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The Role of the Suffering Servant Within the Book of Isaiah and New Testament Tradition
The role of the prophets of the Old Testament was to warn people with messages from God, that their apostasy and wrongdoing must end, that God’s laws could not be broken with impunity, but that people should ‘do justly and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God’ (Micah 6:8). The prophets of the Old Testament were certain of God’s control over all nations (Isaiah 10:5-7, 40:9-18, 55:11, Daniel 2:37, 4:35, Ezekiel 5:12, Amos 9:9, Obadiah 1:15, Zechariah 14:16-18) and they regularly admonished, encouraged and urged their people to repent from their immoralities to avert his punishment (Youngman, 1979, pp. 5-6). Within this tradition, Isaiah is one of the three major prophets of the Old Testament and is also very highly regarded by the Christian church due to interpreting his prophesies of the Messiah and the Suffering Servant as Jesus Christ (Seitz, 1993, p. 1). 
Amongst the prophets of the Old Testament, Isaiah has the reputation of making the most vicious attacks on the behaviour of his own people including having blood on their hands (1:15), which unfortunately has been taken up by some extremist Christian commentators in promoting anti-Semitism (Sawyer, 2014, p. 53). 
The Book of Isaiah
The book of Isaiah sets out a vision, mostly written in poetry, that stretches in concept from the first creation to a creation of a new heaven and a new earth, and attempts to present God’s ways with the world, his selection of the nation of Israel and what life is like when it is lived in God’s presence (Quinn-Miscall, 2001, pp. 1-2, 19). Isaiah constantly berated the social injustice that was prevalent in his time and urged his people to concentrate on just two commandments, ‘keep justice and do righteousness’ (56:1). Commentators have usually separated Isaiah into three parts; Proto-Isaiah (Chapters 1-39) where the author was a contemporary of Micah, Hosea and Amos during the 8th Century BCE, Deutero-Isaiah (Chapters 40-55) some 150 years later followed on from the prophet Ezekiel, and Trito-Isaiah (Chapters 56-66) following the return from exile (Britannica, n.d.).
Proto-Isaiah relates to the condition of Judah in the 8th Century BC when the prophet denounces its kings, ruling class and the behaviour of its people. The prophet links the abhorrent behaviour of Judah with its destiny, and since God desires to abolish such behaviour from the Earth, he prophesises that the destruction of Jerusalem is inevitable (3:9-11, 5:8-25) (Kock, 2005, p. 356). Despite Isaiah’s numerous warnings, his prophesy of destruction (39:6) was fulfilled when the Assyrian Army invaded and conquered Judah in 701BC, resulting in their exile to Babylon (Quinn-Miscall, 2001, p. 24). However, Isaiah also prophesised that a Messianic figure would emerge (9:2-7), from the house of David (11:1-9) who would gather those in exile and unite both kingdoms of the nation (11:11-16). Christians have interpreted this messianic prophesy as foretelling the birth of Jesus Christ. 
Along with Isaiah, several prophets had foretold of the nation’s impending exile to Babylon (Micah 4:10, Jeremiah 25:11) and it was during this period of exile that Deutero-Isaiah (Chapters 40- 55) provides a message of hope that that they would return to their own land. Deutero-Isaiah begins with glorious words of forgiveness ‘Comfort, comfort my people, says your God, (your)…hard service has been completed, (your)…sin has been paid for’ (Isaiah 40:1). The prophet emphasises the complete power and omnipotence of Yahweh and the impending defeat of the Babylonian empire (40:21-31, 47.1-15).  Trito-Isaiah, composed after the return from exile provided further messages from God, reinforcing the behaviour required to achieve social justice and the correct worship of God (Britannica, n.d.). It is in Deutero-Isaiah, whilst the nation was suffering with many of its people in exile, that the prophet says that their God will show his love and mercy to the faithful by providing their redemption in several passages known as the ‘Servant Songs’. 

The Suffering Servant
Whilst in chapters 1 to 39 of Isaiah, the prophet described the judgement that God would bring due to Judah’s wrongdoing, there was some hope in the promise of a messianic King.  Whilst the nation’s continuing unfaithfulness to God had resulted in the destruction of Judah and exile to Babylon, Chapters 40-66 written some 150 years later, presents a new message of hope. The prophet commences with the announcement that God declares that their hard service has been completed (40:2), a new day has dawned, and they are to return to their land; ‘Leave Babylon, flee from the Babylonians. Announce this with shouts of Joy and proclaim it’ (48:20).
However, despite the prophet’s glorious announcement of comfort and hope, it appears that the response of the Israelites was to complain that they had been abandoned, in that ‘…My way is hidden from the Lord; my cause is disregarded by my God’ (40:27).  Given that Judah had been destroyed and their God had not prevented their capture and exile to Babylon, many of the exiles doubted the power of Yahweh and some had turned to other Gods (Youngman, 1979, p. 149). The loss of their homeland and temple, and their exile had made them question as to whether they could still say the prayer ‘God is good and God is great’ (Hanson, 1995, p. 14). Isaiah in response, denounces their idol-worship in Babylon (40:18-20, 44:9-20, 46:6-7) and declares that there is but one God (44:6) who is their saviour (43:3). Isaiah draws on the nation’s covenantal relationship with their God (Hanson, 1995, p. 15) and reminds them ‘The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand forever’ (40:8). He then proceeds to set out God’s response to deal with their sin and provide divine forgiveness (Hanson, 1995, p. 19). 
The first of the four servant songs is contained in chapter 42, verses 1-4 which introduces a ‘Servant’ who is commissioned to ‘…bring justice to the nations’ (42:1) and the unique manner in which the Servant will do so is also described (42:2-4). The prophets, and Proto-Isaiah particularly, had frequently admonished the nation for their injustices to the poor, such as the ill treatment of poor farmers (3:14-15, 5:8), the abandonment of widows and orphans (1:16-17), the practice of bribery (1:23) and murder (1:21) and this had contributed to the destruction of Judah and their exile. Therefore, on the re-establishment of the nation, establishing justice was critical going forward and God would ensure that it was to be done through the Servant. There has been great debate as to the identity of the Servant with proposals being an individual, a group or Israel in part or whole (Hanson, 1995, p. 41). Within the context of the flow of the poetry of chapters 41-48, some commentators consider that the Servant referred to in this song is the nation of Israel (Lessing, 2011, p. 131), since the preceding chapter clearly uses the word servant to refer to the nation of Israel (41:8). Endowed with the Spirit of God (42:1) the Servant (i.e., the nation of Israel) is to bring forth justice through wisdom, understanding, counsel, power, knowledge, and the fear of the Lord (11:2). However, the way it is to be carried out is in stark contrast to how the task of bringing God’s justice had been promoted previously in the nation’s history, i.e., by Holy War (Hanson, 1995, p. 45). Rather, the Servant:
		‘…will not shout or cry out,
		Or raise his voice in the streets.
		A bruised reed he will not break,
		And a smouldering wick he will not snuff out.’   (Isaiah 42:2-3) 
That is, the approach of the Servant in bringing justice to the nations will not be as a conqueror, but rather, through eschewing force and by caring for the weak, confident ‘…that the nations will be drawn to God’s reign of justice not by…human force but by attraction to embodied compassion and righteousness.’(Hanson, 1995, p. 45&46). The prophesy sets out the vision that the Servant (i.e., the nation of Israel) is also to be ‘…a light for the Gentiles’ (42:6) and thereby how all nations understand the means of God’s salvation (Hanson, 1995, p. 47).
The second Servant Song is set out in chapter 49 verses 1-6 and is where the Servant speaks and quotes God. There are similarities between the second song and the first in that the Servant is to be a light to the Gentiles (42:6, 49:6) and the means to bring God’s Salvation to all nations (42:4,10 ,49:6). However, commentators consider there is some ambiguity as to whether the Servant remains as the nation of Israel or is a new Servant (Quinn-Miscall, 2001, p. 193). Whilst there are passages in Isaiah whereby the nation of Israel is described as the servant(49:3), there is a view that the first Servant, (i.e., the nation of Israel), is seen by God as having failed in the task (48:8) and that now, an individual is to take on the Servant role (Coggins, 2018, pp. 473-474). This view is supported by the command that this new servant has a mission to gather the nation of Israel back to God and take on the role of bringing God’s salvation to all nations (49:6). The new Servant is also described as speaking for God using the descriptive imagery of a sharpened sword coming out of his mouth (49:2) which is like that used by John in Revelations (Revelations 1:16, 19:15).
The Third Servant Song presented in chapter 50 verses 4-9 does not use of the word servant, but there are similarities with the preceding Servant Song (Coggins, 2018, p. 475). This song links the first three songs in that the Servant is empowered by God’s Spirit (42:1) to speak God’s word (49:2) and bear the hostile response that it generates (50:7) in the knowledge that he will ultimately be victorious (Hanson, 1995, p. 140) . It also sets out how the Servant responds faithfully to being called (50:4,5), is subject to debasement and insulting treatment (50:6) but will ultimately be vindicated through the help of God (50:8,9). 
The most detailed prophesy about the Servant is presented in the fourth song in Chapters 52:13-53:12 which sets out how God will achieve the salvation of his people. Because ‘There is no peace…for the wicked’ (48:22), the sin of the people had removed them from God and deserved punishment, which their exile had not addressed. Deuter-Isaiah prophesises that their redemption is to be through a Servant sent by God whose actions will be worthy of great exaltation (52:13). However, the Servant will be greatly disfigured (52:14), weak and without any majesty (53:2) and will be rejected by the people (53:3). Whilst the previous songs had described that the Servant would be punished (50:6), in this song the prophet sets out that the Servant will be severely punished to beyond recognition (53:3) and ultimately put to death (53:8). Strikingly, whilst God had sent the Servant to his people, the punishment he receives is God’s plan (53:4,10). The Servant is to be ‘pierced for our transgressions…crushed for our iniquities’ (53:5) so that ‘by his wounds we are healed’ (53:5). That is, the Servant is to be the one who bears the deserved punishment for the sins of the people (53:10) in the manner of the traditional sacrificial scapegoat (Leviticus 16:5-34). In a plan to arrest the continuous cycle of sin and animal sacrifice, the prophet presents the passionate and startling plan of God to save his people by punishing and sacrificing his own Servant (Hanson, 1995, pp. 157-158), who following death will be resurrected back to life and glory (53:10,11).Furthermore, because the punishment of the sacrificial Servant takes away the deserved punishment due to the people, God was pleased because taking away sin achieves their justification and their reconciliation back to him (53:11,12). 

Christ The Suffering Servant
Judaism and some commentators consider Isaiah’s Suffering Servant to be the nation of Israel  (Levine, 2019, p. 158), or a faithful remnant of the nation (49:5-6). But not even the remnant community achieved the prophet’s expectation of being free from sin and obedient to God (58-59). The early Christian church believed that since ‘…all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’ (Romans 3:23), they believed that Jesus Christ, who was sinless and blameless, was the prophesised remaining remnant of Israel, that is, a remnant of one (Longman, 1995, p. 279). Therefore, the Book of Isaiah is used and quoted more than any other Old Testament book by authors of the New Testament and is of critical importance to the Christian Church since it believes that Jesus Christ was God’s Suffering Servant (Dray, 2008, p. 36). Given that the ‘test’ for Prophets was whether their prophesies were ever fulfilled (Deuteronomy 18:21-22), the interpretation of Christ’s life and death as completing the description of Isaiah’s Suffering Servant songs lead some commentators to consider the Book of Isaiah as the Fifth Gospel in its importance to Christianity (Sawyer, 1996). The departure for Christians from Jewish interpretation of the Servant Songs, is not in the text presented but its understanding in light of the events described by the New Testament Gospels (Commission, 2001). 
The Gospels specifically link aspects of the Servant Songs to Jesus’ ministry. Mathew notes that ‘…he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the Sick. This was to fulfil what was spoken through the Prophet Isaiah’ (Mathew 8:16,17). Luke describes the passage where Jesus read Isaiah’s prophesy in a synagogue and said ‘Today, this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing’ (Luke 4:16-21) and told his disciples before his crucifixion “It is written: ‘And he was numbered with the transgressors’; and I tell you that…what is written about me is reaching its fulfilment” (Luke22:37). John draws attention to the crowd’s unbelief of Jesus’ message and notes ‘This was to fulfil the word of Isaiah the prophet’ (John12:38). The Apostle Paul also made many references to Isaiah’s prophesy including ‘…so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people’ (Hebrews 9:28). Peter clearly links Jesus’ Easter Passion to the Suffering Servant prophesy in ‘…Christ suffered for you…He committed no sin…they hurled their insults at him. He himself bore our sins in his body…(and)…by his wounds you have been healed’ (1Peter 2:21-24). For Karl Barth, whilst Jesus is not directly mentioned in the Old Testament, he considered that he was comprehensively prefigured in the Book of Isaiah (Gignilliat, 2009, p. 130) and that Jesus was the content, theme and completion of God’s covenant with his people (Keller, 1997, pp. 170-171).
Unsurprisingly therefore, the poetic imagery of the Servant Songs has been a major source for visual artists in their presentation of Christ’s Easter passion, as shown in the examples below.
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Hymn writers also used the Suffering Servant imagery as the main theme in their Hymns in capturing Christ’s suffering and death on behalf of Humanity’s sin:

      [image: ]         [image: ]        [image: ]

The centrality to Christian faith of Christ’s suffering, death, and resurrection, which mirror’s the Suffering Servant Songs of Isaiah, also inspired Welsh Hymn writers such as John Elias, the 18th Century Methodist minister who wrote the celebrated Hymn ‘A’i am Fy Meiau i,’ which is set out below with an English translation:
[image: ]          [image: ]

The hymn’s powerful question has all the key components of the Suffering Servant prophesy of Isaiah when it asks: was it for our sin that Christ suffered and died so that we may be reconciled to God? The answer may lie in whether we believe that our name was written on the palms of the hands that were nailed to the cross (49:16). This hymn is still frequently sung in Chapel worship in Wales, particularly during Easter Singing Festivals, and is often performed by Welsh Male Voice Choirs.
The Apostle Paul not only interpreted Isaiah’s prophesy as having been fulfilled in Jesus Christ (Romans 3:21-26) but that he and other faithful Christians are the prophesised offspring of the Suffering Servant (53:10) and are therefore also servants of God (Lessing, 2011, p. 133). Therefore, servanthood extends through Jesus to Christians, who having been justified by Christ fulfilling the Suffering Servant role, are called to bring light to the nations of the world (49:6, Acts 13:47). In this task, Christians may also face abuse and suffering (2Corinthians 4:8-9) as did the Apostle Paul in his ministry for Jesus Christ (2Corinthians 11:16-33). Some commentators also take the Suffering Servant motif as a description of anyone who is unjustly abused, attacked, or killed in their mission to bring God’s righteousness to the world (Levine, 2019, pp. 172-173).
 
The Book of Isaiah and the Suffering Servant Songs, is said to have ‘…embraced the entire civilised world plus the vast reaches of the cosmos in one sublime poetic picture of divine majesty’ (Hanson, 1995, p. 13) and significantly contributed to nearly all aspects of Western Culture (Sawyer, 2014, p. 52). Given its explanation of how God achieves the salvation of Humanity from its bondage to sin and death, and its restoration to a righteous and faithful relationship with him, it will remain fundamental to the world going forward.


Summary
The Book of Isaiah sets out how God intends to return righteousness to all nations and re-establish social justice to his people. Isaiah prophesised that the sacrifice of the Suffering Servant will address Humanity’s sin and provide the means to re-establish a faithful relationship with God. Christians have interpreted Jesus Christ’s ministry and death as having fulfilled the prophesy set out in the four Servant Songs and they have been utilised to set out the core theology of their faith. Christ is the remnant of one, who suffered and died in humanity’s place, thereby enabling God to deal with the debt of sin and bring righteousness and faithfulness to nations. Artists and hymnists have interpreted Isaiah’s prophesy, and challenge us to consider our place in God’s plan. Christians are themselves servants of Christ, the Suffering Servant, and are asked to carry the burden and face the challenges of delivering the vision for humanity and the world given by God to Isaiah.
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899 Y BRENIN TLAWD (231)
From heaven you came, helpless babe,
entered our world, your glory veiled,
not to be served but to serve,

and give your life that we might live.

This is our God, the Servant King;
he calls us now to follow him,

to bring our lives as a daily offering
of worship to the Servant King.

There in the garden of tears

my heavy load he chose to bear;

his heart with sorrow was torn,

“Yet not my will but yours,” he said.

Come see his hands and his feet,
the scars that speak of sacrifice,
hands that flung stars into space
to cruel nails surrendered.

So let us learn how to serve
and in our lives enthrone him,
each other’s needs to prefer,

for it is Christ we’re serving.
GRAHAM KENDRICK
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Rock of ages, cleft for me,

let me hide myself in thee;

let the water and the blood

from thy riven side which flowed,
be of sin the double cure:

cleanse me from its guilt and power.

Not the labours of my hands
can fulfil thy law’s demands;
could my zeal no respite know,
could my tears for ever flow,

all for sin could not atone:
thou must save, and thou alone.

Nothing in my hand I bring,
simply to thy cross I cling;
naked, come to thee for dress;
helpless, look to thee for grace;
foul, I to the fountain fly;
wash me, Saviour, or I die.

While I draw this fleeting breath,
when my eyelids close in death,
when I soar through tracts unknown,
see thee on thy judgement throne;
rock of ages, cleft for me,

let me hide myself in thee.
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919 0 HORSLEY (527)

There is a green hill far away,
without a city wall,

where the dear Lord was crucified
who died to save us all.

We may not know, we cannot tell
what pains he had to bear,

but we believe it was for us
he hung and suffered there.

He died that we might be forgiven,
he died to make us good,

that we might go at last to heaven
saved by his precious blood.

There was no other good enough
to pay the price of sin;

he only could unlock the gate
of heaven, and let us in.

O dearly, dearly has he loved,
and we must love him too,
and trust in his redeeming blood,
and try his works to do.
C. F. ALEXANDER, 1818-95
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Ai am fy meiau i
Dioddefodd Iesu mawr

Pan ddaeth yng ngrym ei gariad ef
O entrych nef i lawr?

Cyflawnai'r gyfraith bur,
Ccyfiawnder gafodd Iawn,

A'r ddyled fawr, er cymaint oedd,
A dalodd ef yn llawn.

Dioddefodd angau loes
¥n ufudd ar y bryn,

A'i waed a ylch y galon ddu
Yn lan fel eira gwyn.

Bu'n angau i'n hangau ni
wrth farw ar y pren,

A thrwy ei waed y dygir 1llu,
Drwy angau, i'r nefoedd wen.

Pan grymodd ef ei ben
wrth® farw yn ein lle,

Agorodd ffordd, pan rwygai'r llen,
I bur drigfannau'r ne'.

Gorchfygodd uffern ddu,
Gwnaeth ben y sarff yn friw;

O'r carchar caeth y dygir 1llu,
Drwy ras, i deulu Duw.

Gorphennodd Ef y gwaith,
Ac esgyn wnaeth i'r nef;
Lle mae yr holl nefolaidd 1lu
¥Yn canu iddo Ef.
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AND was it for my sin

that Jesus suffered so,

when moved by His all-powerful love
He came to earth below?

Your holy law fulfilled,

atonement now is made,

and our great debt, too great for us,
He now has fully paid.

He suffered pain and death,

when on the hill brought low;

His blood will wash the guilty clean,
as pure and white as snow.

For in His death our death

died with Him on the tree,

and great the number by His blood
will go to heaven made free.

When Jesus bowed His head

and, dying, took our place,

the veil was rent, a way was found
to that pure home of grace.

He conquered blackest hell;

He trod the serpent down;

a host from fetters He'll set free
by grace to be God’s own.

John Elias, 1774-1841;
tr. by Noel Gibbard, b. 1932
Author/Copyright Control
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