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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #9
The Suffering Servant - Part Two

A Study of the Hebrew Version of Isaiah 52:13- 53:12

Isaiah 52:13 See, my servant shall prosper;

he shall be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high. 

14 Just as there were many who were astonished at him

so marred was his appearance, beyond human semblance, 

and his form beyond that of mortals 

15 so shall many nations become agitated 

kings shall shut their mouths because of him;

For what was never told them they have seen,

And what they never heard they have understood.

53:1 Who would have believed (or: who can believe) what we have just heard?

Upon what sort of figure has the arm of the Lord now been revealed?

2 For he grew up before us like a young plant,

and like a root out of dry ground;

he had no form or majesty that we should look at him,

nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.

3 He was despised and rejected by others;

a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity;

and as someone from whom one hides the face

4 he was despised, and we held him of no account.

Surely our infirmities, he bore them

and our diseases he carried them;

yet we accounted him stricken,

Struck down by God, and afflicted.

5 but he was wounded for our transgressions,

crushed for our iniquities;

Upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, 

and by his bruises we are healed.

6 All we like sheep have gone astray;

we have all turned to our own way, 

and the Lord has laid on him

the iniquity of us all.

7 He was oppressed, and he bowed down

and did not open his mouth;

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,

and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,

so he did not open his mouth.

8 From oppression and judgment he was taken away.

And his generation …(Other translations include “among his contemporaries.”  Compare RSV “his generation” which means a certain period of time as the root of the Hebrew is dwr; also translated “his descendants” (NIV), or even “his abode” (NJPS).  Cf. esp. NIB:  

Continued – Isaiah 53:8

“Which of his contemporaries was concerned at his having been cut off from the land of the living, at his having been struck dead for his people’s rebellion?”, but none of these are true to the Hebrew.)

… Who declares it?

For he was cut off from the land of the living,

stricken to death for the transgression of his people

9 They made his grave with the wicked

and his tomb with the rich 

although he had done no violence,

and there was no deceit in his mouth.

10 Yet the Lord whose plan it was to crush him healed the one who made his life the means of wiping out guilt.

11 Because of the anguish of his life he shall see light;

he shall find satisfaction in perceiving him 

My servant shall make righteous the many,

and their iniquities he hears them.

12 Therefore I allot him a portion with the many,

and he shall divide the spoil with the numerous;

because he poured out his life to death,

and was numbered with the transgressors;

yet he bore the sin of the many,

and made intercession for the transgressors.
Note!

Some words that were never used for sacrifices in the OT:

· Exalted and lifted up

· So marred was his appearance, beyond human semblance

· He grew up before us like a young plant

· Crushed for our iniquities

· They made his grave with the wicked and his tomb with the rich 

Two Important Warnings:

1. You will notice that this translation is slightly different from KJ, RSV, NIV and others. This is due to the fact that many words of the Hebrew version of Isaiah 53 were translated by using the meaning of other Hebrew words used in Leviticus.  The best example is that of verse 10, where the LXX and also the English translated the Hebrew word asham into “sacrifice for sin.”  This is possible.  Scholars have tried to find evidence for the sacrificial idea in verse 10, the Servant makes his life an “asahm.”  This word designates the “guilt offering” in priestly terminology, but in a profane sense can also denote a “restitution” or “indemnity” (so Num 5:7-8; 1 Sam 6:3-4, 8).  The meaning as we said before in the last handout should be taken from the historical accounts of the Life of our Lord as it was recorded in the Four Gospels rather than battling with the use of words.  If we apply this basic meaning of asham to Isaiah 53:l0, then the statement there about the surrender of life as a means of “wiping out guilt” acquires a precise sense.  Israel, which is in no position to take over the obligation arising from its guilt, must be released from this obligation in order to have a relationship with God.  This liberation comes from an innocent one who surrenders his life according to Yahweh’s “plan” (v. 1) and as a consequence of his own ministry (vv. 7-9).  “Surrender of one’s own life as a means of wiping out guilt” is therefore identical with “taking over the consequences of others’ actions.” This is the expression about the vicarious “bearing” of the guilt of others (verses. 4, 11, 12).

2. To be true to the whole message of prophecy and to understand the ministry of the prophets, we have to look at what is new and what is not in the LAW.  Animal sacrifices were abhorred by God according to the witness of Isaiah himself.  God wanted Israel take responsibility for their life and their sins.  This will bring the Old Cult from its stagnant level of seeing in the animals the “scape goats” which brings temporary release from the “burden” of sin to a human sacrificial life which brings humanity and not just Israel to a deeper relationship with God.  What is the divine-human cure of sin and guilt?  It is not the transportation of either to a human or to an animal but something that cures the soul, the mind and gives renewal to the human understanding.  The “Medicine” has to be both divine and human.  Divine as – at least – a gift from God, and as human as something that goes deep into the inner life.  The Letter to the Hebrews made this comparison and highlighted that the “blood of Jesus” or his “life offering” was given to God in the “heavenly sanctuary” through the “eternal or the Holy Spirit” (Heb 9:13-14).  Jesus cleanses us by his life or by his blood and this means not just mental or psychological purification, but by his eternal fellowship of “mediation” and “intercession”. 

The Five Motifs of the Suffering Servant

The first motif: One person intercedes for the sins of others.

In Isaiah 53 the central section is in verses 4 - 5. 

4 he was despised, and we held him of no account.

Surely our infirmities, he bore them

and our diseases he carried them;

yet we accounted him stricken,

struck down by God, and afflicted.

5 But he was wounded for our transgressions,

crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the punishment that made us whole, 

and by his bruises we are healed.

The servant is the “man of sorrows” (53:3) who has borne our grief and carried our sorrows; his “sickness unto death” was for the sake of our sins, for our peace and our healing.  He and we are put into a vicarious new relationship by the very same factor that prevented a normal relationship between him and us to treat our decaying life.  The suffering of the Servant was deprived from normal human appearance (52:14; 53:2-3).  Then the Suffering Servant of whom God says in the closing part of Isaiah 53:11-12 will, through his vicarious act as the righteous one will effect righteousness for the many.  That relationship of God and the Servant will continue to exist.  Here the life of the Servant is what brings through suffering others to righteousness.

The second motif: The one who intercedes for the sins of the others is himself sinless and righteous.

This is represented in Isaiah 53:9 and 11.  In 53:9 no direct connection is made between the sinlessness of the Servant and his vicarious act.  But in 53:11 his righteousness, which is important for what he effects vicariously, is bound up with his sinlessness.  The sinlessness of Jesus functions as that of the one who is free and came to free the captive. This must be seen in the words of Isaiah 61:1ff, which Jesus read in the Synagogue (Luke 4:16ff ).

The third motif: The vicarious suffering of death. The death that he suffers can only be once. (Note: “vicarious” = “instead of” – ed.)

Isaiah 53:10-12 ascribed vicarious force of this death for the future. What the nations someday will see and understand is not the exaltation of a whole series of Servants but only of the one Servant of whom Isaiah 53 speaks (cf. 52:13-15).

The fourth motif: One intercedes for the sins of others of his own (free) will.

At first glance it would seem that the Servant’s decision to act vicariously is not an issue. Impressive above all is the passive language – the language of suffering – in which the Servant is presented.  The Servant is “despised” and “acquainted” with sickness (53:3); “stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted” (53:4); “wounded” and “crushed” for our sins (53:5); “oppressed,” “afflicted,” “led to the slaughter” and “silent” (53:7).  This certainly does not sound like a willing acceptance of a vicarious role.  But this passive description can be summarized in the phrase, “self-surrender” like the “lamb of the Passover.”

Three times in the text we meet a variation on the theme that the Servant has borne our sicknesses and sins (53:4, 11, 12).  The change to the active voice in verse 4 from the passive language in the surrounding context is particularly important.  The Servant carries willingly “our infirmities – he bore them.”  In verses 4-5 this Servant makes it clear that taking sins upon himself is his act.  He thereby creates a relationship with the “we” group – those who until then did not want to know anything about him: “Thus his illnesses are healed for those who did not bear them” (cf. 53:5).

In verse 11, the second variation on the theme of the Servant’s taking sins upon himself, we read that his once-for-all act that led to death will remain a vicarious bearing of sins in the future as well.  As such it is the foundation for what God regards the Servant as having achieved: as the righteous one, he helps many to attain righteousness (53:11).

The close connection between the Servant’s will and God’s will already expressed in verse 11 becomes, in the third variation on the theme of taking up guilt in verse 12, almost a fusion of their two intentions.  After the initiative of the Servant is brought out perhaps most clearly in verse 12 with the Servant as the subject: “because he poured out himself to death.”  In verse 12 we find coupled with this a self-consciously complex formulation that ends the prophecy.  God pronounces that his Servant will intercede for sinners.  The surrender to death that has occurred once will remain in force in the future for all sinners.  The construction requires this translation: “and he interceded for the transgressors.”  But we must not lose sight of the fact that the same verb “intercede” has already served a few verses earlier to express God’s responsibility for the vicarious event: “But the Lord has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on him” (53:6).  By using this one verb differently both of God and of the Servant, the agreement of their wills is made evident.        

The fifth motif: Intercession for the guilty is a common theme in the OT.

If we read Isaiah 59:16 “And He [the Lord] saw that there was no man, and wondered that there was no intercessor: therefore His arm brought salvation unto Him; and His righteousness, it sustained Him."  Obviously the OT looks at the office of the prophet as an office of intercession.  This is confirmed by God speaking to Jeremiah (Jer 7:16), He told him, "do not ... for this people ... make intercession to me for I will not hear you." Clearly Jeremiah was interceding and he challenges the “prophets” that God said were prophesying lies, saying "If they are prophets ... let them now make intercessions to the Lord of Hosts ...”  In effect, he dared them to pray against what he had prophesied, knowing they would not succeed.  Paul tells us that Elijah interceded to God against Israel (Rom 11:2-3).  This indicates that the office of a Prophet is also of intercession. The example of Elijah shows conclusively that intercession can be in favor of or against.  

In Ezekiel 22:30 God speaks, "And I sought for a man among them that should make up the hedge, and stand in the gap before me for the land, that I should not destroy it: but I found none." They imply no one was found that was willing or would intercede.  

Different Facets of Jesus our Intercessor

Facet 1: Son of the Father:  Jesus was a man of prayer.  This was the “prophetic Icon” of all OT persons. The best and the longest prayer ever recorded for us is in the Gospel of John: “I pray for them.  I am not praying for the world, but for those you have given me, for they are yours …” (John 17:9-24).

Three great features of this prayer need to be highlighted:
1. Jesus does not pray like the OT prophets by supplicating the Father.  No one in the OT claimed that he has the name Yahweh.

2. The intimate relationship gives Jesus the authority to as the Father to have the apostles and the believers with “him” to see his glory and to participate in that glory.
3. Also that the unique love of the Father which the Son have should be given or shared by the apostles. 
Facet 2: The High Priest

The intercession of Jesus in Hebrews 7:25 is not that of the prophet but that of the High-priest.  The whole chapter 7 is devoted to the priesthood of Jesus.  It starts with the priesthood of Melchizedek (7:1-10).  Then comes the great breaking point between the two covenants in 7:11-17, and verses 11-13 form the main point:

“Now if perfection had been attainable through the Levitical priesthood (for under it the people received the law), what further need would there have been for another priest to arise after the order of Melchizedek, rather than one named after the order of Aaron?  When there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well.”   The change demands the change of the law itself, because sacrifices were offered according to the Law. But Jesus did not offer it according to the Law because his priesthood was not that of Levitical but a different priesthood.

Jesus’ Priesthood
Two main points must be remembered:

1. It is eternal priesthood (Heb 7:20)

2. It is a priesthood that “makes Jesus the Guarantor of a better covenant” (Heb 7:22)

The Resurrection and the Intercession of the Living High Priest

The rest of the chapter (Hebrews 7:24-28) identifies three parts of the Jesus Intercessor

1. The death of the high priests of the OT multiplied the number of those who serve God, but Jesus was given by the Father a “priesthood permanently; because he continues forever.”  The resurrection of Jesus is obvious and it is the resurrection that guarantees the eternity of the priesthood.

2. The resurrection is here the foundation of the office of the High Priest for being alive.  He can continue his work, “he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them.”
3. Then the “once for all” (Heb 7:27) has to be understood as non-reparative.  It has its own power and force to continue because we have here the “Son” who did not offer something external but “offered himself for all” and it is not many sacrifices but one sacrifice.

What Are the Nature and the Function of the Intercession of Jesus?

1. Prayer is not just begging, requests, and supplications; it is more than that.  Prayer is a dialogue with God.  And in Judaism, prayer is talking to God.  The NT brought a radical change to the nature and the function of prayer.  Prayer became prayer in God. The Son of God Incarnate is in the Father as the Father is in the Son.  They are one (John 10:30).  So what is revealed in the prayers of Jesus in our human words must mask the reality of the indwelling of the Father in the Son.  Thus Jesus’ intercession is not like a prayer offered to the Father.  In Hebrews, Jesus is now in heaven at the Right-hand of God the Father, so Jesus prays “in God” the Father.

2. The intercessory prayers are that of the one who is the eternal sacrifice, and the two belong to the one Person Jesus Christ.  Looking at the church the scene is given in the most vivid words in Hebrews 12:22-24.  “But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, 23 and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, 24 and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel”. The whole church gathered round the Mediator whose blood speaks not demanding “vengeance” as that of “Abel,” but it is the “blood of the Mediator.” We shall in the next part see that the Mediator brings peace and reconciliation, so the intercession of Jesus is atoning not by words but by the presence of Jesus.
Romans 8:31

“What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died – more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger or sword? As it is written,” For your sake we are being killed all the day long;

We are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers,  height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able t us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord”.

 Here again we have to say that “once for all” has the force of continuity not only because the Son has the same majesty of the Father but also because what the Son did was an offering of his eternal life.

The Mediator 

Early Use in the OT

In the LXX Job 9:33, Job wonders who is the Mediator who can put both of his hands on God and on Job to reconcile both.

Moses comes before the people and the Egyptian king (Exodus 4:29; 5:1). Though the word mediator is not used, the mediator concept is twice given classical formulation in this context.

Aaron, who as the more eloquent brother speaks to the people and Pharaoh, is the mouth of Moses, and Moses is God speaking through him (Exodus 4:16; 7:1).  The mediator in the OT is thus the commissioned spokesman.  Moses is uniquely at work as a mediator in the giving of the Law (Exodus 19:3 ff., 9 ff., 21ff.; 20:18 ff.; 34:1 ff., 29ff.; Deut 5:5, 23 ff.).  He alone can stand before Yahweh.  Between Yahweh and the people, he receives the directions of Yahweh and passes them on to the people.  This may be seen again on other occasions (Exodus 33:5 ff.).  The priestly statutes are handed on as commands to Moses (Exodus 35: l, 4; Leviticus 1:1; 4:1; 5:14; 6:1 etc.). 

The mediator-ship rests indeed on Yahweh’s commission, but it is two-sided in the sense that the people expressly desires that Moses should speak the word of Yahweh to them and intercede with Yahweh on their behalf (Exodus 20:19; Numbers 21:7; Deut 5:24; 18:16).  The people cry to Moses, and he prays to Yahweh (Numbers. 17:27 f.).  The mediator-ship of Moses is perhaps most profoundly expressed in his intercession.  Thus, after the sin with the golden calf, he even asks that he may be vicariously stricken out of the book of Yahweh (Exodus 32:11 ff., 30ff. 33:12 ff.).  He includes himself in the prayer for forgiveness, though he had in fact no personal part in the sin in question (Exodus 34:8 f.). 

Aaron can sometimes take his side in this respect (Numbers 17:10 ff., 25; Leviticus 11:1 etc.).  But express emphasis is laid on the unique position of Moses as compared with him or with the later prophets.  Yahweh speaks with Moses face to face.  He speaks to him as a man speaks to his friend (Exodus 33:11; Deut.34:l0). Cf. also Numbers 11:25ff, 12:2ff). 

In Exodus, Moses is here a suffering mediator.  He prays and fasts forty days for the apostate people (9:8 f.).  He wrestles with God (9:26 ff.).  His death outside the Promised Land is a substitution suffering (3:23 if.).  It may well be that later ages have helped to produce the Moses of these texts.  But the core is historical in the strict sense. 

The Suffering Servant in Isaiah 

The other great OT figure is the “Ebed Yahweh,” the slave or the servant of Yahweh in Isaiah (Is 42:1-4; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12).

The first part of 42:1-4 is a profound autobiography.  The words speak of a powerful sense of mission which is directed not merely to Israel but to all nations and which aims to bring them right and light by gentle preaching.  In all the portions there is a sense of world mission that emerges for the first time in full strength.  The message is not just for Israel; it is for all nations.  The final portion (52:13-53:12) says that the suffering of the Ebed had been a divinely willed and vicarious intercession for the sins of the people, and that God had ways and means of turning the suffering into a blessing for the servant, for Israel, and for the world.  The concept of the mediator reaches here its final soteriological profundity prior to Christ.

The Mediator in NT

The Mediator is found only in the Pauline letters and Hebrews.

In interpretation we must begin with the Jewish Greek sense. 

Galatians 3:19ff

The preceding verses have shown that the promise to Abraham and his descendants did not rest on the Law and could not be invalidated by the Law.  The question thus arises whether the Law had a divine goal.  Paul seeks to give a positive answer (vv. 21 ff).  But first his answer might well cause offense.  God had a hand in the giving of the Law.  But the Law was only a “temporarily valid” and a strictly contradictory addition to the testament of promise (Rom 5:20; Gal 2:4).  The law had the task of increasing transgressions (Rom 4:l5; 5:20; 7:7ff 11:32).  The mediator in v. 20 acts between two, but God is one: the Law is a contract given through a mediator (the angels or the messengers) such as Moses.  The point here is that the work of the mediator was strictly speaking in giving the law, but now, the promise was not given by a mediator but by God which makes the promise much higher and unique.

1 Timothy 2:5ff

The mediator has his universal ministry to fulfil the divine will to save (v. 4).  The uniqueness of the Savior God means also the uniqueness of the Mediator.  The mediator between God and Israel, on which Jewish particularism relies, is replaced by the “one God and One Mediator” who in correspondence with the singularity of God and total sum of humanity.  The Mediator is expressly called man to emphasise that he belongs to all humans who bear the face of man.  The universal validity of His mediatorial self-offering to death gives all shares in salvation.  This saving act is the central theme of the apostolic witness addressed to all.  The Mediator is the One who represents God to Humanity and Humanity to God, and brings them together.  Christ, by His self-sacrifice in death (Rom 3:30; 5:18; 11:32; 1 Cor 15:22; Gal 1:4; 3:14) takes this especial position to “reconcile” which rules out any possibility of being punished by the Father  

Hebrews 8:6ff

The status of the Mediator reaches its peak in the flowing verses, “Christ has obtained a ministry that is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates is better; since it is enacted on better promises.”  If that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion to look for a second, he finds fault with them when he

says:

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord,

when I will establish a new covenant with the house of Israel

and with the house of Judah,

not like the covenant that I made with their fathers

on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt…., speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away”

a) The Mediator of the new covenant brought and “enacted on better promises,” but this comparison must not blind us to the core of the ministry of Jesus which is not only His death on the cross but also the establishment of the new covenant.

b) The new covenant is not only superior to the old one but made the old one, “obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away”

Hebrews 9:11-28  

11 But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this creation) 12 entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. 13 If the sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and bulls and with the ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of the flesh, 14 how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.

15 Therefore he is the mediator of a new covenant, so that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance, since a death has occurred that redeems them from the transgressions committed under the first covenant …  23 For Christ has entered into holy places …  but into heaven itself,  now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf  25 Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy places every year with blood not his own, 26 for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world.  But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.  27 And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, 28 Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.”

a)
No one can avoid the identification of the “High priest” with the “Mediator.”  The ministry of the High priest is spelled out clearly.

b) 
Let us not fall into the common mistake that this ministry was only Jesus’ death on the cross, but the good hint to Christ’s resurrection is hiding behind the vocabulary borrowed from the OT service in v 23: “For Christ has entered into holy places …but into heaven itself, now to appear presence of God on our behalf” which is the entrance of the living High priest. 

c) 
The sacrifice of Jesus is not and will not be repeated because it has “put away sin” which says emphatically it has put away also death and condemnation.

d) 
Then dealing with us and throughout human history to the end of the world, the once for all death of Jesus, which has been “offered once to bear the sins of many,” is not something that goes back to the past event but to this “now” which is the declaration of the reason for the ministry of the mediator, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf.  This has to be seen as the power of life which the new covenant has confirmed on us and was lacking on the old.  Verses 16-22 say that the will takes effect after death “since it is not in force as long as the one who made it is alive.”  But the blood of the old covenant lacks the power of life.  This is not the case with the blood of the “Eternal Covenant” (Heb 13:20), it is that which does not only purify but also brings eternal life.
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