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Series Preface

In writing workshops, “touchstone texts” are high-quality writ-
ing samples chosen to illustrate teaching points about composi-
tional techniques, genre conventions, and literary style. Touch-
stone texts are models that continually repay close analysis.
The Christian church likewise possesses core scriptural texts to
which it returns, again and again, for illumination and guidance.

In this series, leading biblical scholars explore a selection of
biblical touchstone texts from both the Old Testament and the
New Testament. Individual volumes feature theological exposi-
tion. To exposit a biblical text means to set forth the sense of
the text in an insightful and compelling fashion while remain-
ing sensitive to its interpretive challenges, potential misunder-
standings, and practical difficulties. An expository approach
interprets the biblical text as a word of God to the church and
prioritizes its applicability for preaching, instruction, and the
life of faith. It maintains a focus primarily on the biblical text
in its received canonical form, rather than engaging in historical
reconstruction as an end in itself (whether of the events behind
the text or the text’s literary formation). It listens to individual
texts in concert with the rest of the biblical canon.
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X « Series Preface

Each volume in this series seeks to articulate the plain sense
of a well-known biblical text by what Aquinas called “attending
to the way the words go” (salva litterae circumstantia). Care-
ful exegesis is pursued either phrase by phrase or section by
section (depending on the biblical text’s length and genre). Au-
thors discuss exegetical, theological, and pastoral concerns in
combination rather than as discrete moves or units. They offer
constructive interpretations that aim to transcend denomina-
tional boundaries. They consider the use of these biblical texts
in current church practice (including the lectionary) as well as
church history. The goal of the series is to model expositional
interpretation and thereby equip Christian pastors and teachers
to employ biblical texts knowledgeably and effectively within
an ecclesial setting.

Texts were chosen for inclusion partly in consultation with
the authors of the series. An effort was made to select texts that
are representative of various biblical genres and address differ-
ent facets of the Christian life (e.g., faith, blessing, morality,
worship, prayer, mission, hope). These touchstone texts are all
widely used in homiletics and catechesis. They are deserving of
fresh expositions that enable them to speak anew to the con-
temporary church and its leaders.

Stephen B. Chapman
Series Editor
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Introduction

The text before us is properly designated as Isaiah 52:13-53:12.
I will explain why this is so in due course. Mostly, we will
refer to it as Isaiah 53, which is a convenient and recognizable
shorthand. So when you see “Isaiah 53,” please take it to mean
Isaiah 52:13-53:12.

[saiah 53 contains a stunning portrayal of a man who has suf-
fered beyond measure. He was so scarred by his torments that
other people could barely look at him, and they turned away. We
are given no clue as to what had reduced him to this state, but
his wretched appearance made his isolation even worse. Surely,
people thought, someone so extraordinarily marred must have
been singled out by God for terrible punishment. This image of
a human person in great affliction is rivaled in the Old Testa-
ment perhaps only by Job, whose friends thought he too was
being punished by God. There are also expressions of extreme
distress in certain psalms, in which sufferers speak in their own
voices; Psalm 88 is a prime example, with its terrible closing
cry of abandonment to lonely darkness. But Isaiah 53 gives us
a view from outside, as it were. On the part of the speakers
who saw him in his anguish, it is retrospective, for they have

1
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2« The Suffering Servant

come to realize that they had catastrophically misunderstood
him (53:4). Far from indicating God’s displeasure, his suffering
actually had a profound purpose in God’s mind: nothing less
than the salvation of those who had spurned him.

What changed their minds? The story unfolded in Isaiah 53
does not stop with the image of dereliction in verses 2-3; rather,
it has a remarkable outcome. The unfortunate victim is “like a
lamb that is led to the slaughter” (53:7 RSV), and he has evi-
dently suffered to the point of death (vv. 8-9). Whether he actu-
ally died is implied rather than explicitly stated, a point to which
we will return in due course. But he does, unexpectedly, have an
afterlife: “He shall see his offspring, he shall prolong his days”
(v. 10 RSV). And there is more to this than mere survival—or
even resurrection. For those who once thought him a reprobate
have also begun to penetrate into the meaning of his life. This
unlikely man has been made “an offering for guilt,” a kind of
sacrifice; he will “make many righteous” and even “bear their
iniquities” (53:10—11). The whole picture, indeed, is framed with
assertions of his exaltation and reward: “He shall be exalted
and lifted up, and shall be very high” (52:13 RSV); and “[the
Lorp] will divide him a portion with the great” (53:12 RSV).

This, then, is the man introduced to the reader only as the

3. < »

LoRrD’s “servant” (52:13). Resemblances to the story of Jesus will
be obvious to any who know the Gospels, and it is no surprise
that the earliest Christians, who knew this text as part of their
Scripture, should have taken it to point to him. It has even been
doubly canonized in Christian thought and worship, not least
through George Frideric Handel’s great oratorio Messiah. Per-
haps more than any other single part of Scripture, Isaiah 53 has
taught Christians who Jesus was and how he became the savior
of the world. In the present volume, we aim to consider how the

great poem helps unfold this central theme of Christian belief.
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To that end, however, we hope to read it, not simply as a step-
ping stone on the way to the revelation of Christ, but also for its
enormous power of expression and its sheer impact on the reader.

Isaiah 53 and Jesus

When the risen Jesus walked with two disciples to the village of
Emmaus, “he interpreted to them the things about himself in all
the scriptures” (Luke 24:27 NRSV). They did not recognize him
as they had talked along the way, but only when he broke bread
with them in a house in the village. Then they reflected on how
deeply moved they had been as he had expounded Scripture to
them. Their glad recognition of the risen Christ was bound up
with their realization that their Scriptures, which they certainly
knew well, had come to a wonderful fulfillment in him.

Is it possible that Isaiah 53 was one of the texts Jesus used
in explaining to them the real significance of who he was? A
number of New Testament pointers show how important it
became to the early Christians in helping them understand
who Jesus was and what he had done. Prominent among them
is the apostle Philip’s encounter with the Ethiopian royal of-
ficial returning home after worshiping in Jerusalem, whom
Philip finds puzzling over Isaiah 53 (Acts 8:26—40). What had
brought this highly placed Ethiopian to worship in Jerusalem,
and how he came to be reading Isaiah, are intriguing questions
that the text leaves unanswered, apart from the clear indication
that the Spirit of God was somehow in these events. So here is
this foreigner reading about a person he knows nothing about:

Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter,
and like a lamb silent before its shearer,
so he does not open his mouth. (Acts 8:32-33 NRSV;
Isa. 53:7)
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4 The Suffering Servant

Just as we do not hear the words of Jesus on the Emmaus
road, we do not hear how Philip explained the text. But Philip
was living in the searching light of the recent resurrection and
ascension of Jesus, and we read that “he told [the official] the
good news of Jesus” (euéngelisato auto ton lesoun; Acts 8:35).
For him, this text was “gospel,” or “good news” (euangelion),
about the “sheep led to the slaughter,” which spoke powerfully
to him about these overwhelming events and told him that they
had always been in the mind of God.!

So the episode casts a bright light on how the Spirit of God
worked in deepening the disciples’ understanding of their voca-
tion to bring the gospel of Christ to the whole world. It is the
Spirit who prompts Philip to go to the man in the chariot and
ask him, not what he is reading, but if he understands it. And
when the man has been baptized and has gone on his way rejoic-
ing, the Spirit takes Philip further on his missionary journey. At
the heart of this transformational moment is the interpretation
of Scripture and its focus on the man Jesus.

Luke (the author of Acts) also tells in his Gospel of the wise
old Israelite Simeon. It is Simeon who, when Mary and Joseph
bring the child Jesus to the temple for his dedication, takes him
in his arms and declares his joy at having witnessed for himself,
in this child, the fulfillment of God’s ancient promise of salva-
tion to Israel. His sense of completion is such that he utters
the prayer that has become known to the church as the Nunc
Dimittis, a supreme expression of a life fulfilled and a readiness
for death (Luke 2:29-32). Most importantly, the prayer shows
how Simeon’s deep knowledge of Scripture, hand in hand with

1. There is a scholarly question about the ways in which New Testament texts
refer or allude to Isa. 53 and how they interpret it. For example, does Luke’s citation
of Isa. 53:7 imply that he meant the whole context to be understood by the reader,

including Christ’s atoning death for sin? Questions of this sort will be addressed in
chap. 4 below.
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revelation by the Holy Spirit (2:26), is brought to bear on his
intense experience of the work of God. The words of the prayer
have strong resonances with Isaiah 40—55, and most notably
52:10, part of the immediate prelude to chapter 53.

What these three stories have in common (all, as it happens,
from the writings of Luke) is their testimony to how the first
Christians came to a new understanding of their familiar Scrip-
tures, finding their deepest meaning in the life, death, and res-
urrection of Jesus. How did this happen? Crucially, they were
rereading their Bible in the light of Jesus’s resurrection and
ascension. They had come to believe that their crucified and
risen Lord was indeed the Christ. And this set them on the chal-
lenging path of reading the Scriptures from a Christian point of
view. They did not yet call that Scripture the “Old Testament”;
it was still simply their Bible, which had taught them everything
they knew about God. But now their understanding, led by
the Spirit of God, had irrevocably changed. This did not mean
that it was suddenly fully formed, however. These disciples had
merely set out on what would be a long journey of reflection
and learning. The fulfillment of the Scriptures in Jesus would
have the effect of driving them back to those Scriptures, to
keep deepening and feeding their apprehension of him. Traces
of their growing understanding of the “suffering servant” are
heard in other parts of the New Testament, such as 1 Peter
2:23-24. And this path of deepening perception continues still.

So is the servant figure at the center of Isaiah 53 to be iden-
tified as Jesus? When these verses were first penned, they had
no such reference. The book of Isaiah was written for audi-
ences who lived several hundred years before Jesus, and for
whom it was intended to make sense in their own world. To say,
therefore, that Isaiah 53 speaks about Jesus raises unavoidable
questions about how the Old Testament became Scripture for
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