant is shown to be someone who has borne the infirmities of collective Israel (Isa 53:4) and who has been wounded and punished on behalf of Israel (Isa 53:5). The servant is identified as bearing the iniquity of Israel silently, “like a lamb that is led to the slaughter” (Isa 53:6-7). He is then described as being “cut off from the land of the living” with his “grave with the wicked and his tomb with the rich” (Isa 53: 8-9). The second part of Isa 53:9 reiterates that the servant is blameless and is being punished vicariously on behalf of Israel, here identified as “my people”. Isa 53:10 reveals that it is God’s will “to crush him with affliction”, yet proclaims that “he shall see his offspring and shall prolong his days” and that he will prosper. The final two verses of the servant song proclaim that this righteous servant “shall make many righteous” and “shall bear their iniquities” and as a result God will “allot him a portion with the great” (Isa 53:11-12). The closing thoughts of the servant song reveal that the servant’s reward is granted “because he poured out himself to death” and “he bore the sin of many”, making “intercession[s] for the transgressors” (Isa 53:12).
	The Suffering Servant song is a work of poetry, consisting largely of symbolism, imagery and allusions. Therefore, to uncover the identity of the servant as Isaiah’s audience would have understood it, the historical context of Deutero-Isaiah must be thoroughly investigated. Scholars widely agree that “Isaiah 53 should be interpreted against the background of the Babylonian exile” as a reassurance of God’s power to potential sceptics who are distraught by the seeming abandonment of Israel by God.[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, whether or not the author intended the Suffering Servant to characterise the exiled Jews in Babylon, it is almost certain that the exile was at the forefront of the author’s mind when composing Isaiah 53. Scholars have long classified the Suffering Servant song with three other similar servant songs within Deutero-Isaiah. While the idea of four servant songs is a scholarly innovation in that the servant songs are not explicitly linked in the text, the parallelism of the servant songs can nonetheless be employed to better understand the notion of the Suffering Servant within the wider context of Deutero-Isaiah. Levine and Brettler note that the other servant songs name both Israel and Jacob as specific servants being addressed in their respective works.[footnoteRef:8] Huizenga echoes this point, explaining that Jacob and Israel are referred to as God’s servant and God’s chosen respectively within Deutero-Isaiah; Huizenga goes on to claim that the nation of Israel was envisioned as bringing judgement, justice and hope to the nations in Isaiah 53.[footnoteRef:9] With Deutero-Isaiah’s other uses of servant imagery, one could make a case that the Suffering Servant represents Israel’s unjust punishment and hopeful exaltation. The author of Deutero-Isaiah, perhaps an exile himself, searches for meaning in the unjust punishment of some on behalf of Israel as a whole.[footnoteRef:10] Just as David and Bathsheba’s son was understood to atone for his parents' adultery in his death, the author of Deutero-Isaiah may have understood the great suffering afflicted on the innocent to be an atoning act for the entire nation.[footnoteRef:11] 
	Given this analysis, Deutero-Isaiah likely intended the Suffering Servant song to characterise an innocent segment of Israel which is punished vicariously for the perceived sins of the nation. While those indicating markers are widely agreed upon, scholars find little unity in determining a more precise identity for the servant. Brettler and Levine argue Isaiah 53 should not be interpreted using other instances of an addressed servant in Deutero-Isaiah, claiming that in isolation the servant of Isaiah 53 should be understood as an individual likely contemporary to the author “whom he viewed as vicariously atoning for the guilt-ridden exilic [...] community”.[footnoteRef:12] Likewise, Lessing takes the position that the servant of Isaiah 41-48 represents collective Israel while the servant portrayed in chapters 49-55 represents an individual within the nation of Israel.[footnoteRef:13] Conversely, Berges posits that “the Servant of God [...] in the Jewish tradition referred, for the most part, collectively to Israel” and argues against the interpretation of Isaiah 53’s servant as an individual.[footnoteRef:14] Brown, meanwhile, summarises two possible readings of the servant without engaging in the debate; the servant is to be understood to be corporate Israel or is to be understood as an individual acting on behalf of Israel in order to restore it.[footnoteRef:15] Sawyer echoes Brettler and Levine in stating that Isaiah 53 should not be understood among the servant songs, but takes a more agnostic approach to identifying the servant, simply arguing that Isaiah 53 represents a “hymn of thanksgiving expressing the people’s confidence in the power of God to intervene on their behalf, to heal their wounds, and to forgive their sins”.[footnoteRef:16] While few attributes of the servant can be identified with certainty, it should be noted that nowhere is the servant identified as a Messiah, with only Cyrus being called Messiah in the entirety of Deutero-Isaiah.[footnoteRef:17] This all but precludes Isaiah 53 as a prophecy concerning a future Messiah, and while Christians would come to interpret this hymn as such, it can be said with near certainty that the author did not intend it to be understood this way.
	While the author of Deutero-Isaiah could never have envisioned the religious movement that would so extensively use his imagery, the fact remains that Isaiah 53 was an invaluable exegetical tool for Christians as early as the first century CE. Within the canonical New Testament texts there are seven agreed-upon citations of the Suffering Servant song, these being Matt 8:17; Luke 22:37; John 12:38; Acts 8:32-33; Rom 10:16; 15:21; and 1 Pet 2:22.[footnoteRef:18] These seven New Testament uses of Isaiah 53 only represent direct quotations, with scholars identifying other potential allusions to the Suffering Servant throughout the New Testament. For the sake of brevity, this essay will focus primarily on explicit quotations from Isaiah 53, with some mention of less explicit allusion as well.
	Within the canonical arrangement of the New Testament, the first reference to Isaiah 53 one would encounter would be Matthew’s story of Jesus healing several demon-possessed individuals in chapter 8, with the author explaining in verse 17 that Jesus “‘took our infirmities and bore our diseases’” in order to “fulfil what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah”. Far from a well-developed notion of a Suffering Servant, Matthew’s author only briefly references a single verse in Isaiah in a way that decouples it from the larger chapter of Isaiah 53. Although quoting directly from Isaiah 53, Matthew seems to have no notion of Jesus as a bearer of Israel’s iniquities, but rather is focused on Jesus’s ministry as a healer. Perhaps Matthew had some general understanding of Jesus’s as Isaiah’s servant, however it seems that the idea of his atoning death did not cross Matthew’s mind, perhaps because according to Brettler and Levine, “the servant in his original context does not have a sacrificial role” as he is not understood to be killed.[footnoteRef:19] While Isaiah does mention the servant being “poured out [...] to death” (Isa 53:12), Isaiah 53 also confusingly alludes to the servant’s future prosperity in a time following his suffering. Brettler and Levine understand the notion of the servant pouring himself out to death and being “cut off from the [...] the living” (Isa 53:8) to be a hyperbolic emphasis on the servant’s suffering and his willingness to suffer despite being innocent.[footnoteRef:20] Thus, the notion of Jesus’s death as an atoning sacrifice seems to have been a later reading of Isaiah 53 seemingly unavailable or unimportant to Matthew’s author, as he still only relates Isaiah 53 to Jesus’s healing ministry rather than his untimely and cruel death.
	Like Matthew, Luke’s gospel only briefly references Isaiah 53, with Jesus proclaiming that he “‘was counted among the lawless’” in light of his impending arrest (Luke 22:37). Isaiah 53 clearly held importance in Luke’s mind, as he has Jesus explicitly reference it, yet only a small segment of one verse is actually written as a saying of Jesus. What Luke places importance on is Jesus being numbered among the transgressors, yet without actually mentioning suffering for transgressors.[footnoteRef:21] Luke’s author is also widely considered to be the author of Acts, and we do see him employ Isaiah 53 once more in Acts 8:32-33. Here, a eunuch is reading Isaiah 53: 7-8. As quoted in Acts, this passage reads as follows: [1:  John F. A. Sawyer, ‘The Book of Isaiah’, in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, ed. by Bruce Manning Metzger and Michael David Coogan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).]  [2:  John F. A. Sawyer, ‘Isaiah’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible, ed. by Michael Lieb, Emma Mason, and Jonathan Roberts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 52-63 (p. 59).]  [3:  John F. A. Sawyer, ‘Isaiah’, in The Oxford Guide to People and Places of the Bible, ed. By Bruce Manning Metzger and Michael David Coogan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).]  [4:  Paba Nidhani De Andrado, ‘Reconciliation in the Templeless Age: The Servant as Sanctuary in Isa 53’, Old Testament Essays, 34.3 (2021), 915–35 (p. 917) <DOI: 10.17159/2312-3621/2021/v34n3a15>.]  [5:  Peter Dray, ‘Isaiah 52:13-53:12: Isaiah on the Suffering Servant’, Evangel, 26.2 (2008), 33–36 (p. 33).]  [6:  Ulrich Berges, ‘The Fourth Servant Song (Isaiah 52:13-53:12): Reflections on the Current Debate on the Symbolism of the Cross from the Perspective of the Old Testament’, Old Testament Essays, 25.3 (2012), 481-99 (p. 491).]  [7:  Deist, F.E, ‘Reflections on Reinterpretation in and of Isaiah 53’, Old Testament Essays, 3 (1985), 1–11 (p. 1).]  [8:  Marc Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant: Before and After Christianity’, Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology, 73.2 (2019), 158–73 (p. 158) <DOI: 10.1177/0020964318820594>.]  [9:  Leroy Andrew Huizenga, ‘The Incarnation of the Servant: The “Suffering Servant” and Matthean Christology’, Horizons in Biblical Theology, 27.1 (2005), 25–58 (p. 35) <DOI: 10.1163/187122005X00031>.]  [10:  Brettler and Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant’, p. 163.]  [11:  Ibid. p. 163.]  [12:  Ibid. p. 163.]  [13:  Robert R. Lessing, ‘Isaiah’s servants in chapters 40-55: clearing up the confusion’, Concordia Journal 37.2, 130–134 (p. 133).]  [14:  Berges, ‘The Fourth Servant Song’, p. 488.]  [15:  Jeannine K. Brown, ‘Jesus Messiah as Isaiah’s Servant of the Lord: New Testament Explorations’, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 63.1 (2020), 51–69 (p. 53).]  [16:  Sawyer, ‘The Book of Isaiah’, in The Oxford Companion to the Bible.]  [17:  Brettler and Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant’, p. 160.]  [18:  Ibid. p. 167.]  [19:  Ibid. p. 161.]  [20:  Ibid. p. 161.]  [21:  Brown, ‘Jesus Messiah as Isaiah’s Servant’, p. 63.] 

[bookmark: _Int_oXglnSWG]Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, and like a lamb silent before its shearer, so he does not open his mouth. In his humiliation justice was denied him. Who can describe his generation? For his life is taken away from the earth.
[bookmark: _Int_8irmX3Gt][bookmark: _Int_MV2aztQo][bookmark: _Int_A8IEcemZ][bookmark: _Int_BzhYJBA0][bookmark: _Int_cT5tMXTQ][bookmark: _Int_d6zTQ9ph][bookmark: _Int_JH8ebxJH][bookmark: _Int_26wbtHOd][bookmark: _Int_UqMWT9oT][bookmark: _Int_IkAik99u][bookmark: _Int_Z2qGjpxI][bookmark: _Int_k4achep0][bookmark: _Int_zonM5ss0][bookmark: _Int_afqbdBxD]Interestingly, Luke makes a rather notable omission. Namely, Isaiah 53:8 is only partially cited in Acts, with the rest of the original verse proclaiming that the servant was “stricken for the transgressions of my people”. In light of later Christian interpretation, Luke's omission of the line that would qualify Jesus’s vicarious suffering and sacrificial atonement seems strange. Some scholars believe Luke’s omission was intentional in order to “to avoid statements about the atoning value of Jesus’s death”.[footnoteRef:22] Instead of focusing on atonement, Luke seems to draw from his own reading of Isaiah 53 which privileges the “humiliation and exaltation of God’s faithful one” as the central premise of Isaiah 53.[footnoteRef:23] Brown concurs, opining that Luke’s focused use of Isaiah 53 relates to the unjust nature of Jesus’s death and his subsequent resurrection and exaltation rather than on his suffering.[footnoteRef:24] Luke’s selection of Isaiah 53 exists explicitly in the context of suffering in the original servant song, yet at most one could say that vicarious suffering is implied; more than likely, however, it was completely absent from Luke’s mind or at least was not important enough to expand on.[footnoteRef:25] What is explicit in Luke’s theology in relation to the Suffering Servant is Jesus’s intercession for transgressors as he prays for the criminals crucified with him, meaning Luke’s understanding of the Suffering Servant is as an interceding righteous figure who was wrongfully killed and later exalted rather than one who suffers and is killed in order to atone for the sins of others.[footnoteRef:26] While Luke’s Suffering Servant in Jesus clearly has a role in the forgiveness of sins, it is not by any personal suffering of the servant that this happens, but seemingly by the righteous servant’s proximity to God the Father.
	John’s gospel, like those of Luke and Matthew, only briefly cites Isaiah 53. In chapter 12, John quotes Isaiah 53:1 after highlighting the unbelief of many who saw Jesus perform great signs and miracles. John writes that Isaiah’s rhetorical question of “who has believed what we have heard and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed” was a prophecy about Jesus as a rejected performer of miracles. Little thought is given to the rest of the content of Isaiah 53, with the rejection of the servant being John’s primary reading of Isaiah 53. As Lett explains, both the servant of Isa 53 and Jesus failed “to win acceptance in the eyes of those around them” and both were rejected and oppressed without just cause.[footnoteRef:27] While the disfigured appearance of the servant is mirrored in Jesus’s gruesome and tortuous death, John’s use of Isaiah serves primarily and explicitly “to situate the Jews’ rejection of Jesus within Israel’s struggle to be God’s people”.[footnoteRef:28] For John’s author, Jesus’s rejection by the Jews was in their inability “to reconcile the incongruous images of Jesus as a dishonoured and disfigured servant” with their idea of divine glory and majesty.[footnoteRef:29] John believed that the Jews’ preconceived notions of divinity clouded their judgement of their saviour, even in light of their own scriptural tradition. With unbelief as John’s main purpose in citing the Suffering Servant song, no mention of vicarious suffering, atonement, or even intercession on behalf of sinners is explicitly or implicitly made. Whether or not John had an understanding of atoning suffering, he certainly does not utilise it in building or contextualising his theology.
	Romans quotes Isaiah 53 twice. In Romans 10:16, Paul quotes Isaiah in highlighting the importance of faith, writing “who has believed our message?”. Then in Romans 15:21 Paul utilises Isaiah in a similar manner, exclaiming that “those who have never been told of him shall see, and those who have never heard of him shall understand”. These two citations of Isaiah 53 by Paul are his only direct quotes from Isaiah 53 and if his references to the Suffering Servant ended here it would be reasonable to say that his theology and interpretation of Isaiah 53 most closely resembles John, being focused on belief and lack thereof. On the contrary, scholars have suggested that, while not a direct quote, Romans 4:25 contains very clear influences from the Suffering Servant of Isaiah.[footnoteRef:30] In this verse, Paul writes that Jesus “was handed over for our trespasses and was raised for our justification.” The Greek verb παραδίδωμι (paradidomi) meaning “to be handed over” is used in a similar way in Romans 4:25 to the verb παρεδόθη (paradothe) meaning “to be delivered up” found in the Septuagint translation of Isaiah 53:12. Therefore, there is little debate among scholars regarding the “traditional parallelism” employed by Paul, harkening back to the idea of Isaiah’s servant being handed over or delivered up for the sake of sinners.[footnoteRef:31] Thus far, Paul’s mirroring of the Septuagint translation of Isaiah 53 comes closest to understanding the Suffering Servant as vicariously suffering in order to atone for the sins of others but comes short of admitting as much. Paul certainly believes that the servant is delivered for the sins of others, as he proclaims this explicitly, but there is still no mention of his suffering as an explicitly atoning act.
	The final undisputed direct quote from Isaiah 53 in the New Testament is found in 1 Peter 2:22. Quoting Isaiah 53:9, the author writes about Jesus, “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.” The author writes this in response to concerns about slaves who are being mistreated by their masters. Instead of focusing on the cruelty of slaveholders, the author extolls Jesus’s virtuous suffering and commands faithful slaves do the same. He writes that Jesus “bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, having died to sins, we might live for righteousness” (1 Peter 2:24). This reading of Isaiah 53 is “potentially more developed” than those of the other New Testament authors and is the explicit interpretation that most closely mirrors that of later Christians, including many in the present.[footnoteRef:32] The author frames Jesus's suffering and death as not only virtuous, but as part of a process of atonement[footnoteRef:33] which, like the paschal lamb, serves to bring about salvation that would otherwise not be possible.[footnoteRef:34] The torture and execution of a messianic figure on a cross was not explicit in Isaiah 53, but “early Christians did not find such a linkage odd” judging by the parallels between Jesus’s life and death, and the innocent suffering and shame found in Isaiah 53.[footnoteRef:35] 1 Peter’s author was likely not the first Jesus follower to turn to scripture to understand their Messiah’s untimely death, and in seeing the parallels to what they perceived to be a prophesied “Suffering Servant” they likely had little trouble reading Jesus into this passage, thereby expanding their theology and possibly even developing the idea of Jesus’s death as an atoning sacrifice. With that being said, 1 Peter’s author seems to be far more focused on what he sees as the virtuous acceptance of suffering than on suffering as an atoning act for sin. This is evident when Isaiah’s quote is recontextualised within 1 Peter’s larger narrative. This epistle is written to slaves of cruel masters. Surely the slaves will not vicariously suffer for the sins of others at their masters’ hands, but to Peter their suffering can be viewed in a positive light given that Jesus suffered for the truth. Therefore, while 1 Peter comes closest to developing an atoning suffering theology, this notion of Jesus as a vicariously suffering and atoning servant perfectly mirroring Isaiah 53 was still in its infancy, if it was developing at all during the time of the New Testaments’ writings. 
	Isaiah 53 has shaped how Christians interpret both the Old and New Testaments for centuries, and many followers of Jesus continue to use it as a guiding prooftext of Jesus’s fulfilment of prophecy. While the evidence clearly points to New Testament authors interpreting Isaiah 53 as a prophecy about Jesus or his ministry in several different ways, there was little uniformity in understanding the entirety of the “Suffering Servant” motif as particularly relevant to Jesus. With that said, the seeds of the Suffering Servant’s atonement theology were certainly planted by the New Testament’s writing. These seeds were cultivated so quickly that the atonement theology familiar to so many Christians today was present and expanded upon as early as the second century CE in Justin Martyr’s writings.[footnoteRef:36] While Deutero-Isaiah’s author could have never predicted the coming of a Messiah figure such as Jesus, his writings nonetheless helped to cement Christian theology and Christology in significant and meaningful ways in centuries and millennia after he originally wrote down his words. [22:  P. B. Decock, ‘The Understanding of Isaiah 53:7-8 in Acts 8:32-33’, Neotestamentica, 14.1 (1981), 111–33 (p. 112).]  [23:  Ibid. p. 115.]  [24:  Brown, ‘Jesus Messiah as Isaiah’s Servant’, p. 66.]  [25:  Berges, ‘The Fourth Servant Song’, p. 487.]  [26:  Brown, ‘Jesus Messiah as Isaiah’s Servant’, p. 62.]  [27:  Jonathan Lett, ‘The Divine Identity of Jesus as the Reason for Israel’s Unbelief in John 12:36-43’, Journal of Biblical Literature, 135.1 (2016), 159-73 (p. 165).]  [28:  Ibid. p. 167.]  [29:  Ibid. p. 173.]  [30:  Breytenbach, Cilliers, ‘The Septuagint Version of Isaiah 53 and the Early Christian Formula “He Was Delivered for Our Trespasses”’, Novum Testamentum, 51.4 (2009), 339–51 (p. 341) <DOI: 10.1163/156853609X435483>.]  [31:  Ibid. p. 345.]  [32:  Brown, ‘Jesus Messiah as Isaiah’s Servant’, p. 67.]  [33:  Ibid. p. 67.]  [34:  Jeffrey Siker, ‘Sin in Hebrews, James, and 1 and 2 Peter’, in Sin in the New Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 154.]  [35:  Jeffrey D. Bingham, ‘Justin and Isaiah 53’, Vigiliae Christianae, 54.3 (2000), 248–61 (p. 251), <https://doi.org/10.1163/157007200X00152>.]  [36:  Bingham, ‘Justin and Isaiah 53’, p. 250.] 
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