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Isaiah's Songs of the Suffering Servant:  Ch. 42:1-7, 49:1-7, 50:4-9, 52:13-53:12 (61:1-3)


Christianity has long recognized four passages in the Book of Isaiah, called the Servant Songs, as a clear prophecy of the Christ. Even prior to the time of Jesus these passages were understood to point to the promised Messiah. We will devote four evenings to reading these passages and their fulfillment in the Gospels. 
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Class 1 

 

Isaiah Ch. 42:1-7(RSV)
The First Servant Song: The Chosen One, a 








Covenant to the People and a Light to the Blind

1: Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my Spirit upon him, he will bring forth justice to the nations. 


 This sentence introduces what are known as the Servant Songs in the book of Isaiah. It echoes a concept heard often in the Psalms and the Prophets and even reaching back to the time of Abraham.


When Abraham had received the covenant and thought it had been fulfilled in his son Isaac, he heard God speak to him again : “Take your son, your only son, the one whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as burnt offering upon one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.”  When Abraham follows God's command an angel stops his hand at the last moment. God again confirms his covenant with the patriarch: “because you have done this, and have not withheld you son, you only son, I will indeed bless you . . . and by your descendants shall all the nations of the earth bless themselves . . .” (Gen. 22)

           We find the next parallel in Psalm 2.7 “I will tell of the decree of the Lord; He said to me, 'You are my son, today I have begotten you”. Although the origin of this psalm is the adoption of a king as a 'son' of God in a coronation ritual, it later came to be understood as a messianic reference. (The word messiah is Hebrew for 'anointed one', which at first referred to a king, as the anointing with oil was what designated a man as God's chosen king.) 

   
This same concept is found in Psalm 89.26-27 “He shall cry to me, 'Thou art my Father, my God, and the Rock of my salvation.' I will make him the first-born, the highest of the kings of the earth.” It is also in this psalm that the covenant of David – that his line shall endure forever – is repeated. That covenant was first issued to King David by God through the prophet Nathan: “When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever. I will be his father and he shall be my son.  . . .your throne shall be established for ever.” (2Samuel 7:12-16)

   
 For many Christians this verse in Isaiah may  not recall these other passages, but rather  bring almost instantly to mind the scene by the river Jordan in which Jesus is recognized by John the Baptist and is baptized by him. Then the Holy Spirit appears in the form of a dove and a voice is heard:”You are my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” (Mt.3:17, Mk 1:11, Lk 3:22) 


A careful reader may have noticed that the passage in Isaiah reads 'servant' and that in the Gospels reads 'son'. While this may at first seem contradictory, it is not as much of a difference as one might think. Firstly, in the cultural sense, a well-beloved servant could be adopted into the family (we see this as far back as Abraham who was ready to give all he had to his dear servant, Eleazar, before he had children of his own) as a son and even as heir. Secondly, in terms of language, the Greek word pais, which can mean either servant or child (most literally translated as 'little one') was frequently used to translate the Hebrew word 'ebed  which means 'son'.  So, in both senses, the transition is a natural one and would have seemed even more so to the early Christian community as the Gospels were being told and written and to the Church fathers who first gave commentary on these passages relating the chosen servant of Isaiah to the promised one of the Davidic covenant and to the Messiah Jesus, the Son of God.

 
2: He will not cry or lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street; 


There are many ways in which we can find a fulfillment of this passage in the Gospels. Considering the immediate context in which we found the allusion to the previous phrase the first that comes to mind is the contrast between Jesus and John the Baptist. The Baptist, his herald, is referred to with another reverence to Isaiah (40:3): “The voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. : (Mt 3:3). 


Jesus is seldom spoken of in the Gospels as crying out. Mostly he is portrayed as speaking gently but with conviction. He does not stand on the street corner but rather sits on a hill or  plain in the country side, or on a boat at the water's edge. We might also think of the narratives of the Passion in which the silence of Jesus in the face of criticism, accusation, mockery and pain is emphasized by the evangelists. (Mt 26.63, 27.12,14; Mk 14.61, 15.5, Lk 23.9) This is in line with the interpretation of the phrase in Isaiah which understands not crying out not so much as meekness or humility, but as silent strength. 

    
3: a bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice. 


The meaning of this phrase may not be as clear as the previous two. This imagery of one who will not break even a bruised stem nor snuff a smoldering wick is almost meaningless in the 21st century.  What theses two images are meant to evoke is the sense of uselessness – what good is a reed if it is already damaged? It cannot be made into a staff, for it will break under pressure. Of what use is a wick that smolders rather than burns clear and bright in the oil lamp? In most cases one would expect that the solution in these situations is to do away with the damaged item. Yet, this phrase in Isaiah tells us that the chosen servant of God will not do so. Rather he cares for those who are damaged – as this is the analogy. The bruised reed could be seen as the nation of Israel which always struggled to remain upright and faithful to their covenant with God, the smoldering wick might be understood as the Gentile nations who had not yet caught the flame of faith in the one true God. Rather than cast off the damaged reed or smother the smoldering wick, the Messiah will nurture them until they are useful. The second half of the phrase is 'he will faithfully bring forth justice”. (This phrase is omitted in the NAB translations.) In the Bible justice almost always is equated with compassion – especially for those for whom the rest of society finds little use. So, in this clause we see that the chosen servant will be compassionate, finding strength where others see weakness, hope where others see despair.


4: He will not fail or be discouraged till he has established justice in the earth; and the coastlands wait for his law. 


The first phrase of this verse (omitted from the NAB) can cause some initial consternation to Christians who see int his entire passage a foreshadowing of Jesus Christ. There are two keys to understanding this phrase. First, we must again consider the meaning of 'justice in the earth'. When we hear the word 'justice' it often as not causes trepidation –is often perceived as injustice, the law being a cold and inhumane agent, the possibility of it being misapplied, of the innocent being found guilty, of 'justice' being used for vengeance. This is not the justice
  of the Servant Songs of Isaiah. Rather, we must consider the Hebrew from which this word is translated. The term is “mishpat” which does not refer to human systems of justice but rather to divine will: “a legal decision ratifying and executing the divine will.”
 That is, mishpat is the attempt to implement the will of God, the establishment of a society in which the needs of all people are met with equity and compassion. The Hebrew Study Bible translates mishpat in this verse as 'the true way'.  If we understand 'justice; in this way, we might read the passage more clearly. The Servant of God,the Messiah, will not cease His efforts until God's will has been established. This is in accord with the second half of the verse.


The “law” for which the coastlands wait is not any type of human law. Rather, we turn again to the Hebrew and find that the word which is here translated as  'law' is torah.  We tend to think of torah  as law, but that is a very limited rendering of the meaning of the word.  Torah  is more than law, although is does apply to all 613 laws of the “Torah” (the first 5 books of the Bible). The word torah more fully means instruction, teaching, the will of God, the word of God. It is used frequently in this sense throughout the Hebrew scriptures and 3000 years of Jewish tradition. A Jewish person might speak of 'doing Torah' much as a Christian will of “living the Gospel”. This is the 'law' for which the coastlands , by which is meant the Gentile lands, wait.


These four verses are quoted in Matthew 12:18-21. That Matthew places a fulfillment passage here is quite interesting when we look at the previous scenes. Both of the prior scenes in Matthew 12 are of confrontation with the authorities on and concerning the Sabbath. Matthew 12:1-8 is the pericope in which Jesus is chastised by the Pharisees for plucking grain on the Sabbath. In response Jesus cites examples form the Scriptures which concern compassion over law, concluding that “the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath”. In the same scene in Mark the words of Jesus are slightly different: “The sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath”. The intent of the response is the same – the day of rest is meant to be an easing of human burdens, not a cause for adding to them.  Jesus then enters a synagogue, still on the Sabbath, and heals a man with a withered hand. The Pharisees are shown as horrified, conspiring to “destroy him”. Indeed, they return after the fulfillment citation to accuse Jesus of consorting with demons to effect his healings. Yet, it is these very healings (and others like them) which Matthew understands as fulfilling Is. 42:3.


Throughout this section of Matthew, as in much of his Gospel, there is a transition seen that the coming of the Messiah is not solely for the Jewish people, but for the Gentiles. Also, there is the continued emphasis, as highlighted by the fulfillment passage, on the ministry to the poor, the outcast and the Gentile, the reinterpretation of obedience to the law to mean compassion over ritual observances.


5: Thus says God, the LORD, who created the heavens and stretched them out, who spread forth the earth and what comes from it, who gives breath to the people upon it and spirit to those who walk in it:


This verse serves as introduction to the quotation which follows. It is stylistic, indicating that it is YHWH, the God of Israel, who created all things, who is giving these words to the prophet.


6: "I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, I have taken you by the hand and kept you; I have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, 


The first phrase is the traditional opening, God declares Himself as the speaker. The servant is called in righteousness. Here is another word that deserves a better understanding. It is a term that is complex and layered in its scriptural application. Although some translations (NAB) have here the phrase 'for the victory of justice', it is just one Hebrew word, tsedeq.  Righteousness, tsedeq, in the Biblical sense, means living in a a right relationship with God and others. For many, this meant scrupulous observation of the law. This misses the point. Such observation is not wrong, just incomplete. Righteousness requires a turning of the mind and soul to God. It is embodied in the Shema (Deut. 6.4-6): “Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord is One. You shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart, and with all your soul and with all your being.”


The call of God to the Servant is very intimate. This second phrase reflects the close relationship between God and the one who is being called. This relationship is reflected throughout the Gospels.


What is more interesting is that the servant of the passage is called to be a covenant.  Generally, in the Hebrew scriptures the idea of covenant is restricted to the nation of Israel, the covenant people
  of God. Here, thought, the covenant is embodied in the person of the servant. Further, that covenant is not restricted. The servant is to be a light to the nations. The term translated 'nations' means all those peoples who were not part of the Jewish people – the entire Gentile world. Those who hold that the 'servant' of these songs is the faithful within Israel (or the whole people of Israel), see this as meaning the Jewish people are to be an example to the world. Those who, as we do here, interpret the servant as an individual, see the servant as a beacon to the Gentile world to turn to the worship of YHWH. 


There is only one place, reported in all three synoptic Gospels, where we easily see the fulfillment of 'covenant to the nations'.  This is, of course, in the words of institution at the last supper (Mt. 26.28, Mk 14.24, Lk 22.20). It is, however, also implicit in the entire ministry of Jesus which extends the covenant relationship with God, which had been previously reserved to Israel, to all of humanity.


The synoptic gospels do not pick up on the last phrase of this verse. Matthew almost hits it in  5:14-16, but applies it to Jesus' audience/disciples rather than to Jesus himself.
 Mark makes no mention of light in relation to the ministry of Jesus. The gospel of Luke has one significant passage which relates to this phrase. When the infant Jesus is brought to the Temple by his parents the sage Simeon recognizes him:  “a  light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to they people Israel.” (2.32)Luke makes some other few mentions of light(8.16, 11.33-36, 16.8), but not in a way that bears on this passage in Isaiah. When, however, we turn to the gospel of John we find that the theme of Jesus as Light pervades that gospel. The prologue to the gospel sets the tone: “ The true light that enlightens everyone was coming into the world.” (Jn. 1.9)  This is reiterated in 3.19-21.  No doubt at all is left in 8:12: “Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, 'I am the light of the world; he who follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.'”  And again in 9:5 “As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.”  This theme is continued in 12:35-36 and concluded in 12:46: “I have come as light into the world, that whoever believes in me may not remain in darkness.”  In John's gospel these are the last public words of Jesus before the Passion narrative. 



7: to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness. 


These last passages follow naturally the image of the servant as the light to the nations. Now, he is to bring light in a literal sense as well as a spiritual. The blind and those in dark prisons will be given light. This is more than a quaint image. Blindness, as  a physical impairment, was understood to make a person unclean – a sign of sinfulness
, of a lack of capacity for approaching the holy. Likewise, those in prison must have committed an offense against others and/or against God and so cannot approach that which is holy. Yet, the sacred, the chosen servant who is light, comes to them bringing light – sight to the blind and freedom to those in prison. This is also a metaphorical image. The blind in this passage are not just the physically blind, but those who have been blind to the relationship which God offers with himself. Likewise, those in prison/darkness are those who are prevented by others from coming to that relationship. The servant, who is light, will break the bonds that restrict them and bring them to that relationship with God. 


There are numerous instances in the gospels of Jesus healing the blind. We must, however, show restraint in seeing themas fulfillment of this passage. In the synoptics they mostly follow Isaiah 61, the passage which Jesus read from the scroll in the synagogue in Nazareth.
 John's gospel, however, focuses more specifically on this passage. 


We saw that in John's gospel Jesus refers to himself as the light of the world. Within the chapters in which this is emphasized we find the narrative of the healing of the man born blind (9.1-41).  When the authorities challenge Jesus for having done this, accusing him of consorting with demons, “others said, 'These are not the sayings of one who has a demon. Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?'”  John puts such emphasis on the issue of light and blindness that it seems evident that he had this verse from Isaiah in mind.


In summary, the first Servant Song speaks of the call of the chosen one. He is to be one who brings the word of God to all nations. He will be spread the teaching of  God nto through establishment of ritual but the demonstration of the gentle compassion of God. His leadership will be that of quiet strength and persistence. The mission of the servant will be to open the eyes of the world to the light of God's tenderness.

Class 2

Isaiah Ch. 49:1-7
The Second Servant Song: Called before Birth, a 







Light to the Nations

    1: Listen to me, O coastlands, and hearken, you peoples from afar.  

The LORD called me from the womb, from the body of my mother he named my name. 

  The Servant now speaks, echoing the commission announced by God. He calls all peoples to listen to him. The servant acknowledges that his call originated before his birth. Such a call was  known by some of the prophets, such as Samuel (whose mother, Hannah, dedicated him to serve God even before he was conceived) and Jeremiah, whose writings begin “Before I created you in the womb, I selected you; Before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet concerning the nations.”, and John the Baptist (Lk 1.15). The servant of this passage follows in this pattern.

   The Gospels attest to this in the case of Jesus in the two infancy narratives (Lk. 1:31, Mt. 1:18-21) in which Jesus is both commissioned and named. Naming has great significance – a name was understood to encompass the whole person, to define them. It was accepted that there was a vital identity between a person and his/her name. To be named is also to be called. This call before conception is notably attested in John's gospel. It is here we are most directly confronted with the pre-existence of the Son, who is the Word. (Jn.1:1-5,14).


2: He made my mouth like a sharp sword, in the shadow of his hand he hid me; he made me a polished arrow, in his quiver he hid me away. 

 
We must not think that this first phrase is anything but metaphorical. A 'mouth like a sharp sword' is an idiom for speaking the word of God – a word that defines and divides, that gives life or brings death. While this image does not appear in the gospels, the sense of it is certainly there. We find it echoed also in the letter to the Hebrews: “Indeed, the word of  God is living and effective, sharper than any two-edged sword, penetration even between soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and able to discern reflections and thoughts of the heart.” (Heb. 4.12) Certainly the idea of the Messiah as the Word is clear in the gospel of John.  This effective Word is also hidden. This is consistent with the theology of Christ as the pre-existent Word. We see this sense of hiddenness in the “messianic secret” of Mark's gospel and he concern with the 'hour of glory', the 'appropriate time' in the gospel of John. 


3: And he said to me, "You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified." 


This verse seems at first to contradict what we have seen so far of the servant – the servant here seems to be collective Israel rather than an individual. This is misleading. It is not unique for a prophet to be spoken of as symbolic of the nation of Israel, as he is representative of the whole people. Even Jewish commentary which does not see this as messianic prophecy generally considers the servant of this passage to be an individual – possibly the prophet who is writing it. We see a sense of this also in  Matthew 2:15 in which he sees the Holy Family's journey to Egypt and back as relating to Hosea 11:1, here Jesus is clearly understood to personify the nation of Israel.


4: But I said, "I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing(tohu) and vanity; yet surely my right is with the LORD, and my recompense (mispat) with my God." 

Why does the servant see his efforts as being for nothing?  He speaks the message which God has sent him to deliver, but his words are not heeded. We see Jesus' own frustration with this issue in Mt.11.16-24,/Lk10.13-22,    Mt 17.17/Mk 17.19/Lk 9.41., Jn 5.41-47,  Jn 6.60-71,  Jn 8:39-47. Yet, the Servant understands that the value of his effort should not be judged by the immediate results nor by human standards.  The frustrated cry of the Servant is a study in extremes. If we were to look at the Hebrew of the text we would find that the word (tohu) translated as 'nothing' is the same term as that used in Genesis to refer to the formless void, the chaos, that existed before the utterance of God's creative Word. Likewise, the Hebrew term which is translated 'recompense' is  mispat – a type of divine justice which we discussed in the first Servant Song.

5: And now the LORD says, who formed me from the womb to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to him, and that Israel might be gathered to him, for I am honored in the eyes of the LORD, and my God has become my strength -- 

The servant now anticipates the response of God. He first reiterates the commission of the he received to the peoples of Israel. (The names 'Israel' and 'Judah' can be interchangeable, referring to all the Jewish people, or can mean two separate groups – the Northern and Southern kingdoms of the period between Solomon's death in 922 BC and the conquest of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 587 BC. ) He then recognizes that to be so called, even if not heeded, is a great honor. We need not look for specific fulfillment of these lines, as they serve primarily as a segue to God's next utterance.

6: He says: "It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the preserved of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth." 

God speaks again to the Servant. Now, he extends the commission to include not just the Jewish peoples but all nations. Such a statement is a rare and controversial one throughout the writings of the  prophets. From the time of Abraham through the covenant with Moses, Israel had considered herself unique in the sight of God, special and chosen. For some, this idea meant that the rest of the nations were condemned. For others, it meant that Israel had an obligation to demonstrate God's will to the rest of the world.  Israel/Judah continually struggled with this call to be chosen – both in understanding what it meant and in meeting the demands God put upon them.  This brings us again to a concept  we found in the first servant song now made specific in the phrase  “light to the nations”. We have seen already how the idea of th Messiah as a bringer of light is reflected in many ways in the Gospels, particularly in the healing of the blind. We also considered how the freeing of those in darkness, and thereby bringing them into the light, is a metaphor for the ministry to the Gentiles. Here that call is clearly enunciated. We find a precise echo of this phrase in a few places in the Gospels: Lk 2.32 in which Simeon recognized the infant Christ, Jn 8.12 (one of the seven 'I am” statements which opens an entire discourse on Christ as light), and Jn 12.46(the opening line of the last paragraph of the Book of Signs).

7: Thus says the LORD, the Redeemer of Israel,  his Holy One, to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nations, the servant of rulers: "Kings shall see and arise; princes, and they shall prostrate themselves; because of the LORD, who is faithful, the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.”



We find in this verse the first suggestion that the chosen Servant not only will have his message rejected, but will himself be rejected. Yet, that rejection will at some time be translated into adoration, once the truth of his Word had been recognized. This theme will be expanded upon at length in the second pair of the Servant Songs.  I tis of interest that the Jewish Study Bible offers a footnote on the translation of the second clause of this verse “to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nations” that the meaning of the original is unclear and could be read also as “whose being is despised, whose body is detested”.   It is not difficult for us to anticipate where in the Gospels we shall find the fulfillment of these passages. However, we shall wait to examine them along with the next two Songs which give a much fuller image of the sorrows of the chosen Servant.

Class 3


Isaiah Ch. 50:4-9
The Third Servant Song: the Despised Comforter 

4: The Lord GOD has given me the tongue of those who are taught, that I may know how to sustain with a word him that is weary. Morning by morning he wakens, he wakens my ear to hear as those who are taught. 

 
 The third of the four servant songs begins with an echo from the second song. There we read that the Servant was given a  “mouth like a sharp sword”. Here we find the 'tongue of those who are taught' which could also be read 'the speech of a disciple' or 'a well-trained tongue'. While we scarcely need to look for specific passages of how this fits Jesus Christ, as it is echoed in his word throughout the Gospels, there is one passage it brings particularly to mind. Only Luke gives us this episode, but it is a significant one. When Jesus was about thirteen years old he went to Jerusalem for the Passover with his parents and remained behind when they left. He was in the Temple: “After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions; and all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers.” (Lk 2.46-47) This is the earliest scenario we are given where not just the crowds who come to hear him but the teachers of Israel are impressed with his words. Such a reaction to Jesus' words is seen frequently: Mt. 7.28-29, 13.54, 22.33, Mk 1.22, 6.2, 11.18, Lk. 4.32.  We find a similar idea expressed in John 7.15:  The Jews marveled at it, saying, 'How is it that this man has learning, when he has never studied?”  


The message which this Servant/Disciple is to speak is specific. Hi sis to bring hope and comfort – to sustain the weary. We might think here of  the Sermon on the Mount/Plain, particularly such verses as Mt. 6:25-25, Mt 11.25-30. This entire verse also evokes the Good Shepherd speech of John 10.11-17.



5: The Lord GOD has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I turned not backward. 


The Servant recognizes that his call is from God. He is not just to listen, but to spread, the word which he hears. Unlike some other prophets, he does not hesitate to fulfill the call even though, as the next verses make apparent, the task is not one which is easy or rewarding.


6: I gave my back to the smiters, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I hid not my face from shame and spitting. 


While this imagery certainly can be understood literally, it is also figurative. Each of the images used in tis verse suggest extreme derision, each is a metaphor of terrible humiliation.(Certain facial hair was ritually requisite, like the sidecurls we might see on a Hasidic Jew. To have them plucked out was not only painful, but was symbolically removing an element of the person's faith, a strong symbol of their relationship to God.) It is not just that the Servant will be rejected as prophet, but will also experience revilement and humiliation.  We certainly find this in the gospels, beginning with the rejection Jesus experiences in his native town to the agonies he endures during the Passion. (Mt. 27.27-31, Mk 15.16-19, Lk. 22.63-65, Jn. 19.1-3)


7: For the Lord GOD helps me; therefore I have not been confounded; therefore I have set my face like a flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame; 


The Servant expresses his confidence and faith in the presence and will of God. Despite whatever struggles he may face, he remains firm in his conviction that it is the Lord who has commissioned him. Even though the Servant may endure such obvious humiliations as those mentioned in the previous verse, they do not shame him because of his faith. We might, at this point, think of Jesus' prayer in Gethsemane, his recognition of the struggles he will face while also trusting in the will of  his Father. We might also consider his response to Pilate in the gospel of John: “You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from above; therefore he who delivered me to you has the greater sin.”


8: he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend with me? Let us stand up together. Who is my adversary? Let him come near to me. 


The Servant reiterates his trust in God and issues a challenge. This verse evokes the many controversy scenes in the Gospels.  The Servant is willing to stand forth and make his case, even against those who think they better understand what God demands, such as the Pharisees in Matthew 21.23-27 and 21.42-46. We find some of the controversy narratives in Mt. 5.21-48, and a number of others in Matthew 22.15-45/Mk 11.27-33,12.12-34/Lk 20.1-8,19-47. Likewise we find  an attitude of certainty in opposition in John 7.15-30 and 45-51. In a yet more specifically related scene we find Jesus arguing his case against the Jewish authorities in Jn 10.31, when they are about to stone him he questions them concerning their cause and the law. Also, in John's gospel we have the clearest conversation between Jesus and the authorities in Jn. 18.19-24.


9: Behold, the Lord GOD helps me; who will declare me guilty? Behold, all of them will wear out like a garment; the moth will eat them up. 


Although the Servant stands accused, no one can be found to prove his guilt. Even in the face of accusation, the Servant has absolute trust in the commission that God has given him. The authorities can find no one to give witness against him: “Now the chief priests and the whole council sought false testimony against Jesus that they might put him to death, but they found none, though many false witnesses cam forward. . .” (Mt.26.59-60 also Mk 14.55—59)  While Luke does not have this particular passage he gives a somewhat different recognition of Jesus' innocence of the false charges brought against him: “Pilate then called together the chief priests and the rulers and the people, and said to them, 'You brought me this man as one who was perverting the people, and after examining him before you, behold, I did not find this man guilty of any of  your charges against him; neither did Herod, for he sent him back to us. Behold, nothing deserving death has been done by him . . .” (Lk. 23.13-16) 


We must go back a bit to find the reference to the second half of this verse. “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume . . . but store up treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes . . . for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”(Mt 6.19-21)  The Servant compares his adversaries to such earthly concerns and acquisitions – they will not endure, their arguments and accusations shall be found lacking in substance and wither. The Servant's words, the commission which God has given him, will endure. “For truly I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is accomplished.”(Mt. 5.18)  “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” (Mt. 24.35/Mk 13.31/Lk 21.33)

Class 4


Is. Ch.52:13-53:12
The Fourth Servant Song: the Wounded Savior

13: Behold, my servant shall prosper, he shall be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high. 


As this Song begins, God speaks again of his Servant. This and the following are the summation of God's decree concerning the Servant. God speaks of the ultimate exaltation of the Servant after the humiliations he suffered in the previous Song. The NJBC tells us that  the word  translated as prosper (sakal
) “Implies prudence or insight, as though the servant's victory is a result of obeying God's wise plan of salvation.” We certainly, as Christians, have little difficulty seeing the fulfillment of this verse in Christ.  We find allusion to it at least  three times in the gospel of Matthew: Mt. 19.28, 25.31, 28.18 (these Matthean passages do not have parallels in the other two synoptic gospels). In the Gospel of John we must look to the Son of Man passages, such as:  Jn. 1.51, 3.13-15, 6.62, 12.32, 17.4-5 and  20.17.


14: As many were astonished at him -- his appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance, and his form beyond that of the sons of men – 
15: so shall he startle many nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of him; for that which has not been told them they shall see, and that which they have not heard they shall understand. 


In order to understand what it is that makes the Servant's appearance so startling seems to require connecting this Song, as we have, to the previous three, particularly the last one. What has made the servant so marred? (The Hebrew Study Bible here proposes an alternate reading of 14b: “His appearance was more disfigured than any man's, his form, more than any person's.”) It was the abuse and humiliation we read of in 50:4-9. Yet, he startles nations and kings, not because of his disfigurement, but because of the words which he has uttered and  the divine decree which he has fulfilled. The Servant will be recognized by the Gentile peoples, it is they who have not been told and have not heard yet shall see and understand.  The words of prophecy were spoken to the people of Israel, but hey did not hear. We can find this situation underscored in the parables of the kingdom in Matthew 21.28-22.14 ( Mk 12.1-12, Lk 20.9-19), the woes of Matthew 23 and particularly in the lament over Jerusalem in Matthew 23:37-39/Lk. 13.34-36. We also find this phrase echoed in Luke 10:23-24. A couple of notes on etymology- the Qumran Isaiah scroll (IQIsa) reads for the last phrase of verse 14  “I so anointed [his appearance] beyond everyone else.”
 The word which is here translated as 'startled' is translated, mor accurately, in the KJV by the word 'sprinkle'. The Hebrew term is 'nazah'  which means a ritual sprinkling for expiation (such as the sprinking of blood on the altar, the people  or the curtains of the Sanctuary in the rituals described in the Pentateuch).

   1: Who has believed what we have heard? And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed? 


With the beginning of chapter 53 the voice changes to those who are giving witness to the Servant. We have now not only a summation of the life of the Servant, but a reflection upon its significance. John quotes this verse in 12.37-39.  For John this was fulfilled in Christ in that his many works were not recognized, the blindness of those who had the light yet walked in darkness.

We might see this even more broadly in the report of all the evangelists and writers of epistles – they might well question why such, to them, apparent evidence of God's care was not readily believed by all who saw  and heard  it.


2: For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or comeliness that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him. 


This verse might bring to mind Luke's brief description of the childhood of Jesus  in a rural town, “And the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him.”  (Lk 2.40,  see also 3.52) While the gospels tell us often of the eloquence, authority and wisdom of the words of Jesus, never are we told that he struck an imposing figure or was otherwise noticed because of his appearance. It was not his form, but his words and his charism, that attracted people to him.


3: He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 


While the context of this passage might cause us to first consider the humiliation of the Passion, we might do well to look back a little further. Jesus was rejected by his own town and by some of his family. He was rejected by many of the Jewish people, and particularly by the authorities among them because of his willing association with Gentiles and sinners. The Messiah they sought and desired was a righteous (by their own definitions), powerful and militant king. Jesus was the opposite of all of these – he disregarded cultic law, was poor and had no political or military influence. That the suffering and rejection of the Messiah/Son of Man had been foretold was eventually recognized by the evangelists, with the awareness that the apostles themselves had not at first understood (Mk. 9.12, 30; Lk 9.43, 16.14-15, 17.25,  Mt. 20.18-19/Mk 10.33-34/Lk 18.31-33). 


4: Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted.  5: But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed. 


The Servant Songs take a sharp turn with these verses. What has until here been seen only as the undeserved suffering of the innocent Servant now takes on an additional element. The suffering and humiliations endured by the Servant are not merely unjust – he endures them as vicarious atonement for the transgressions of the entire people. While we are familiar from our Christian theology with the concept of vicarious atonement, it was not a common one to ancient Israelite theology. The closest parallel is the use of the scapegoat on Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement). On this holiest of all the sacred feast days of the Jewish calendar the  high priest would make sacrifices and offer prayers in expiation for his own sins and those of  the nation. As a part of the day's ritual he would lay both his hands on the head of a goat and, with the intoning of a ritual prayer, transfer the sins of the people onto the goat which would be sent out into the wilderness (returned to Azazel – which means 'goat' and was believed by the ancient mid-east to be a demon of the desert). A different goat was offered as sacrifice to God, but not as vicarious atonement but in the standard mode of ritual sacrifices. Neither the goat which was sacrificed nor the one sent to Azazel  was itself the expiation or atonement. The sins being put upon the scapegoat was the symbolic removal of the sins from the people – the people casting them away. (In post-Temple rabbinic Judaism this ritual was replaced by the writing of sins on slips of paper and burning them or casting them on a river – or merely casting bread to which the sins have been 'transferred' onto the water.) The taking of the iniquities of the people upon himself by the Servant is more than symbolic in this verse, it is by and through his suffering that atonement and healing are effected. It is in the words of institution
 of the Eucharist at the Last Supper that we see this novel theology reflected in the synoptic Gospels: Mt. 26.27/Mk 14.24/Lk. 22.20  (Only Matthew includes the words 'for the forgiveness of sins'). The Gospel of John carries this idea from the very beginning in the words of  the Baptist: “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  (Jn 1.29) The theology of redemption from sin in Christ pervades the fourth gospel in its continual references to eternal life in him and particularly in  Jn. 3.17 “For God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through him.”


The NJBC says of the expiatory nature of the Servant's suffering: “The servant, therefore, is not freeing others of their responsibility for repentance but is suffusing within them his own spirit of sorrow and hope.”


6: All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 


The image of the people being like sheep is fairly common to the Old Testament, particularly in Psalms and the writings of the prophets. We find only 2 references to sheep in Mark: 6.34 “As he went ashore he saw a great throng, and he had compassion on them, for they were like sheep without a shepherd, and he began to teach them many things.”  and 14.27  “And Jesus said to them, 'You will fall away; for it is written, “I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.” . . . ”.   In Luke we have only one reference, 15.4-6,  the parable of the lost sheep. Matthew uses sheep eight times,  9.36 (parallel to Mk 6.34), 10.6 and 15.24 (lost sheep of the house of Israel), 10.16 (I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves), 12.11-12 (sheep saved from pit on the Sabbath), 18.12-13 (parable of the lost sheep), 25.32-33 (last judgment), and 26.31 (parallel of Mk 14.27). The Gospel of John is replete with the imagery of the people as sheep and Christ as the shepherd, particularly in ch 10 which is the discourse around the “I am the Good Shepherd” dictum.  Finally, John also uses it in Jesus' last words to Peter (Jn. 21.15-17) : “. . .feed my lambs, . . . tend my sheep, . . . feed my sheep.”


The NJBC points out
 that it is God himself who hands over his Son as the perfect sacrifice, as reflected in Mt. 17.22 (and parallels) and John 8.30,35.


7: He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, so he opened not his mouth. 



We have dealt with the references to the oppression and affliction of the Servant. We find here a connection back to the quiet determination of the Servant which we found in the first Servant Song (Is. 42.2-3). This is all the more startling in this Song as it reflects the silent strength of the  Servant not in his ministry, but in the face of extreme pain and humiliation. 

8: By oppression and judgment he was taken away; and as for his generation, who considered that he was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people? 


It is not difficult to find the fulfillment of this verse. The Sanhedrin, Herod and Pilate all sat in judgment of Jesus, each in turn handing him over. Finally it was his own generation, his people, who finalized the judgment against him; (Mt. 26.47-27.26/Mk 14.43-15.15/Lk 22.47-23.25). To be 'cut off from the land of the living' can mean the obvious, death, but also implies not just rejection by the community but being considered outside the bounds of ritual purity and holiness. (There is some uncertainty about the original Hebrew and the correct translation of this phrase.)Yet, this very rejection and isolation is reversed in the last phrase, all that the Servant endures is for the sake of  the people.


9: And they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth. 


Jesus had no place of his own prepared for his burial. His entombment is described in Mat. 27.57-60/Mk 15.42-47/Lk. 23.50-56 and Jn 19.38-42.  Having been executed as a criminal his body, without the intervention of Joseph of Arimathea, would have not been granted an honorable burial. By Jewish tradition he would have been put in a communal grave set aside for criminals  (his family could eventually have gathered the bones for burial after the flesh had rotted away). Roman custom for honorable burials was not burial of the body but cremation and burial of the ashes. For criminals, the body would either have been left for the carrion birds (either on the cross or on a garbage heap) or cremated and the ashes scattered.  

    This relates well to this verse. Jesus' anticipated grave would have been with the wicked – a common plot set aside for criminals. Yet, because of the intervention of Joseph of Arimathea, he was buried among the wealthy. A hewn tomb with a shelf for the body of the deceased (frequently several, intended for family use) was relatively expensive. The descriptions of the tomb in which Jesus' body was laid correlate to that of a wealthy family. In such tomb caves the body would have been lain, visited for anointing and to verify death on the fourth day, then left to decompose. When only bones remained they would have been gathered and stored in an ossuary, possibly with those of other family members. The ossuary may have been decorated or carved with the names of those interred, or left blank.


We have already considered the gospel verses attesting to Jesus' innocence of the charges leveled against him. 

 
10: Yet it was the will of the LORD to bruise him; he has put him to grief; when he makes himself an offering for sin, he shall see his offspring, he shall prolong his days; the will of the LORD shall prosper in his hand; 11: he shall see the fruit of the travail of his soul and be satisfied; by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous; and he shall bear their iniquities. 


We have already discovered the Gospel narratives that relate to the expiatory nature of the death of the Servant. We might add to our verses of fulfillment Mk. 10.45 “For the Son of man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” We can also recognize here an influence on the Gospel of John which so strongly emphasizes the voluntary nature of the suffering and death of Christ.


What is new here is the prosperity that is accorded to the Servant. The offspring we must take figuratively- perhaps in the sense of Paul's terminology referring to all Christians as the adopted children of God.   The prolonging of days can be understood both in the most immediate sense of the resurrection of Jesus from the tomb which prolonged his days on earth, and in the fuller sense of the eternal existence of Christ.  We might consider John 19:23, the appearance of Christ to the apostles in which he commissions them, as one instance of reference to this verse.  Even more powerful an attestation to this soteriology can be found in Jesus' final speech in John 17.


12: Therefore I will divide him a portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; because he poured out his soul to death, and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors. 


In this last verse of the Servant Songs the voice of God resumes (possibly already in verse 11). God announces the ultimate reward which shall be given to the Suffering Servant.  This verse provokes consideration of the last words of Christ on the cross.  

   Mark 15.34/Matthew 27:46 “And about three o'clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, 'Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?'  which means 'My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?'”

   Luke 23.46  Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, 'Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.' Having said this he breathed his last.

    John 19.30 When Jesus had received the vinegar, he said, 'It is finished'; and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.


We might at first be confused by the last words of Christ as reported by Matthew and Mark. However, such confusion is easily dispelled by recognizing in the words of Jesus a quotation of the beginning of the 22nd Psalm.  This beautiful and rather lengthy psalm bears many similarities with the Servant Songs. It recognizes a call from God since before birth, bemoans suffering and humiliation endured, details many of the specifics of the crucifixion (a point for another, separate study), resolves into a joyous declaration of faith in the will of God. The psalm concludes:  All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord; and all the families of nations shall worship before him.  . . . Posterity shall serve him; men shall tell of the Lord to the coming generation, and proclaim his deliverance to a people yet unborn, that he has wrought it.”

            The words in Luke also refer to a psalm, this time, Psalm 31.  The utterance of Christ is the beginning of the fifth verse: “Into thy hands I commit my spirit, thou hast redeemed me, O Lord, faithful God.”  Verses 11-18 speak of the contempt in which the psalmist has been held, the plotting against his life. The psalm concludes: “Be strong, and let your heart take courage, all you who wait for the Lord!”


John does not allude to a psalm. Rather, he sees in the expiration of Christ the completion of all that has come before, both the mission of Christ and the entire salvific history of God's relationship with humanity. The word commonly translated as 'finished' does not imply simply ending, but completion and fulfillment. All that had been written of the promised Messiah, all that was intended by God concerning his relationship with humanity, the expiation of the sins of humanity through the life and death of the Suffering Servant, has been brought to completion in the sacrificial death of the Christ.
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�	To better understand the biblical concept of justice, contemporary believers must momentarily put aside the secular notion of justice as “fair treatment and due reward in accordance to honor, standards or civil law” (The American Heritage Dictionary, Houghton Mifflin Co., Boston: 1982). Mishpat, or justice in the biblical sense, pertains to the demands of God’s word and God’s will. As Stephen C. Mott (Harper’s Bible Dictionary, Harper and Row, San Francisco: 1985) has explained, justice is founded in the being of God for whom it is a chief attribute. God’s justice is closely related to love and need. In contrast to secular human justice which distributes benefits to all equally, God’s justice functions according to the criterion of need. Therefore the special focus of God’s justice are the poor, widows, orphans, slaves, resident aliens wage earners and those with physical infirmities. (vv. 6-7; Job 29:12-17; Psalm 146:7-9; Malachi 3:5). Since God’s justice is so directed, a corresponding quality is demanded of God’s people (Deuteronomy 10:18-19; Isaiah 59:15-16) and of those who envisioned that the Servant would be sent to establish justice for the nations, i.e. for all the people of the earth.  http://www.nationalcatholicreporter.org/sanchez/locked/cyclec/christmasc/baptism98c.htm


�	p. 334 New Jerome Biblical Commentary, Raymond Brown et. al (ed), Prentice Hall, New Jersey 1990


�	The Jewish Study Bible translates this passage with the term 'covenant people' rather than 'covenant to the people'. The difference reflects a scholarly argument over whether the Servant of these Songs is meant to be an individual or the nation of Israel. This is not solely a Jewish/Christian argument, but one of broader scope reflecting questions of the authorship, cultural context, literary analysis  and intent of these passages.


�	Perhaps reflecting this Jewish evangelist's own understanding of the passage as referring to the faithful remnant in Israel.


�	 Mt. 9.27-28	2 blind men healed


	       11.5	blind receive sight, lame healed etc (ref. Is 61.1)


	       12.22	blind and dumb demoniac healed


	       15.14	Pharisees are blind guides


	       15.30-31  same as 11.5


	       20.30   	sight to 2 blind men





	Mark 8.22-23	blind man healed


	          10.464-9, 51  Bartimaeus


		


	Luke 4.18 	quote of Isaiah 61.1


	         6.39	parable, blind leading blind


	        7.21-22  	fulfillment of Is. 61


	        14.13, 21 “   “


	         18.35	blind man healed


�	Strong's #7919 “ to be circumspect and hence intelligent consider, expert, instruct, prosper, deal prudently, give skill, have good success, teach, make to understand, wisdom, be wise, guide wittingly” 


�	NJBC p. 342 par. 2


�	The narrative of the Last Supper in John gives us only the scene of Jesus washing the feet of the apostles. The words of institution in John (Jn, 6.53-58) are found after the feeding of the five thousand (Jn 6.1-14)


�	NJBC p. 342 par 4





