The Suffering Servant     2











THE SUFFERING SERVANT IN THE BOOK OF ISAIAH AND THE NEW TESTAMENT 



Heather Lynn New




From Patriarchs to Prophets: Reading and Reception (HPRS7015)
Dr. Jessica Keady
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Lampeter, Wales
July 25, 2026



Assessment #3 –The Suffering Servant 

This essay will be an attempt to discuss the role of the “The Suffering Servant” in the book of Isaiah and the New Testament tradition. The role in Isaiah will focus on what are referred to as the four “Servant Songs,” with a particular focus on the last one found in 52:13-53:12. The New Testament tradition will discuss several of the instances where Jesus was either directly or indirectly associated with the Suffering Servant in the gospels, the Book of Acts, and some of the (legitimate) epistles of the apostle Paul.
The book of Isaiah is composed of 66 chapters which, incidentally, is the same number of books contained in the Bible itself. Measured by the number of chapters, it is the second longest book in the Bible, second only to the Book of Psalms which contains 150 chapters. Isaiah is also one of the most quoted books of the Bible, again, second only to Psalms. (Sawyer, 1). Isaiah is “mentioned by name in the NT more often than any other prophet or Moses and Elijah (fourteen times in the gospel; eight times in Pual and Acts.) (Sawyer, 9).
The book has historically been attributed to the Prophet Isaiah who had a 40-year ministry in the land of Judah. However, the text itself contains very few biographical details about the author. The opening verses of the book state, “The prophecies of Isaiah, the son of Amoz, who prophesized concerning Jerusalem in the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Azah, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah” (Isaiah 1:1). This would place him somewhere in the eighth century, B.C., perhaps around 740 B.C.
However, biblical scholars have been convinced for well over a century that there was more than one author involved in its composition. Modern scholarship now divides the book into (at least) two sections, sometimes three. The first section consists of chapters 1-39 inclusive, known as “Proto-Isaiah”. This section was likely composed in Jerusalem sometime in the 8th century, B.C. between the years 740-701 B.C. by the prophet Isaiah while he was preaching in Judah. However, it is also believed that his followers likely redacted, revised, edited, and expanded the text for decades well into the time of the Babylonian exile.
In terms of historical context, after the United Monarchy fell apart not long after the death of King Solomon, the United Kingdom of Israel broke up. The Northern Kingdom became known as Israel, and the Southern Kingdom was known as Judah. The Northern Kingdom of Israel fell to the Assyrians in 722 B.C. and the peoples were deported and absorbed into the Assyrian Empire, and basically disappeared from the pages of history, and are commonly referred to as “The Ten Lost Tribes” of Israel.”
This first section of Isaiah was written during the time when the Assyrian king Sennacherib invaded, destroyed, and devasted the southern Kingdon of Judah, which at the time was ruled over by King Hezekiah. Although Sennacherib laid siege to the city of Jerusalem, he failed in his attempt to capture it. “The events of the conquest of the land, the destruction of the city and temple and the exile into Babylon are threatened and anticipated in… Isaiah 1-39 and looked back on in 40-66, where their imminent end is predicted” (Quinn-Miscall, 23). 
These opening 39 chapters are filled with warnings regarding the impending judgement of God on the people of Judah due to their persistent sinful ways and their failure to repent and change their ways. “In Isaiah 1-33 the dominant picture and tone are of evil, sin, and the accompanying destruction and punishment; positive and hopeful scenes and proclamations interrupt the gloom at many points” (Quinn- Maskell, 32). In fact, the prophet has some pretty harsh words for the people of Judah; so harsh, in fact that a Jewish legend recounts that the reason the seraphim in Isaiah Chapter six burned the lips of the prophet with the hot coal from the altar was to punish him for his viciousness towards the people. (Sawyer, 2).
However, the scene of the action and the tone of the text abruptly changes after the end of chapter 39. The author skips over the next one hundred years or so of the history of Judah, and “in its references to historical events, jumps from the Assyrian crisis of the late eighth century to the Babylonian conquest, in the early sixth century, of Judah and Jerusalem.” (Quinn-Miscall, 24) Judah had been conquered by the Babylonians; Jerusalem and Solomon’s Temple had been destroyed and many thousands of Judeans were sent into exile into Babylon where they remained until the Persians under Cyrus defeated Babylon and the Judean captives were allowed to return home and rebuild their Temple. The Book of Isaiah, with its recurring themes of hope and renewal were popular during this “Second Temple” era. This is one of the reasons why scholars consider this to have been written by a different author: time timelines just do not add up. 
This second section of Isaiah is considered to be either chapters 40-66 inclusive, or further subdivided into chapters 40-55 and 56-66, with the latter section known as “Trito-Isaiah”. This portion of the book were composed much later than the chapters that constitute Proto-Isaiah; it was written in Babylon during the exile in approximately 586 B.C. after the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple of Solomon. The intended audience was the Hebrew exiles who were living in Babylon. It is in this context that the chapters containing the character known as the “Suffering Servant” were composed.
In stark contrast to the vitriol and anger and predictions of the judgement of God on the people of Judah contained in “Proto-Isaiah”, the work of Second (or “Deutero”) Isaiah is referred to as “The Book of Consolations.” Chapter 40 opens with the iconic words, “comfort ye my people,” (Isaiah 40:1). Right from the opening words, the writer is offering words of comfort to the exiles living in Babylon who had no hope. “The dominant picture and tone are of forgiveness, return and restoration; at the same time, negative scenes and proclamations of sin, desolation, and continued rebellion mar the hope at many points” (Quinn-Miscall, 33).
The reader is first introduced to the (Suffering) Servant in Isaiah 42:1, which states, “This is My servant, whom I uphold, My chosen one, in whom I delight. I have put My spirit upon him, He shall teach the true way to the Nations.” 
The title “Suffering Servant” is actually a relatively modern construct. Bernhard L. Duhn coined the term in 1892. The inspiration for the name came from the four songs or poems written about the Servant of Yahweh in Isaiah 42:1-4, 49:1-6, 50:4-11, and 52:13-53:12 who has been called by God to be a leader amongst the people, but who was shunned and mistreated by the very people he was supposed to help. Some scholars have wondered if this title is appropriate as “several passages depict the figure’s exaltation” while other passages “lack explicit descriptions of suffering.” (B&L 160). The fourth – and most famous – Servant Song (Isaiah 52:13-53:12) was “at one time consider the last of the four autonomous ‘servant songs’, it is rather to be understood as an independent 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” (Metzger, 2). 
The identity of the mysterious “Suffering Servant” is unknown; there is no consensus as to who they may be. It may refer to an individual or a group. It could also be a reference to the land of Judah or the city of Jerusalem. Other candidates include Jeremiah, the Prophet Isaiah himself, or an anonymous outcast leper the author had watched succumb to their disease. “Virtually every important figure in the Bible – Moses, one of the prophets, or the kings, even Cyrus, or Second Isaiah himself – has been identified as the servant” (Friedman, 399). The Hebrew word used in the text, ‘ebed’ “refers to a person who is subordinated or someone else. The type and extent of subordination varies widely and thus, depending on context the noun is translated, ‘slave servant, subject, official, vassal, or ‘servant’ or follower of a particular god. (Brettler & Levine, 160). They are never referred to as a “messiah,” or considered to be divine in any way. (Brettler & Levine, 160). There is speculation over whether or not the servant was killed; it is possible that they may have just been exiled or banished from the community.
Of course, the most well-known interpretation of this text is the Christian one which believes Jesus to be the Suffering Servant and considers these texts to be considered to b prophecies of his sacrificial death on the cross to redeem the world from sin. This will be discussed in more detail below.
The main role of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah is arguably the substitutionary victim who pays the price for the sins of the community. The role resembles very closely the role of the Scapegoat, a ritual enacted annually on the holiest day in the Jewish calendar, Yum Kippur, or (“Day of Atonement”). Two unblemished goats were selected by lot by the High Priest and brought to the Jerusalem Temple where one of the goats would be sacrificed as an offering. The High Priest would lay his hands on the other goat and confess the sins of the community over it. A red woolen thread was placed around the neck of the goat neck, and then it was sent out into the wilderness. The goat was symbolically atoning for and removing the sins of the people by being banished from the community. 
In Isaiah 53, the Suffering Servant is described, as “despised, but we held him in no account. Yet it was our sickness that he was bearing. Our suffering that he endured… Smitten and afflicted by God; But he was wounded because of our sins, crushed because of our iniquities. He bore the chastisement that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed… The Lord visited upon him the guilt of us all”. (Isaiah 53: 3-6). The parallels between the two roles appear evident. After all, the Temple has now been destroyed and there is no way to perform the ancient sacrificial ritual anymore. 
However, there is one notable difference between the two roles. The instructions given in the Book of Leviticus specifically mandates that the scapegoat had to be unblemished; it could not have any physical defects whatsoever. In contrast, the Servant is described as, “shunned by men, a man of suffering, familiar with disease, as one who hid his face from us. (Isaiah 53: 3) potentially because he was disfigured or in some way.
With the concept of substitutionary and vicarious sacrifice for the sins of a community, it is easy to understand why in the New Testament Jesus would be equated with the Suffering Servant in Isaiah. After all, he supposedly died on the cross at Calvary as a substitutionary sacrifice for the sins of all mankind thereby redeeming humanity with his blood, just like the blood of the lamb that was slaughtered. The death – and resurrection – offer hope of salvation. In the Gospel of John, John the Baptist twice refers to Jesus as, “The lamb of god who takes away the sins of the world!” (John 1:29) and repeats that again when he sees Jesus the next day, saying, “Look, here is the lamb of God!” (John 1:36). 
“According to Isaiah 53:10 the Servant’s life was made an אָשָׁם֙ (āšām, meaning guilt, a fault, a sin offering), that is ‘a means of wiping out guilt, which gives Israel a new life before God. This wiping out of guilt occurs when Jesus as God’s servant vicariously suffers the violent death which lay before him and makes atonement for ‘the many’ by his blood, thus inaugurating them into the (new”) “covenant” that guarantees them forgiveness of their sins… and places them in fulfilment of God’s will.” (Stuhlmacker, 151). 
If one takes a literalistic face-value interpretation to the Bible, it appears that Jesus himself may have potentially understood that he was associated with the Suffering Servant in Isaiah. Stuhlmacher says, “In Judaism the individual figure of the Servant-Messiah is the prince appointed by God, a prince who rules over the people of God and simultaneously represents them before God. So also with Jesus. He is the Son of God who leads the people of God; yet that people also constitutes his body...” (Stuhlmacher, 147). “After the completion of Jesus’ mission in the cross and resurrection, the song of the Suffering Servant was applied in early Christianity consistently for the first time to a historical individual whose fate made the text transparent (Stuhlmacher, 149).
In the Gospel of Luke, when Jesus passes around the loaf of bread to his disciples at the Last Supper, he says, “This is my body, which is given for you.” (Luke 22:19). In the Gospel of Mark Jesus says, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many,” when he passes around the cup of wine. Both authors are quoting from or were inspired by Isaiah 53:6, which says, “And the LORD visited upon him the guilt of all of us.” Mark is also influenced by Exodus 24:8 where Moses, “took the blood of slaughtered and dashed it on the people, and said, “This is the blood of the covenant the LORD now makes with you…”
“The servant songs… did not receive substantial attention in early Judaism until they were adopted and adapted by either Jesus and/or his early followers. Isaiah’s servant underlies Christian claims that Jesus suffered and died for the sins of humanity and that his suffering, death, and resurrection were predicted by Scripture. (Brettler & Levine, 166).
In chapter eight of the Book of Acts, the association of Jesus with the Suffering Servant is directly linked. The Ethiopian Eunuch was reading from Isaiah when the apostle Philip encountered him, and pointedly asked Philip, “About whom, may I ask you does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:34-35). 
The apostle Paul was definitely familiar with the Servant Song, and quotes from it in two of his legitimate epistles, Romans and Philippians. He explicitly quotes the opening verse of Isaiah 53 in Romans 10:17, saying, “But not all have obeyed the good news; for Isaiah says, ‘Lord, who has believed our message?’.” He also quotes Isaiah in equating the suffering of Jesus as an act of redemption in Romans 4:25 where he states that Jesus was, “handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification.” In Philippians, he says that Jesus, “… emptied himself and took on the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross. Therefore God has also highly exalted him…” (Philippians 2:7-9).
In conclusion, in the Book of Isaiah the Suffering Servant is a Servant of God who acts as a scapegoat, by being punished for the sins of the people of Judah. In the New Testament, that role of the substitutionary sacrifice for the sins of the community/mankind is attributed to Jesus in the gospels, the Book of Acts, and some of the legitimate Pauline epistles. 
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