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PROGRAM NOTE: The Present Word participant books are in Sheri’s office. Please pick one 
up. If you need a copy mailed to you, please let Sheri or me know. To make the transition 
from our Lenten Study that ended on Palm Sunday, today’s Adult Class Notes address the 
Easter Sunday lesson from The Present Word: “The Suffering Servant Brings Salvation.” For 
next week, we will go back to the beginning of this quarter’s Present Word:  “Moses: Prophet 
of Deliverance.” 


Verse to Remember: “He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our inequities; 
upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.” (Isaiah 
53:5) 

The scripture selection is Isaiah 53:4 - 11a. Background scripture is Isaiah 52:13 - 53:12 and 
also Luke 24:1-35. The selection from Isaiah is the Prophet’s fullest of four descriptions of a 
servant who, although maligned and abused by all, continues to serve others with no regard 
for himself even though he knows that his torments will ultimately result in his death. He 
accepts this as God’s will, believing that he is participating in God’s larger plan for the world, 
in which people and nations will follow examples of kindness and service.   


The selection from Luke is the story of Jesus’ joining, unrecognized, two followers on the 
road to Emmaus as they walk and talk, trying to understand the meaning of Jesus’ 
crucifixion of three days prior. As Jesus walks and talks with the two, they express their 
apparently dashed hope that Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah — but now he had been 
killed and his tomb found empty. Jesus upbraids the two gently, telling them that they are 
foolish and slow to believe the prophets who had told that it would be “necessary that the 
Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory.” He then interprets for them 
“the things about himself in all the scriptures.” 


The lesson writer, Lutheran pastor Mary Lindberg, argues that there are several ways, all 
valid, to understand the Prophets’ apparent foretelling of Jesus as the Messiah. A prevalent 
view is that Isaiah predicted Jesus as the Messiah, both in terms of the origin and family of 
the Messiah and his characteristics.  From the very beginning, the early church found in the 
writings of the Prophets, especially Isaiah, validation of their belief in Jesus as the Messiah. 
Specifically, there are several statements by the Gospel writers asserting that the Messiah 
was foretold in Isaiah’s songs of the Suffering Servant and Jesus fulfilled the foretelling.   A 
notable such assertion is Matthew 8:17: “This was to fulfill what had been spoken through 
the Prophet Isaiah, ‘He took our infirmities and bore our diseases.’” — the first verse of this 
lesson’s selection from Isaiah. Matthew, more than the other Gospel writers, tells the story of 
Jesus to fit prophecies as a way to validate Jesus with the Jews.  


Rev. Lindberg and other scholars argue that, rather than the Messiah, Isaiah may have been 
writing of servanthood, redemption, and vindication of the Jewish nation in exile, a nation 
that could see only hopelessness and doubt in its dire situation in a strange land, away from 
destroyed Jerusalem and its Temple. The Suffering Servant may have represented the nation 
— by his life saying to the nation “persevere, have faith, and serve humbly knowing that 
others, even nations, will recognize the righteousness of your example and follow.”




Marcus Borg, in Reading the Bible Again for the First Time, argues that Isaiah described, 
from his experience of God and his knowledge, as a Jew, of God’s investment in history 
(thank you, Prof. Levine), what he believed that the Messiah would be like. Already, during 
the Exile, the Judahites were longing for a Messiah who would defeat their enemies, restore 
the nation to greatness, and usher in the End Time and the Kingdom of God. Such a Messiah 
was consistent with the idea of a messianic nation, a “nation of priests,” a people whose  
glorifying their God by how they lived with him in community, would be a beacon to all other 
nations, drawing them to the God of Israel. Isaiah, however, spoke of a suffering servant as a 
symbol and model of a nation of humility. This counter vision did not catch on with all of the 
Jews, says Borg; they preferred the Messiah of military might who would defeat Israel’s 
enemies and restore the greatness of the nation. Rev. Lindberg argues that the servant was 
nonetheless a model to which Jews could aspire and that Jesus, a Jew, followed the model 
in his life. Jesus’ deep awareness of that model is indicated publicly by Jesus at the very 
beginning of his ministry, when in the synagogue at Nazareth, at his turn to read, he chose 
the scroll of Isaiah and read to those assembled:  

	 	 

	 	 “The spirit of the Lord is upon me

	 	 because he has anointed me

	 	 to bring good news to the poor.

	 	 He has sent me to proclaim release to the

	 	 captives

	 	 and recovery of sight to the blind, 

	 	 to let the oppressed go free,

	 	 *to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 


Luke reports that, after Jesus rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant, he sat 
down and said, “Today, this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  The New Oxford 
Annotated Bible says that the passage presupposes that the speaker is Isaiah’s Suffering 
Servant.  


Rev. Lindberg concludes that the Suffering Servant brings hope to God’s people. “Acting on 
a model of self-sacrifice and dedication to a higher cause, the Suffering Servant reminds us 
of the deep capacity of our faith and our great potential when we dedicate our lives to God’s 
plan rather than to our own.” Acts of servanthood magnify as people join together in them, 
as in the Church. They can be transformative. Just as the Suffering Servant earned the 
admiration of those who were persecuting him, the Church’s joint acts of servanthood “can 
be strong enough to change even mere bystanders.” Our hope is that by following Christ, we 
can show others the way to transformed lives.


____________________


* The New Oxford Annotated Bible says that the reference apparently is to Jubilee — every 
fiftieth year when according to the Torah, ancestral lands were to be left fallow and returned 
to original owners and slaves were to be set free. John Bowker reports in The Bible 
Handbook, “these principles were often forgotten in the record of the biblical period.” 


