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Few Old Testament passages are more familiar to Christians than the 
“servant song” of Isaiah 52:13—53:12. The portrayal of one who was 
“despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and acquainted with 
grief’ has been indelibly imprinted on the Christian imagination as a 
prophecy of the passion and death of Jesus. More important, however, 
has been the popular association of the purpose and function of the 
servant’s death with the crucifixion of Jesus—‘Surely he has borne our 
griefs and carried our sorrows ... 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... 
and the Lord laid on him the iniquity of us all.”

In fact there is surprisingly little basis in the New Testament for this 
application of the servant song.1 Only two New Testament passages 
explicitly cite Isaiah 53 with reference to the death of Jesus—Lk 22:37: 
“This scripture must be fulfilled in me: ‘And he was reckoned with 
transgressors’ ” and the story of the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8:32 
which quotes Is 53:7-8 (“as a sheep led to the slaughter or a lamb 
before its shearers is dumb, so he opens not his mouth...”).Neither of 
these passages carries any implication that Jesus’ suffering had a 
vicarious atoning effect. Only one early New Testament passage may 
possibly apply Is 53 with reference to vicarious suffering. Romans 4:25 
says that “Jesus was put to death for our trespasses and raised for our 
justification.” Whether this formulation was inspired by Is 53:4-6 is 
disputed.2 However, it was inevitable that the correspondence between 
the salvific role of the servant and that of Jesus would eventually be 
noted and that the servant would be regarded as a major type or 
anticipation of Jesus.

Our purpose in this essay is not to examine the various ways in 
which Jesus’ death was understood in the early Church, but rather to 
examine this particular Old Testament model in its own right. If the 
servant was “bruised for our iniquities” and “with his stripes we are
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healed,” how does his suffering attain its effect? In short, what is the 
logic of vicarious suffering (if we may so describe it) which is presented 
here? How can the sufferings of one person be of benefit to somebody 
else? The manner in which we answer these questions will inevitably 
have some implications for the way we understand Jesus’ death. 
However it is important to keep the two questions distinct. Our 
concern for the moment is with the Old Testament text in its own 
right.

The identity of the servant
Any student familiar with old Testament scholarship knows that the 
Suffering Servant is the subject of almost endless debate. Much of 
this discussion concerns the identity of the servant (is he an historical 
figure? a purely ideal, individual figure? Or a collective symbol for 
Israel? ).3 We need not review that debate here. There is a growing 
consensus among scholars that the Servant represents Israel (and/or 
Jerusalem).4 For literary purposes he is an individual who acts and 
achieves his effects after the model of an individual. There is however 
no historical fiture, past or future who is described here. Rather the 
prophet is providing an interpretation of Israel’s experience in the 
exile, and presents the servant as an individual for the sake of vividness 
and dramatic effect. The figure is an ideal one in so far as the prophet 
is suggesting the role Israel could play. The Servant is held out as a 
model for Israel. The Israelite community had not necessarily 
actualized or fulfilled this model as yet, but it could and should do 
so.5

If this understanding of the identity of the servant is correct it 
follows that the people who benefit from the servant’s action are the 
other nations outside Israel. The “we” who “like sheep have gone 
astray” in Is 53 are the gentile nations—those who are startled in 
Is 52:15. (We should note that the speaker in this servant song changes 
at least twice. In 52:13 and 53:11-12 the speaker is clearly God).6 
The main objection to this interpretation arises from another servant 
song in Is 49:5: “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.” This passage might be read in the sense 
that Jacob/Israel is the one who is to benefit from the servant’s 
action.7 However, the passage might also be read in the sense that it 
is God, not the servant, who is to bring Jacob back. The restoration 
of Israel is assured because it was chosen to be servant from the womb. 
Alternatively, the servant might symbolize a group within Israel, which 
has a mission to the rest of the Israelite people. Since the servant is
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also said to be “a light to the nations” (42:6;49:6) it is clear that the 
gentiles at least share in the effects of the servant’s career.

Atonement by substitution
In what way are these effects brought about? We are told that “the 
Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all”(53:6). Usually this 
statement is understood quite literally—the guilt of the other parties is 
transferred to the servant, the servant then suffers in place of the other 
parties as if he were the guilty one.9 The other parties consequently are 
pardoned without suffering punishment.

There are certainly other instances within the Old Testament where 
God accepts a substitute instead of the guilty party. The most obvious 
parallel is the role of the scapegoat in the ritual for the Day of 
Atonement.10 According to Lev 16:21-22 “Aaron shall lay both his 
hands upon the head of the live goat, and confess over him all the 
iniquities of the people of Israel, and all their transgressions, all their 
sins, and he shall put them upon the head of the goat, and send him 
away into the wilderness by the hand of a man who is in readiness. 
The goat shall bear all their iniquities upon him to a solitary land.” 
The goat in this passage provides one model for what it means for one 
party to “bear the iniquity” of others.

A similar understanding of atonement underlies the logic of the 
“sin-offering”. In Lev 16:11 it is prescribed that “Aaron shall present 
the bull as a sin-offering for himself and shall make atonement for 
himself for his house: he shall kill the bull as a sin offering for himself.” 
It should be noted that the bull itself is in no sense sinful. In fact the 
best victim is an unblemished animal, which is pleasing to the Lord. But 
the bull becomes a substitute and takes the place of the guilty humans, 
and in that sense bears their iniquity.

It has been usually assumed that this model of atonement is also 
operative in Is 53. This interpretation is encouraged by the statement in 
53:10 that “he makes himself an offering for sin.” It is of course 
obvious that the servant can only be called a sin-offering by analogy. 
His death does not take place on a sacrificial altar. The point is, rather, 
that his death functions in the same manner as the offering—he is 
accepted as a substitute in place of the guilty. We might add that this 
interpretation is compatible with understanding the servant as a symbol 
for Israel. The prophet might then be asserting that the sufferings of 
Israel were vicarious and would bring about a transformation in which 
the (guilty) gentile nations would benefit.11
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Suffering as a symbolic action
There is however another biblical model for the idea of one party 
“bearing the iniquity” of another. This model is presented in Ezek 
4:4-8: ‘Then lie on your left side and I will lay the iniquity of the 
house of Israel upon you, for the number of days that you lie upon it 
you will bear their iniquity.” The Hebrew terminology for “bear 
iniquity” here is exactly the same as what we find in Lev 16:22.12 
Must we conclude that Ezekiel is here the scapegoat for the house of 
Israel? Such a view would contrast sharply with the prophet’s rugged 
insistence on individual responsibility in ch. 18 and ch. 33—“What do 
you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, ‘The 
fathers have eaten sour grapes and the chilcren’s teeth are set on edge? ’ 
As I live, says the Lord God this proverb shall no more be used by you 
in Israel. Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as 
the soul of the son is mine: the soul that sins shall die.” The God who 
speaks in these lines could hardly accept a scapegoat, even a prophet, 
as a substitute for a guilty party.

The key to the sense in which Ezekiel “bears the iniquity” of his 
people is provided in Ezekiel 4:3: ‘This is a sign for the house of 
Israel.” In fact this episode is one of a series of symbolic actions 
performed by the prophet.13 None of the other signs could be 
construed as vicarious suffering. In Ezek 4:9-17 the prophet is told 
to bake his bread “over human dung.” When his priestly sensibilities 
revolt against such an idea, he is permitted to have “cow’s dung instead 
of human dung.” The purpose of this strange command is not in any 
way to replace or substitute for the sufferings of his people, still less 
to edify them, but rather to communicate a message: “Son of Man, 
behold, I will break the staff of bread in Jerusalem...” (4:16). The 
prophet has an effect on the life of the people by helping them to 
understand their situation. Hopefully, they will then repent and be 
saved, but the prophet is not responsible for that. He is the watchman 
of his people (ch.33). He is responsible for warning the people. How 
they react is their own responsibility.

When Ezekiel is said to “bear the iniquity” of his people in ch.4, 
that too is a sign. The efficaciousness of the prophet’s action does not 
lie in a metaphysical substitution. He is not a scapegoat. Rather his 
act is only efficacious in so far as it enables his audience, first to 
understand and then, consequently, to respond.

The understanding of atonement in the Servant Songs 
We have found so far that there are at least two ways in which the 
phrase “bear the iniquity” could be understood. It might refer to
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substitutionary sacrifice, or it might refer to prophetic symbolic action. 
Which of these models is most applicable to the suffering servant in 
Isaiah?

Several scholars have noted the similarity between the sufferings of 
the servant and those of the prophets—especially Ezekiel and 
Jeremiah.14 Some have gone so far as to suggest that the servant should 
be identified with one of these prophets. The analogy of the lamb led 
to the slaughter is used by both Jer 11:9 and Is 53:7. Jeremiah appears 
as the innocent sufferer—“know that for thy sake I bear reproach.” He 
“sat alone because thy hand was on me” and could ask “why is my pain 
unceasing, my wound incurable, refusing to be healed? ” (Jer 15:15-18)1 
The Lord’s response to Jeremiah is a challenge to fidelity: “If you 
return, I will restore you and you shall stand before me.” (15:19). The 
purpose of the prophet’s sufferings, at least in part, is to serve as a sign. 
So, for example, in ch.16 he is forbidden to take a wife, so that, by his 
celibacy, he may indicate to the people the desolation which is coming. 
Yet in all his troubles Jeremiah can claim to have “entreated thee for 
their good” (15 :11) like the servant who “made intercession for the 
transgressors” (Is 53:12).

As we have noted, Jeremiah compares himself to a sacrificial lamb 
(11:19). This does not mean that he is a victim substituted for others. 
The analogy with the lamb lies in his submissive suffering, but that 
suffering is efficacious by its power of example, of fidelity and right 
conduct. When the Servant is compared to a lamb (Is 53:7) the point of 
analogy is again his submissiveness. Even the analogy with the 
“sin-offering” (Is 53:10) is primarily concerned with the total self- 
oblation of the servant. It does not necessarily follow that he functions 
as a substitutionary victim.

In fact the change brought about by the suffering of the servant is 
primarily a change in awareness or consciousness. The kings and nations 
will be astonished because “that which has not been told them they 
shall see and that which they have not heard they shall understand 
(Is 52:15). The prophet is speaking here of the anticipated reaction of 
the nations to the restoration of Israel after the Babylonian exile. The 
gentiles, who had thought Israel was rejected, will now see that she is 
still the chosen instrument of God: “Thus says the Lord, the Redeemer 
of Israel and his Holy One, to one deeply despised, abhorred by the 
nations, the servant of rulers: 4Kings shall see and arise; princes and 
they shall prostrate themselves’ ” (49:7). Since the nations can no 
longer dismiss Israel’s sufferings as a sign of her rejection by God they 
must find another interpretation.15 They will come to realize that the 
punishment endured by Israel could more appropriately be visited on
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themselves. Israel, like the prophet Ezekiel, has borne their iniquities 
so that they might come to realize their guilt and so be converted. The 
nations are “saved” when they acknowledge the purposes of God and 
respect Israel. Their salvation comes through understanding, mediated 
by the symbolic suffering of Israel, not by substitutionary sacrifice.16 
As the prophet was to the nation Israel, so Israel is to the gentile 
nations.

It is in this way that Israel, or the servant, can be said to be a “light 
to the nations” (42:6,69:6). This concept is derived from the ideology 
of the Jersualem temple, by which Mt. Zion was envisaged as the centre 
of the earth. It is most lucidly expressed in Is 2:15־ when the 
“Mountain of the house of the Lord” will be lifted up and the nations 
will say: “O house of Jacob come, let us walk in the light of the 
Lord.”17 This light is equated in Isaiah 2 with the torah and the word 
of the Lord. It is the light of instruction which leads to 
understanding.18

Conclusion
We suggest then that the usual way in which the sufferings of the 
servant are understood, as a substitutionary sacrifice, misinterprets the 
prophet’s understanding of redemption. Rather the servant is conceived 
after the model of Ezekiel or Jeremiah, as a prophet, whose sufferings 
function as symbolic action, to help his audience understand their 
situation and so enable them to repent and convert.

It is not, of course, necessary to conclude that this is the only way in 
which redemption can be understood. However, in view of the 
traditional association of the suffering servant with the death of Jesus, 
our conclusion must have some significance for the Christian 
understanding of redemption. It is not possible here to pursue the 
meaning of Jesus’ death but let it suffice to say that the understanding 
of the Suffering Servant merits consideration in any such inquiry.

NOTES
1. See the discussion (with bibliography) by Sam K. Williams, 

Jesus9 Death as Saving Event The Background and Origin of a 
Concept Harvard Dissertations in Religion 2; Missoula: Scholars 
Press, 1975) 221-29. Some scholars, notably J. Jeremias (e.g. 
**Pais Theou” TDNT 5 [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967] 
 find more numerous echoes of Isaiah 53 in the NT. See (־70517
however thé important critique of the alleged allusions to the 
servant by Moma D. Hooker (Jesus and the Servant: Influence

64



of the Servant Concept of Deutero-Isaiah in the New Testament. 
[London: SPCK, 1959]). R.J. Daly, S.J. The Origins of the 
Christian Doctrine of Sacrifice (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978) 
57,81 overlooks the work of Williams and Hooker and 
uncritically assumes extensive influence of Is 53 on the NT.

2. Williams also admits allusions to Is 53 in 1 Pet 2:22-25 and Heb 
9:28 {Jesus*Death, 228).

3. For bibliography see H.H. Rowley, The Servant of the Lord and 
Other Essays (2nd ed., Oxford: Blackwell, 1965) and C.R. North, 
The Suffering Servant in Deutero-Isaiah (rev. ed.; London: 
Oxford University, 1956) and W. Zimmerli, “Pais Theou,” TDNT 
5:666-73.

4. See LE. Wilshire, ‘The Servant City: A New Interpretation of 
“The Servant of the Lord” in the Servant Songs of Deutero- 
Isaiah,” JBL 94(1975) 356-67. Wilshire argues for identification 
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servant is Deutero-Isaiah himself.

5. For an elaboration of this interpretation and the supporting 
evidence see SJL Blank, Prophetic Faith in Isaiah (New York: 
Harper, 1958) 75-81.

6. See C. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66 (Old Testament Library; 
London:SCM,1969)255. Whybray, Thanksgiving, takes the “we” 
as the Jewish exiles.

7. So W. Zimmerli, ‘Pais Theou,** TDNT 5:666 thinks that this 
verse “raises insuperable difficulties for a collective 
understanding.”

8. So Wiltshire, “The Servant City,” 364.
9. So, e.g. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 263; J Lindblom, The Servant 

Songs in Deutero-Isaiah (Lund: Gleerup, 1951) 47-8; H. W. Wolff, 
Jesaia 53 im Urchristentum (Berlin: Evangelische Verlag, 1950) 
27-8; O. Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament 
(Philadelphia: Westminister, 1959) 55-6.

10. See R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965) 
507-09.

11. The rituals of the scape-goat and sin offering should not 
themselves be understood too simplistically. They are symbolic 
actions which give expression to the desires and intentions 
of the worshippers. See the provocative interpretation of 
Leviticus 8-9 by Edmund Leach, Culture and Communication
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1976) 8993־. See also 
JJ. Collins, “The Meaning of Sacrifice: A Contrast of Methods,” 
Biblical Research 22(1977) 1934־.

12. See W. Zimmerli, Ezechiel (BKAT 13; Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1969) 11422־. Zimmerli shows the priestly 
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understands the suffering of the servant as vicarious.

13. On symbolic actions see further J. Lindblom, Prophecy in 
Ancient Israel (Oxford: Blackwell, 1962) 16573־.

14. Especially Blank, Prophetic Faith, 95116־ and ‘The Prophet as 
Paradigm,” Essays in Old Testament Ethics (JT. Hyatt in 
memoriam; eds. J.L. Crenshaw and J.T. Willis; New York: Ktav, 
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Jeremiah. See also H.M. Orlinsky, Studies on the Second Part of 
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15. Compare Hooker, Jesus and the Servant, 61: “the change will be 
so profound that other nations will be forced to admit that their 
attitude to her (Israel - the Servant) must have been wrong: so 
her suffering will be transformed into a means of bringing other 
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16. Blank, Prophetic Faith, 978־: “Israel had been a lesson and 
example for the nations, not an atonement sacrifice.” Orlinsky, 
Studies, 5159־ vehemently opposes the idea of vicarious suffering 
but sees the suffering of the servant as no more than the 
“occupational hazard” of the prophets (57). Recently Whybray, 
Thanksgiving, has argued in detail that there is no idea of 
vicarious suffering in Isaiah 53 and that the phrase “bear 
iniquity” never signifies vicarious suffering in the Old Testament. 
In Whybray’s view the servant/prophet shares the suffering of the 
Jewish exiles in an intensified measure.

17. See G. von Rad, “Die Stadt auf dem Berg,” EvTh 8(194849) 
 H. Wildberger, “Die Völkerwallfahrt zum Zion, Jes II ;־439447
.־VT 7(1957) 6281 ”,־15

18. The emphasis on understanding may be already indicated in
Isa 52:13: “hinnëh yaskiï abdt” which is usually translated 
“behold my servant shall prosper” but could be read as “shall 
make wise.” It is well known that ‘*yafltil” in this verse was 
understood *in the sense of “make wise” by some Jews in 
antiquity and inspired the designation maskttfhï for the heroes 
of Daniel 1112־. (See H.L. Ginsberg, “The Oldest Interpretation 
of the Suffering Servant,” VT 3 [1953] 40004־). The
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maskîltm of Daniel “were precisely those who had understanding and 
sought to justify the many by instructing them” (J.J. Collins, The 
Apocalyptic Vision of the Book of Daniel [Harvard Semitic 
Monographs 16; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1977] 170).
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