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The book of Isaiah has been described as a “literary cathedral built over four centuries,”[footnoteRef:1] and offers a unique interpretation of the Christian and Jewish traditions. This book, known as the “fifth gospel” for its influence on Christian theology,[footnoteRef:2] is found in the Old Testament (Hebrew Bible) and is characterised as prophetic literature.[footnoteRef:3] This book contains sixty-six chapters and can be divided into three sections: Proto-Isaiah (1-39), Deutero-Isaiah (40-55), and Trito-Isaiah (56-66).[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Katie M. Heffelfinger, ‘Isaiah 40–55’, in The Oxford Handbook of Isaiah, ed. by Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer (Oxford University Press, 2021), p. 0, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190669249.013.7.]  [2:  John F. A. Sawyer, The Fifth Gospel (Cambridge University Press, 1996) <https://www.cambridge.org/universitypress/subjects/religion/biblical-studies-new-testament/fifth-gospel-isaiah-history-christianity> [accessed 28 January 2026].]  [3:  John F. A. Sawyer, ‘Isaiah’, in The Oxford Guide to People and Places of the Bible (Oxford University Press, 2001) <https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780195146417.001.0001/acref-9780195146417-e-146> [accessed 5 January 2026].]  [4:  Heffelfinger, ‘Isaiah 40–55’.] 

This essay will focus on the “Suffering Servant” passage in Isaiah 52:13-53:12, found in the Deutero-Isaiah section, which addresses a 6th-century BCE Jewish community living during the Babylonian Exile.[footnoteRef:5] This passage, written by the Prophet Isaiah, is of great significance and is frequently associated with the title “prophet of consolation,”[footnoteRef:6] yet, this passage is perplexing because of the theme of a chosen Servant fulfilling his role through tremendous suffering.  [5:  Joseph Blenkinsopp, ‘The Sacrificial Life and Death of the Servant (Isaiah 52:13-53:12)’, Vetus Testamentum, 66.1 (2016), pp. 1–14, doi:10.1163/15685330-12301220.]  [6:  Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40-66: A Commentary, Old Testament Library (SCM Press, 1969). pp.8-10] 

This essay will critically examine the suffering servant’s role by investigating Jewish corporate interpretations alongside Christian individualistic interpretations. This essay will compare the Servant motifs in Isaiah alongside a selection of New Testament texts, including John 12, Romans 10, Matthew 8 and 26, 1 Peter 2, and Mark 10. 
This essay argues that Jesus Christ is the Suffering Servant, representing the nation of Israel and bridging the gap between universal atonement and national suffering.

From Corporate to Individual Fulfilment 
The role of the suffering servant is complex and highly debated due to its ambiguity, which has led to numerous interpretations. The term “servants” describes those who rely on God’s help and are dependent on him.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Heffelfinger, ‘Isaiah 40–55’.] 

The suffering servant, specifically, is described as carrying sorrows, being wounded for transgressions, bruised for iniquities and bearing griefs, which is a substantial burden to bear. However, in Isaiah 52:13, “my servant shall prosper; he shall be exalted and lifted up”, which suggests the role of the servant is to be a leader, a moral representative to represent the future restoration of the Jewish people from exile.[footnoteRef:8] It is important to consider the identity of the servant, as identity is so connected to one’s role.  [8:  Marc Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant: Before and After Christianity’, Interpretation, 73.2 (2019), pp. 158–73, doi:10.1177/0020964318820594.] 

In the Targum Jonathan of Isaiah 52:13, an Aramaic translation of the Hebrew Bible; this verse says “Behold, my servant the Messiah shall prosper,” which suggests that the suffering servant is not just anyone, but the ‘anointed one’, the Messiah who Jews saw as a figure, who would restore the temple and deliver the people from their external enemies.[footnoteRef:9] In the Targum, the role of the servant is reinterpreted as exclusively triumphant in nature, as the Messiah himself is the one who executes judgment and prospers.[footnoteRef:10] However, a critique of the Servant-Messiah in Targum Jonathan Isaiah is that the servant does not suffer, unlike in the Masoretic text, and is therefore a deviation from the original passage and, consequently, a complete retelling.[footnoteRef:11] However, in Christian theology, the concept of “exalted” and “lifted up” coincides with the ascension of Christ, and therefore, the servant’s role is that of a vicarious representative; Alec Motyer, a biblical scholar, argues that the servant’s role is to be the “anointed king” who must first be the “suffering priest”.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Ellis Rivkin, The Meaning of Messiah in Jewish Thought, Union Seminary Quarterly Review (Rivkin Society, 1971). pp. 425]  [10:  William A Tooman, The Servant-Messiah and the Messiah’s Servants in Targum Jonathan Isaiah (University of St Andrews Research, 2021) <https://doi.org/10.1628/978-3-16-160804-9>.]  [11:  Tooman, The Servant-Messiah and the Messiah’s Servants in Targum Jonathan Isaiah.]  [12:  J. Alec Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah: An Introduction Commentary (1993; InterVarsity Press, 2015). pp. 425] 

This links to the Messiah figure, whom Christians identify as Jesus Christ, whom Paul was instrumental in establishing as the Messiah, as well as to the suffering servant figure.[footnoteRef:13] Nevertheless, there has been an evolution in the understanding of the Messianic idea in Jewish history, for example, in the 19th century, when a liberal form of Judaism emerged in Germany, reinterpreting the concept of the Messiah as a historical and directional process rather than a literal revelation.[footnoteRef:14] Likewise, Zionists viewed the Messianic idea as a national consciousness, with the focus of restoring the Jewish people to their land, rather than a religious concept.[footnoteRef:15] This suggests that between both faith traditions and even within the Jewish faith, there is a distinction in the semantics of the term “messiah”. However, Marc Bretter, a biblical scholar, argues that in its original context, the suffering servant is not identified as divine or called the Messiah and suffers injustice, shunning and severe disability rather than being killed.[footnoteRef:16] Additionally, he argues that it is by this that Israel can be forgiven; thus, the servant’s role is not sacrificial by death in nature, but rather suffers for Israel’s redemption. [13:  Dr Michael Barber, Who Was The Suffering Servant?:, 2015 <https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/45583824/Prophets_Paper_PDF-libre.pdf?1463094366=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DWho_Was_The_Suffering_Servant.pdf&Expires=1767630589&Signature=Wcw5D231auw5ENBuXqSRzKzHyoz-8DV3E~Zl1~hpfp4SDCMMwmDOZoElYtOq1VOtqnM~4zg1sAMTEvVHgmw3CVD2JrWykS5saCVTFWXiq0AYRg0OYAnhjmgIWPQ7VNfrN~D27rAmfkUWVZaMs4cFX8YdAusLYG6D9qhw440PGkcBOA7tth3wNQzIrAFHRUkLMbCjx9q1cNpe1598tro1sMw58zerE7F11x3OtgY7vdTyCo~HQOnLJ-71uY~JGf8URAuF2D~wmsa4P-X4KQc1OZH-VaECuSqnyUpG8B45SHTJoHRWSg7-VCVLUougxKY92JMWe~i7aAvgpvjmGU14AQ__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA>.]  [14:  Rivkin, The Meaning of Messiah in Jewish Thought.]  [15:  Rivkin, The Meaning of Messiah in Jewish Thought.]  [16:  Brettler and Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant’.] 

Alternatively, in relation to the suffering servant idea, many Jewish interpretations suggest that the identity of the servant is explicitly corporate,[footnoteRef:17] because in Isaiah 41:8, it says “But you, Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen” showing an emphasis on Israel being the chosen servant by God, by saying both Israel and Jacob within the same verse. This is explained in Genesis 32:28, where God changes Jacob the patriarch’s name to Israel, thereby coining the name ‘Israel’ and establishing it as the identifier for the people group known as the Israelites, the offspring of Jacob. The repetition of these terms in Isaiah 41 emphasises the theme's importance, thereby communicating to Israel that it is the nation being identified as the servant; therefore, the role is corporate.[footnoteRef:18] This viewpoint is further supported by Isaiah 53:7, “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted”, which was a true reality for Israel during this time period, where they were enslaved and exiled, thus afflicted and oppressed by the Babylonian empire.[footnoteRef:19] On the other hand, the scholar Joseph Blenkinsopp argues that the Servant is a prophetic individual, not the nation as a whole, but a figure who acts on behalf of the nation.[footnoteRef:20] This connects to the Christian lens, which associates the servant's identity with that of Jesus Christ, who is described as the ‘true Israel’ in scholarship and by Justin Martyr, an early church father.[footnoteRef:21] [footnoteRef:22] This interpretation suggests that the role of the suffering servant is to take on the identity of Israel as a sinful nation and suffer the cost of that sin as an intercessor, in which the passage supports this idea in Isaiah 53:12: “yet he bore the sin of many and made intercession for the transgressors.” Interestingly, some Jewish interpretations regard Isaiah 53 as a messianic text but disagree with its attribution to Jesus Christ, since, in Jewish theology, the Messiah (or anointed one) has not yet come.[footnoteRef:23] In particular, the people of Qumran, a sectarian Jewish community, who lived during 150 Bc-68 AD,[footnoteRef:24] were expectant of the Messiah to come and bring them atonement for their sins.[footnoteRef:25] This suggests that some Jewish and Christian thought on the role of the suffering servant being the Messiah are in agreement; however, the primary Jewish consensus disagrees with this.[footnoteRef:26] Alternatively, some Catholic scholars have argued that the suffering servant can be perceived as a symbol of anyone who suffers injustice, such as refugees, immigrants and the homeless.[footnoteRef:27] However, Jon D. Levenson, a Jewish scholar, argues that the servant’s role is defined by “asham,” or a guilt offering (Isaiah 53:10), a sacrificial term, suggesting that interpreting the suffering servant as a marginalised group risks misappropriating the text.[footnoteRef:28] Within this perspective, the servant’s suffering is not merely a result of social injustice, but it is vicarious, to function specifically to justify the transgressors.[footnoteRef:29] Therefore, this view held by some Catholic scholars strips the servant of his unique representative agency; these marginalised groups suffer because of the sins of others, but the Isaiah Servant suffers for those sins in a substitutionary and priestly capacity.[footnoteRef:30] [17:  J. Philip Hyatt, ‘The Sources of the Suffering Servant Idea’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 3.2 (1944), pp. 79–86.]  [18:  ‘Topical Bible: The Significance of Repetition’, n.d. <https://biblehub.com/topical/t/the_significance_of_repetition.htm> [accessed 9 January 2026].]  [19:  Robin Cohen, ‘Rethinking “Babylon”: Iconoclastic Conceptions of the Diasporic Experience’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 21.1 (1995), pp. 5–18, doi:10.1080/1369183X.1995.9976469.]  [20:  Isaiah 40-55 : A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (New York, 2002) p. 78 <http://archive.org/details/isaiah4055newtra0000unse> [accessed 9 January 2026].]  [21:  Michael J. Vlach, ‘What Does Christ as “True Israel” Mean for the Nation Israel?: A Critique of the Non-Dispensational Understanding’, Master’s Seminary Journal, 23.1 (2012), pp. 43–54.]  [22:  Justin Martyr, The Dialogue With Trypho (155 AD, 1930).]  [23:  Edward A. Wicher, ‘Ancient Jewish Views of the Messiah’, The Biblical World, 34.5 (1909), pp. 317–25.]  [24:  UNESCO World Heritage Centre, ‘QUMRAN: Caves and Monastery of the Dead Sea Scrolls’, UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d. <https://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/5707/> [accessed 9 January 2026].]  [25:  Scriptural Exegesis: The Shapes of Culture and the Religious Imagination: Essays in Honour of Michael Fishbane, ed. by Deborah A. Green and Laura Suzanne Lieber (Oxford University Press, 2009), doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199206575.001.0001.]  [26:  Blaženka Scheuer, ‘The Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources’, Svensk exegetisk årsbok, 2008.]  [27:  Brettler and Levine, ‘Isaiah’s Suffering Servant’.]  [28:  Jon D. Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of Child Sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity (Yale University Press, 1993). pp. 216-218]  [29:  Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son. pp. 216-218]  [30:  Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son. pp.216-218] 

An additional argument is that the suffering servant is the prophet Jeremiah, given the parallels between his life and the description of the servant.[footnoteRef:31] Jeremiah, also known as the “weeping prophet”,[footnoteRef:32] endured many hardships and suffered greatly as a servant of Yahweh.[footnoteRef:33] In Jeremiah 11:19, the prophet describes himself as “a gentle lamb
led to the slaughter”, which mirrors Isaiah 53:7. But John Goldingay, a biblical scholar, defends that the Servant’s role is unique because he is sinless, characterised by a unique absolute righteousness that enables him to justify others (Isaiah 53:11), which Jeremiah’s character simply does not meet (Jeremiah 15). [31:  Barber, Who Was The Suffering Servant?:]  [32:  Gary Yates, ‘The “Weeping Prophet” and “Pouting Prophet” in Dialogue: Intertextual Connections Between Jeremiah and Jonah’, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (Lynchburg, United States), 59.2 (2016), pp. 223–39.]  [33:  J.T Igba, ‘Suffering and the Portrait of YHWH in Jeremiah: Energizing Hope in Contexts of Suffering and Pain’, Pharos Journal of Theology (South Africa), published online 2021, doi:10.46222/pharosjot.102.033.] 


The Role of the Servant within the Book of Isaiah 
It is worth noting that there are four servant passages with shared motifs within the book of Isaiah: Isaiah 42, Isaiah 49, Isaiah 50, and the suffering servant passage itself. With careful reading, these passages reveal an evolution of the Servant’s role and storyline. 
In Isaiah 42, the servant is introduced as God’s chosen one, called to bring justice to the nations, be a light to the nations, open the eyes of the blind, and free the prisoners from the darkness; this initial representation is one of gentleness and a mission of justice and compassion. Similarly, in Isaiah 49, the servant's role is further clarified as a light to the nations and a restorer of Israel. In Isaiah 49:5-6, the Servant is distinguished from Israel, as he is commissioned to “bring Jacob back” to God and to restore the preserved Israel. This suggests that the servant has a missional calling to reach the collective, implying that the servant’s identity cannot be that of the nation of Israel, given the role of salvific outreach.
In Isaiah 50:4-9, the servant is portrayed as a teacher with endurance and wisdom. Here, the motif shifts toward voluntary suffering, as the servant suffers physical abuse and humiliation from 'mocking and spitting'. However, the servant does not abandon his missional calling, showing his role as an obedient figure. This depiction yields a more detailed account of redemptive suffering in Isaiah 53 and provides the foundation for the servant’s voluntary acceptance of suffering.
The progression occurs in the suffering servant passage, in which the servant’s suffering is described as intercessory and substitutionary. The servant is “despised and rejected”, “wounded for our transgressions” and “bears the sins of many” to bring healing, justification and intercession for others through his suffering. Therefore, the servant motif begins as a general vocation of justice and restoration and culminates in an individual figure whose suffering is significant to redemption and is representative of both Israel and the nations.
However, there are suffering servant motifs throughout the Old Testament, not only in the book of Isaiah. Michael Stead, a scholar, argues that the suffering servant motif is linked to King David’s suffering.[footnoteRef:34] Alongside this, in Zechariah 9:9 and 13:7, the king is described as a shepherd, close to Yahweh, yet also an individual who will be pierced, struck, afflicted, and humiliated, yet saved by the Lord. Additionally, it features the imagery of the king riding on a donkey, emphasising his humility and peaceful nature. This portrays a suffering servant-king who suffers and dies for his people, whose death leads to cleansing from sin. In the Gospel of Matthew, the figure depicted in this picture is Jesus Christ, especially as he is presented as the ‘new David’, a descendant through Joseph and the one who fulfilled his role as the Davidic Messiah.[footnoteRef:35] [footnoteRef:36] Therefore, the servant’s role is to be afflicted and humiliated through death to cleanse the sins of the nations, which accounts for the Christian designation of Isaiah as the “fifth gospel”[footnoteRef:37], due to its Christological prophetic significance. [34:  Michael R Stead, Suffering Servant, Suffering David, and Stricken Shepherd, Essays on the Atonement From the Doctrine Commission of the Anglican Church of Australia, 2013, p. 21.]  [35: . Lidija Novakovic, ‘Jesus as the Davidic Messiah in Matthew’, Horizons in Biblical Theology, 19.1 (1997), pp. 148–91, doi:10.1163/187122097X00094.]  [36:  Caleb T. Friedeman, ‘Jesus’ Davidic Lineage and the Case for Jewish Adoption’, New Testament Studies (Cambridge), 66.2 (2020), pp. 249–67, doi:10.1017/S0028688519000432.]  [37:  Sawyer, ‘Isaiah’.] 


The Role of the Servant within New Testament Tradition
The New Testament authors utilised a specific hermeneutical lens to identify Jesus as the climax of the Isaian Servant. An examination of the New Testament reveals a range of intertextual references that shape the interpretation of the Suffering Servant as fulfilled in Jesus Christ. For example, in Matthew 8:17, it states, “this was to fulfil what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah, ‘He took our infirmities and bore our diseases.’” Additionally, in 1 Peter 2:24, it says, “For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you should follow in his steps. ‘He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.’”  Both New Testament passages contain direct quotations from Isaiah 53, presenting Jesus’ ministry and passion as the fulfilment of the servant’s vicarious suffering. Additionally, in Romans 10:16-17, Paul writes, “’Lord, who has believed our message?’” (a quote from Isaiah 53:1) and following this it says “So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of Christ”; thus, directly linking the suffering servant’s role as Christ, the servant and messenger. Additionally, in John 12:36-43, it quotes Isaiah 53:1 and Isaiah 6:10, linking Christ to the role of the servant as a messenger, and it conceptualises the idea that many will not believe in him as the Messiah, the promised one who would restore Israel and the nations. 
Furthermore, 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 links to Isaiah 53:5;12, identifying Jesus the suffering servant as an individual who serves as a sacrifice for others.  In addition, Matthew 26:28 says, “for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.”; linking the importance of the blood of Jesus as a binding covenant, linking directly to the forgiveness of sins. This suggests that the suffering servant’s role in Jesus Christ is that even though many did not believe in him as the Messiah, he gave his life as a ransom for many and suffered the ultimate torture of the cross, committed no sin, but died for the sinners of the world.
However, it is argued that the Septuagint, the Old Testament in Greek,[footnoteRef:38] which was used by the Early Church and New Testament authors, mistranslates the Hebrew scripture.[footnoteRef:39] In the Hebrew (Masoretic) text of Isaiah 53:11, the meaning of “he shall see” is ambiguous. However, the Septuagint adds the word “light” (e.g., “From the labour of his soul, he shall see light”).[footnoteRef:40] The impact of this “mistranslation” provided the Early Church with a direct textual link to the Resurrection, thereby making it much easier to apply to Jesus, thus affecting the interpretation of the servant’s role and identity. The Jewish perspective tends to argue that the Holy Scriptures are the purest in the semitic languages and therefore, any attempt at translating misses the mark.[footnoteRef:41] However, N.T Wright, a theologian and author, argues that the Early Christian community arrived at their Messianic interpretation of the suffering servant through a retrospective hermeneutic through the lens of the ‘empty tomb’, thus, Christ’s resurrection.[footnoteRef:42]  [38:  Emmanuel Tov, ‘The Septuagint’, in Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 161 (1988), LXXXVIII, pp. 161–88.]  [39:  Jan Joosten, ‘Interpretation and Meaning in the Septuagint Translation’, Studies Across Disciplines in the Humanities and Social Sciences (Helsinki, Finland), 7 (2012), pp. 52–62.]  [40:  Tov, ‘The Septuagint’.]  [41:  Joosten, ‘Interpretation and Meaning in the Septuagint Translation’.]  [42:  N.T Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Fortress Press, 1997), II. pp. 592-611] 



In conclusion, there has been considerable discourse on the identity of the suffering servant, whether it refers to a corporate identity, such as the nation of Israel, or to an individual, such as Jesus Christ. However, this is a false dichotomy, as the servant represents the corporation (Israel), which Christians understand to be Jesus Christ. 
The role of the suffering servant was to provide a new model of victory through vicarious suffering and to redefine victory through a redemptive means. While Jewish expectations often focused on a Messiah who would defeat external enemies, the Servant role establishes that true restoration comes through “bearing iniquity” and acts as an intercessor for the redemption of Israel's sins and those of the nations. The distinct interpretations discussed demonstrate that the passage's ambiguity is its strength, allowing it to address both the Jewish exilic community’s pain and the hope of the Early Church. This ambiguity allows the figure to function as a template that can be filled by the nation (in Exile), the Prophet (Jeremiah) and ultimately, the Messiah (Jesus). 
The role of the servant is to bring forth justice to the nations, act as a light for the gentiles, open the eyes of the blind, free those imprisoned in darkness, be despised and rejected and yet wounded for our transgressions to bear the sin of many, through the means of vicarious suffering as a representative and chosen one for Israel.
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