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1. Introduction
It is a pleasure to make even a small contribution to our discussion of Isaiah 53, specifically the identification of the suffering servant there portrayed so poignantly and prophetically, and above all in seeing from there a clear connection to the person and work of Yeshua, the Messiah. Like many problems in Biblical interpretation, this one is at the same time simple and complex. Somewhat like a jigsaw puzzle, the picture on the cover of the box can be so clear and striking that one does not even consider the small little lines that separate the individual pieces. Upon closer inspection of the contents of the box, however, one is quickly confronted with the difficulties in moving from the particularities of individual texts to the picture of Jesus as the suffering servant and even Son of God, whose innocent death won forgiveness for the sake of all others and whose resurrection seals us in God’s new life.


What is just as important to such a confession of fundamental Christian faith, especially in the context of Jewish evangelism, is that this is also a fundamental confession of Jewish faith, or, perhaps better stated, Yahwism. In fact, if I might digress only briefly with a personal reflection, my own interest in questions of Jewish evangelism stems from my study of the Old (or better, First) Testament. Much of my teaching emphasis has focused on an historical and philological understanding of the Hebrew Bible. My goal is often to avoid the stereotype that Christians read Christ into the Old Testament or interpret it so much in light of our understandings of New Testament fulfillment that we do not first hear it on its own terms and in its own times. When one approaches the first testament this way, one avoids the charge of reading Christ into the Old Testament but instead finds it important and even quite logical to read the messiah, the Jewish messiah, out of the Old Testament.


That is to say, Christianity is not anything new, nor is it something that has either altered or provided an alternative to the theology of the first testament. It is not a parallel track of salvation for non-Jewish ethnicities. Nor is it a replacement for or even conversion from God’s plan of salvation “before Christ.” It is, rather, the fulfillment of God’s plan of salvation from the beginning, a plan of salvation which, also from the beginning, had as its goal the salvation of all families of the earth, a salvation which was always, ever, and only to be accomplished by God’s grace – and grace alone – through the work of the God Yahweh come to earth by entering into His own creation and accomplishing salvation by the sacrificial forgiveness of sins. This is not simply the fundamental truth of Christianity, it is the fundamental truth of the Hebrew Bible, which I would argue is best described as the theological system known as “Yahwism.” 


Concerning the specific topic at hand, like our jigsaw puzzle, the conclusion is both simple and complex. Simply put, contemporary interpretations of the suffering servant of 

Isaiah 53 are, to the best of my investigation, focused on corporate or collective Israel as a people. Three general reasons stand out. First, this has been a dominant interpretation since at least the Middle Ages (propounded by Rashi and both David and Jacob Kimchi). Secondly, contemporary Christian scholarship, especially under the rise of historical criticism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, has in large part abandoned the messianic view and itself has recognized the legitimacy of understanding the servant as corporate Israel. Thirdly, the social and political events of the twentieth century have provided overwhelming historical evidence that “Israel” continues to have as its mission the role of God’s suffering servant who through death and resilience remains God’s agent for good in the world. 

2. Complexities
The question of the history of interpretation of Isaiah 53 and the interpretation of the suffering servant, however, is as complex as the pieces in the puzzle box. Whether it need be or ought so to be is another matter, but history has shown that the question of the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:34) was certainly not unique to himself, “of whom does the prophet speak?” The problem can be approached several ways. The question of the servant in Isaiah 53, while itself a focused question that has received different answers throughout history, is not unrelated to the interpretation of the four so-called suffering servant songs as a whole, which in turn is related to the theme of the servant within the larger literary context of Isaiah. 


Concerning the latter point, ever since Bernhard Duhm (1892) isolated the four poems as distinct and discreet units, it has often been assumed (at least among biblical scholars) that the identity of the servant is related to the same theme in the other poems, possibly including also Isaiah 61:1-6, which has gained some acceptance as a fifth servant song, even though it falls outside the traditional boundaries of “second Isaiah.”


If one considers these poems as a group, then certainly the question of identity posed in 49:1-6 is key. Here the servant is clearly identified as Israel, yet in the following verses he is an individual either within or outside of Israel who has a specific mission to Israel. More than that, since it is “too little a thing” to have a mission only to the house of Israel, the mission of the servant is to become a light to the nations, so that Yahweh’s salvation may reach “to the end of the earth” (49:6).


Furthermore, one might also consider the numerous references to God’s servant in the larger context of Isaiah, and recent scholarship has brought significant challenges to the isolation and segregation of poems as proposed by Duhm. Here the servant is identified as the people of Israel (e.g., 41:8), who is blind (e.g., 42:19, a theme already proposed in Isaiah 6 as “this people who sees and sees but does not see,” etc.), but who, as the chosen of Yahweh, will be His witnesses to the only Savior (43:10f.).


So who is the servant? Israel, one with a mission to Israel, a prophet, the messiah himself, or anyone else? In his study of especially the modern issues, C.R. North (1948) discusses at least twenty-one specific candidates that have been proposed, even as they are easily grouped into three or four general categories. Significant for our purposes is the overlap between Jewish and Christian views.

3. Early (“B.C.”) Interpretations
We begin a brief survey of Jewish interpretations within the Old Testament itself. We have already noted the commentary provided by the context of Isaiah in general as well as the specific texts of the other servant songs. In 42:1-4, the servant seems clearly to be an individual on whom God’s spirit has been placed, whose mission is to bring forth justice (mishpat) to the nations. In the verses that follow (42:5-9), he is a “covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles, to open eyes that are blind, to free captives from prison, and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness.” Allusions to Isaiah 11, 9, and 61, seem obvious. As already observed, Isaiah 49:1-6 identifies the servant as both Israel (49:3) and an individual formed in the womb “to restore Jacob and to gather Israel” (49:5), and in 50:4-11, the servant is a disciple of the Lord God, whose instruction has provided courage in the face of mocking and spitting.


Read in order the songs portray the fate of the servant as a progression from quiet and humble confidence about a successful mission (42:2-4) to one whose effectiveness as a “sharpened sword” or “polished arrow” of the Lord is hidden in an apparent lack of success. Isaiah 49:7 even speaks of one who was “despised and abhorred by a nation,” yet “kings will see and arise, princes will see and bow down.” In 50:4-9, the servant suffers personal rejection and physical abuse. In the fourth song (52:13 – 53:12) the servant is more than despised and rejected, he is cut off from the land of the living and assigned a grave with the wicked. In fact, the poetic structure of this last poem moves in five stanzas from exultation to humiliation back to exultation. The chiastic structure is confirmed by numerous word repetitions (see Raabe , 1984), perhaps the most notable of which is the use of the word servant ( cebd) only in the first and last stanza. What is particularly striking about the chiastic structure is that the account of the servant’s death is not at the climactic mid-point but in the fourth of the five stanzas. The middle stanza is that which articulates the purpose of his suffering: 53:4-6, particularly verse 5, “he was pierced for our transgression, crushed for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.” 


Moving beyond the great vision of Isaiah itself, it has been suggested that the prophecy of the messianic king in Zechariah 9:9 utilizes vocabulary similar to Isaiah 53. The king is “righteous” (Isaiah 53:11) and “lowly” (Isaiah 53:7). However, the king figure in Zechariah 9 is clearly triumphant and victorious without any suggestion of suffering, vicarious or otherwise. 


A final reference from within the Old Testament itself might be Daniel 12:3 where “those who are wise” recalls the same verb as Isaiah 52:13. And the assertion that the righteous servant “will make many to be righteous” in Isaiah 53:11 may well underlie the statement that those who are wise in Daniel 12 will “cause the many to be righteous” (literal translation). If so, then the community of the righteous was perceived to be a manifestation of the suffering servant and “Isaiah 53 was then understood of the fate of those who are teachers of the law in a time of violent opposition preceding the end of things” (North quoting Dalman).


This understanding of the “righteous 

ones” appears also in the Wisdom of Solomon, and any number of specific individuals, from Moses to Rabbi Akiba have been suggested by Isaiah interpreters as the “righteous one.” On the other hand, various citations from the parables of Enoch suggest connections between the servant and the messianic son of man, who is described as the elect one, the righteous one, a light for the Gentiles, whose mission is hidden but revealed to the elect, and who is exalted before the kings and the mighty. Conspicuous by its absence in all these interpretations, however, is any reference to suffering.

4. First Millennium
Nevertheless, it was this messianic interpretation that came to dominate Jewish understandings of the suffering servant from the pre-Christian period through the Middle Ages. Already in the Targum of Jonathan Ben Uzziel, whose roots lay in the first century B.C., the servant is clearly identified with the Messiah. What is striking, however, is that all references to suffering are transferred to others: sometimes to Israel, sometimes to other peoples. For example, verse 53:7 is rendered, “the mighty of the peoples he will deliver up as a lamb to the slaughter...”


Clear lines of thought are difficult to trace through the following centuries, although the influence of Jonathan seems to underlie most references to Isaiah 53. There seem to be occasional allusions to a suffering messiah, but it could well be that this became part of the tradition of Messiah ben Joseph as opposed to Messiah ben David. The origin of the two messiah tradition is obscure, appearing in the Babylonian Talmud and possibly going back to the late second century C.E. It is pointed out, however, that while Messiah ben Joseph was, in fact, to be slain, his role was that of a political messiah and not one whose death had any sacrificial and certainly no vicarious effect. On the other hand, Messiah ben David suffers, but does not die. Connections between the messianic servant and either of these messiahs is tenuous but may well lie in the background.

5. The Second Millennium
If the messianic interpretation did hold sway for more or less the first millennium C.E., then the so-called collective interpretation has dominated the second millennium. There is one reference in Origen’s Contra Celsum citing the reply of his “Jewish opponent” that the predictions of Isaiah 53 “bore reference to the whole people regarded as one individual as being in a state of dispersion and suffering, in order that many proselytes might be gained...” (quoted in North, p.17). But it was not until the Middle Ages, specifically the twelfth century, that this interpretation became dominant under the influence of Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Joseph and David Kimchi. The forces behind this shift are not completely clear, but it is generally assumed that much had to do with a reaction against the messianic interpretation of Christianity. Why this was an issue in the eleventh and twelfth centuries when both a Christian and a Jewish messianic interpretation had existed side by side for a millennium is also not completely clear. 


One reason seems to be the rise of a more rigorous approach to Jewish exegetical method, which no longer allowed references to suffering to be so easily re-interpreted or allegorized. This method also followed a more coherent and unified approach, so that the references to the servant were related to the more general context in Isaiah. In this regard, the collective Israel viewpoint made the most sense and of course was very compatible with Jewish history and self-identity. One example of the closer textual attention focuses on the Hebrew word lamo (“for them” – though the form is disputed, verse 8) as well as the plural suffix on bemotaw (“in his deaths,” verse 9) which would indicate that the servant is more than a single individual. 


This collective interpretation has generally held its dominance into the modern and contemporary era, but one should at least note a third general category of interpretation, that of specific historical individuals. Candidates include the prophet Isaiah himself, or his unnamed disciples, Jeremiah, King Hezekiah, King Josiah, even King Jehoiachin, all of which were certainly servants of God, whether or not they died for the cause and certainly whether or not their life and death had an atoning sacrificial element. Such theories are certainly supported by modern Christian interpretations, which, as already noted, have also suggested any number of specific individuals. 


Representative of a contemporary Jewish view within this category is Julian Morgenstern, who in two articles in Vetus Testamentum (1961,1963), relates the servant to a member of the Davidic line who is put to death but whose posterity will succeed in the divine purpose. Morgenstern’s own candidate is an otherwise unidentified and unknown royal prisoner who was released from prison in Babylon along with King Jehoiachin and then put to death in the Babylonia ritual of the dying and rising god. Jehoiachin was the one spared, receiving the substitutionary benefit of his fellow prisoner’s life, with the result that the captive king was raised out of prison and treated with royal favor (II Kings 25:27-30).


Such an individualistic interpretation is also supported by The Jewish Encyclopedia (entry on “servant of God”), which takes a less specific and even idealized view. Referring to the servant songs in general and Isaiah 53 in particular, it is noted that “the descriptions in them of the attitudes and conduct of the cebd YHWH seem to be idealizations of the character of an individual rather than of the whole of Israel.”


Nevertheless, the collective interpretation has been the dominant view of the last two centuries. Representative is M.H. Segal in his Introduction to the Bible (Nevo’ Ha-Miqra’, 1956). Segal essentially ignores the implication that the servant was killed and interprets him as “standing for Israel in its career of vicarious suffering for the peoples of the world,” the “continuity of which Segal explicitly recognizes as running from the Babylonia exile through later Jewish history” (so summarized by Loewe in his prolegomenon to the Driver/Neubauer (volume, p.13). Loewe notes that Segal goes on to qualify that the servant is really a minority within Israel “which alone can muster sufficient spiritual resolve to be capable of discharging Israel’s divine mission of God-consciousness and justice throughout the world.”


Similar is the treatment of the Isaiah passages by Abraham Heschel in The Prophets (1962). Amidst an elegant and profound discourse on suffering in the world, Heschel concludes that the same Israel who “has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins” (Isaiah 40:2) is, in fact, “the suffering servant of the Lord” (p.149). 

6. Summary of Interpretations
In sum, we note three major categories of Jewish interpretation: the messianic, predominantly without an implication of personal suffering or death; the collective or corporate Israel view, whether Israel as a whole or as a righteous minority within Israel; and an historical individual, which shares at least the singular, individualistic interpretation of the messiah but applies to a historical person or personage without messianic implications. As already noted, modern non-Jewish biblical scholarship has followed very similar lines. In fact, within the academy today the messianic view has all but been abandoned except by more conservative interpretations. This is predominantly a result of historical-critical approaches that focus on the immediate context of prophecy, therefore applying the servant motif in Isaiah to the specific historical events of the prophet’s day, more typically that of the so-called second Isaiah in the Babylonia exile and anticipation of the revitalization of Israel under Cyrus. 

7. The text itself: interpretive problems and solutions
More helpful over all is a close reading of the canonical text, both the specific passage of Isaiah 53 and its literary context in Isaiah. Concerning translations issues, it is worth noting that questions of interpretation do not significantly turn on such matters. There is some argumentation based on grammar or morphology (such as the bemotaw in verse 9 noted above), but the translation and basic meaning is generally clear to all. Whoever the servant is, it is clear that he will suffer disfigurement and rejection, that this prophetic message would appear to many as unbelievable, that he would suffer humbly and quietly even into death, that somehow this suffering was recognized as a guilt offering for others, and that the entire ordeal was God’s will and will result in long life and making many righteous.


Apart from the natural implication that the servant is here described as an individual person, the collective interpretation must deal with at least the following issues: (a) according to verse 8, he was stricken “for the transgression of my people.” How can the servant as Israel be stricken for “my people” Israel? (b) who are the “we” referenced in vv 1, 2, 4-6? (c) the suffering ends in death, not in the individual deaths of individuals within the nation, but as the death of the servant himself, and (d) somehow the suffering and death places “on him the iniquity of us all.”


On the other hand, it must be admitted that within the larger literary context, the servant seems to be identified with corporate Israel. Within Isaiah 53, however, the evidence clearly points in the direction of an individual servant. To argue that these views are mutually exclusive would only suggest some significant inconsistencies in the prophecy as a whole.


In my view, for what it may be worth, there might be something to be gained by understanding the multi-faceted identification of the servant that we have already noted in chapter 49 as one called both Israel and a messenger to Israel. This dual identification is suggested by the British scholar H. H. Rowley (p.122), “the servant is at once Israel and an individual, who both represents the whole community and carries to its supreme point the mission of the nation, while calling the whole people to enter into that mission, so that it shall be its mission and not merely his... The servant is Israel today and tomorrow; but Israel may be all or a few or one of its members” (so noted also by Heschel, page 149). 


We have already seen a certain progression in the description of the servant throughout the four servant songs. Whether one believes these are discreet literary units or not, there is a sense in which the understanding of the servant moves from corporate Israel to a particular individual, presumably within Israel. The transition begins in 49:5, is further elaborated with the first person pronouns in 50:4 ff, including a description offering “my back to those who beat me and my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard…” In Isaiah 53 the mission of the servant to Israel is further described in terms of one who may well be part of the people but nevertheless suffers for the people. The connection between this corporate and individual description continues on beyond Isaiah 53 as well. Although the terminology of “servant” is not used, chapter 60 certainly speaks of the reflective glory of God upon His people, even as chapter 61 speaks of an individual.


This interplay between God’s people as a whole and the expectation of a single individual as a messianic messenger to Israel (and, I would add, through Israel to all nations) is a significant theme throughout the Old Testament. 


Moses writes of a great prophet “like Moses” who is to come. Candidates appear throughout Old Testament history, but none fully fills the prophetic description. Similarly, Isaiah speaks of a royal figure of the house and lineage of David, who is to come and establish justice and righteousness once for all (7:14, 9:1-6, 11:1-16). The descriptions of this anointed king (i.e., messiah) blur the line between history as we know it and a new age in a new creation (when, for example, paradise is restored and the wolf will lie down with the lamb). In biblical eschatology this is the new age of the new heavens and the new earth beyond space and time, that final reign of God to which the earthly kingdom of God is the beachhead, the first fruits, the breaking into time of God’s eternal realm and reign.


The remarkable assertion of both John 

the Baptist and Jesus of Nazareth is that this messianic kingdom of God has come near. That the identity of the true Messiah is one who can claim to be both Israel and a specific individual both within Israel and with a mission to Israel, and then through Israel to be a light to all nations, is precisely the key in seeing in Jesus of Nazareth the messianic role of being all Israel “reduced to one,” as it were. He is the sum total of what Israel was and is to be, that corporate yet individual person in space and time who embodies God’s people as God’s person, and who carries out God’s plan of salvation for all. 


That such a plan of salvation included the vicarious suffering and death of this servant is precisely the message of Isaiah 53. Before He goes to the cross, however, Jesus recapitulates the history of Israel, even going to Egypt and returning to the promised land, delivering Torah on the mountain, asserting the divine power of Yahweh as creator and Lord of creation, identifying twelve who would become the “tribal leaders” of this “new Israel” (better stated, “fulfilled Israel” or Israel brought to its ultimate goal and purpose). Then this Messiah takes all Israel, and with him all humanity, to the cross. 


But the story does not end there. Though assigned a grave with the wicked and the rich in his death, though he had done no violence nor was there any deceit in his mouth, though it was the purpose and desire of Yahweh to crush him, his life has become a guilt offering and he will see his offspring and prolong his days. This is the will of Yahweh that now has prospered in His hand. And thus our messiah and rabbi taught his disciples to pray, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as in heaven.”
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