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Servant Songs are also known as the Songs of the Suffering Servant. 

Songs include Isaiah 42:1-4 and Isaiah 49:1-6 and Isaiah 50:4-7 and Isaiah 52:13-53:12. 

In all the other occurrences of the word servant it clearly points to a nation. 

In a time of fear, the nation was assured of the continuing love and care of God. 

However, in the Servant Songs the emphasis was on the activities of the servant for the world. 

Scholars refer to them as songs because they saw parallels with Ancient Near East liturgy.   

 

Suffering servant was a figure of the past but also had a theological role in the life of Israel. 

An analogy is drawn between the redemptive activity of the servant with the passion of Christ. 

In the suffering and death of the servant the self-same reality of Christ was made manifest. 

Servant is linked to Christ primarily because of its substance (not simply a future promise). 

 

Isaiah 42:1-4 (Baptism of Our Lord) 

Servant – Light to the Nations 

 

Jewish Perspective 

Term servant of the Lord is an important theme in the prophecies of Second Isaiah (40-55). 

Some scholars have proposed that the reference is to Cyrus II. 

Based on later descriptions the servant is more likely to be the nation of Israel. 

Another interpretation is an exemplary leader who will arise from the people. 

 

Islamic Interpretation 

Muslim tradition holds that Isaiah 42 predicted the coming of a servant associated with Kedar. 

Kedar was the second son of Ishmael who went on to live his life in Arabia. 

Muslims believed that Muhammad was the servant of Isaiah 42 during his lifetime. 

 

Commentary by Brevard S. Childs  

Isaiah 42 served as a divine defense of God’s response to the complaints of Israel (Isaiah 41). 

Two major themes were intertwined in these chapters: 

Absolute sovereignty of God and the commitment of God to Israel. 

But in Isaiah 42 God responded to the complaints in an unexpected way (through his servant). 

Servant would be chosen and anointed with the spirit. 

God would bring forth justice (mispāt) to the nations.  

Servant would not fail until his justice had been established. 

 

Word servant does not indicate what specific office or role is being described. 

Form of the oracle does point to some kind of commissioning or installation. 

Close parallels are found in 1 Samuel 9:15-17 and Zechariah 3:8 and 6:12. 

Emphasis of the text lies on other things – 

Designation of the servant, his task, his approach, and his success 

 



He is designated as God’s elect in whom God delights and on whom his spirit resides. 

He will bring forth justice to the nations (who await his teaching). 

He will act unobtrusively in his dealings with those who are fragile and suffering. 

And he will not fail or turn back until he has accomplished his mission. 

 

Lament of Israel reflects the historical situation of an exiled people. 

It is the context of Isaiah since Chapter 40. 

Sovereign power of God is established in Isaiah 41. 

It was demonstrated in history by the calling of a conqueror from the north. 

Yet this victor could not be the conqueror from the north. 

Manner of establishing justice did not match up. 

 

Word servant was introduced for the first time in Isaiah 41:8. 

There is meant Israel/Jacob, the elect one, the offspring of Abraham. 

In 41:9 Israel is named the servant who was not cast off and who was promised aid from God.  

Within this larger context the obvious implication then is that Israel is the servant in 42:1. 

 

Cited in Matthew 3:17 and 12:16-21 and John 3:35. 
 

 

    

   Servant is described as the agent of justice. 

 

   He is a king who brings justice in both royal and  

   prophetic roles, yet justice is established neither by  

   proclamation nor by force.   

 

   He does not announce salvation in the marketplace 

   (as prophets were known to do) but instead moves 

   quietly and confidently to establish justice. 

 

 
 

Isaiah 49:1-6 (2nd Sunday After Epiphany) 

Servant’s Mission 

 

Isaiah 49:1-6 is seen as an intentional literary continuation of 42:1-4. 

Yet much has happened in the history of Second Isaiah between Isaiah 42 and 49. 

Cyrus came to liberate Israel according to the divine promise (44:24). 

Deities of Babylon were shown powerless before the will of God. 

Israel (the servant of the Lord) was called to its mission of establishing justice (42:1). 

Yet Israel was blind and could not see (42:19). 

Then in Isaiah 48 the unfaithful, obstinate people of Israel were called to account. 

God renewed his promise as their redeemer in spite of the failure on the part of the nation. 

Chapter ends with a summons for those who believe to depart from Babylon. 

People were to participate in the New Exodus (leaving behind those who persist in evil). 

 



Isaiah 49 picks up the voice of the messenger sent in Isaiah 48:16. 

He interprets in great detail the new strategy of God for his servant. 

Structure of the chapter parallels closely that of the servant song in Isaiah 42:1-4. 

Mission of servant is explained in Isaiah 42:5-9. 

In a similar fashion the second servant song is extended to include Isaiah 49:7-12. 

 

After the initial commissioning there follows a report by the servant of his failure. 

It is joined with an expression of continued trust in God.  

In Isaiah 49:5 there is a repetition of the call, mission, and divine trust. 

Servant is again addressed in Isaiah 49:6 in terms of his office. 

Passage does not focus on a personal experience (like the Psalms). 

However, it is about the office of a prophet. 

Central point of the call is unique up to this point: 

You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified. 

 

Interpretation can be heard in different ways: 

You are my servant (who is identified with Israel). 

You are my servant (you are now Israel). 

In place of the corporate nation of Israel, my servant is now a single figure. 

He carries the title and the office. 

Latter is supported by the statement that he had a period where he failed in his office as servant. 

Earlier (when Israel complained) God promised that his appointed servant would not fail. 

Now the servant has grown weary and has labored in vain. 

Nevertheless, he retracts his complaint and comforts himself that justice is still assured by God. 

 

Interpretation of the new identity of the servant also explains the change with the mission. 

In both Isaiah 42 and 49 the servant is given as a covenant to the people and a light to nations. 

It is only in Isaiah 49 that God commissions the servant to bring Jacob back to him. 

Servant was to gather Israel to himself and to raise up the tribes of Jacob. 

Servant was to restore the remnant of Israel. 

But the collective Israel was not replaced by an individual prophetic figure.  

One named servant became a faithful embodiment of the nation Israel. 

His mission as a light to the nations formed the true crux of his divine calling. 

 

Isaiah 49:6 is quoted by Simeon in Luke 2:32.  
 

 

   Servant is now portrayed as the prophet of the  

   Lord equipped and called to restore the nation  

   to God.   

 

   In anticipation of the fourth song, he is without  

   success.  Success will come not by political or  

   military action but by becoming a light to the  

   Gentiles.   

 

   Ultimately victory is in the hands of God. 



Isaiah 50:4-7 (Passion Sunday) 

Humiliation and Vindication of the Servant  

 

Prophet now speaks autobiographically (he has been granted the gift of language). 

Words skilled tongue literally means the tongue of a disciple (rigorously trained). 

Same Hebrew word appears in conjunction with the word testimony (translated disciples). 

Prophet does not shirk the burden of his mission even if message encounters harsh resistance. 

Jewish scholars state that Isaiah 50:6 recounts the very own experiences of the prophet. 

His vision of a splendid restoration to Zion would have been seen by many as outrageous. 

It would have been seen to some as an insult to their continuing plight as exiles. 

Some would have responded by mocking, insulting, and even roughing up the prophet. 

Prophet (knowing that he speaks for God) was not ashamed in the midst of this humiliation. 

He set his face hard as flint even as it was spat upon and his beard was torn. 

 

Form of this oracle is a monologue (fits into the genre of a trust psalm). 

Although the term servant is not used in 50:4-7 the larger context assures us of the speaker. 

Servant rehearses his divine commission.  

What the servant learned was not information, but he was to accept the experience of suffering. 

In Isaiah 49:4 he confessed his failure to persuade a resisting people. 

Now the negative response intensifies into physical violence and the servant did not retreat. 

In Isaiah 50:6 we learn of the full extent of his oppression.  

However, the verse serves only as a backdrop for the climax of the servant’s confession of trust. 

God who vindicated him was present. 

Confession of unswerving trust ends on the assured note that his oppressors will be devoured. 

 

Theme of the suffering of the servant enters a new dimension. 

Servant Israel that was called in 42:1 to bring justice to the nations is now suffering. 

We need to view this in the larger context of the narrative movement within Isaiah 40-55. 

Clear transfer from Israel (servant nation) to Israel (suffering individual). 

Suffering individual now embodies the true mission of the nation. 

 

Isaiah 50:6 is quoted in Handel’s Messiah. 

Allusion in Luke 9:51 to Isaiah 50:7 as Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem. 
 

 

   Poem has a darker yet more confident  

   tone than the others.   

 

   Servant is described both as teacher and  

   learner who follows the path God placed 

   before him without pulling back. 

 

   Echoing the first song, he sustains the  

   weary and his vindication is left in the  

   hands of God.   

 

 



Isaiah 52:13-53:12 (Good Friday) 

Suffering Servant  

 

Passage is one of the most contested chapters in the Old Testament. 

Problems of interpretation are many and complex. 

Decisions in making a critically responsible reading of the Hebrew text influences interpretation.  

Task is to seek to hear the voice of Israel in the plain sense of the text. 

 

Overall message is that God intervenes to end the exile and to usher in his eschatological reign. 

Significant that the oracle in Isaiah 52:13 starts with the exaltation of the servant. 

Group confesses (finally) to have understood his true role in their salvation. 

Also described is the astonishment and confusion that the servant evokes. 

Issue is not the astonishment evoked in the nations but in their seeing and understanding. 

Isaiah 53:15 starts the confession of the group who suddenly understands the will of God. 

Understanding comes as a result of their experience with the suffering servant. 

Metaphor for seeing is bracketed with that of hearing. 

 

Those within Israel understand that their new knowledge came from divine revelation. 

Question posed served to identify among them those who now believe what they saw and heard. 

In 50:10-11 we learned that the response to the servant would divide the people of Israel. 

There would be those who believed and those who were opposed. 

 

Actual narrative of the humiliation of the servant starts in Isaiah 53:2-3. 

Description is retrospective in nature (looks back on an experience in the past). 

It continues to evoke painful reflection. 

Chief interest of the narrative is not biographical but focuses on the response of others to him. 

Much like Jeremiah the description of prophetic suffering depicts a calling (even an office). 

However, the confession that follows in Isaiah 53 starts to probe a new dimension in suffering. 

It now speaks of obedient suffering (unknown to Jeremiah or to the other prophets). 

 

Confessing community bears testimony to what it has seen and now understands: 

It was for their sins that he was tortured. 

It was for their iniquities that he was bruised. 

Punishment that brought peace was on him and by his wounds they were healed. 

 

It was also the will and purpose of God that the servant was dealt this affliction. 

Not only did God allow it but God was the active agent of the suffering of the servant.   

What took place was not some unfortunate tragedy of human history.   

It was the center of the diving plan for the redemption of his people and of the world. 

Narrative of the oppression continues but the emphasis now falls on the willing submission. 

He was killed even though he did nothing either violent or deceitful. 

 

Point is that God took the initiative in accepting the life of the servant as means of forgiveness. 

First divine speech (Isaiah 52:13) based success on what God promised God would do.   

Promise was hidden (never been told) but Israel understood finally as a revelation from God. 

Role of the servant resulted in forgiveness for Israel. 



Reason was that God accepted the obedient suffering of the servant. 

Israel recognized the freedom the servant had won for them. 

Experience of encountering the hidden plan of God was itself transformed into the New Israel. 

Through the New Israel God would be glorified and the nation would gather to him once more. 

This unfolding drama of the plan of God to redeem Israel is found throughout Isaiah 40-55. 

Role of the servant lies at the very heart of the prophetic message. 

 

Confession of the redeemed community concludes with the exaltation of the servant. 

Christians see in this an indication of the resurrection of the servant. 

However, there is no explicit mention of resurrection in the text. 

Also, it is unlikely that that concept of individual resurrection played any role in Israel. 

It developed later in the Hellenistic period (323-31 BC) (Isaiah written between 739-681 BC). 

Text still speaks of a reversal of fortune (servant will see his offspring and have a long life). 

In 53:11-12 the servant will also receive the divine blessing with whom he now shares a future. 

 

Relation of Isaiah 53 to the New Testament: 

Position has been defended that Jesus shaped his ministry according to the servant figure. 

Concept of the vicarious suffering of the servant was already present in pre-Christian Judaism. 

But there are no explicit references to Isaiah 53 in the Synoptics. 

Possible allusions are vague and related to other Old Testament setting.   

 

Assignment for November 6 

Old Testament Readings for Advent  

 

 

 

   Advent 1  Isaiah 2:1-5 

   Psalm 122 
 

   

   Advent 2  Isaiah 11:1-10 

   Psalm 72:1-7 and 18-19 
 

    

   Advent 3  Isaiah 35:1-10 

   Psalm 146:5-10 
 

    

   Advent 4  Isaiah 7:10-16 

   Psalm 80:1-7 and 17-19 

 


