THE SEASON OF EPIPHANY 2011:

THE SERVANT SONGS OF ISAIAH 40-55

By Bob Albritton
This month we will be studying the servant songs presented in Isaiah. We hope this background information about these poems will make the study more meaningful to you.
Isaiah 40-55 was probably written in the year 540 B.C.E. What’s so special about 540 B.C.E., over 500 years before Jesus was born? When this song was first sung, the Jewish people had been in Babylon for 47 years. They were in exile, away from their home of Jerusalem. The Babylonian army had attacked their land, demolished their city walls and buildings in Jerusalem, destroyed the temple that Solomon had built, killed many of the inhabitants, and taken most of the others across the Saudi Arabian desert to what is now modern Iraq.

And after 47 years of homesickness, defeat, and questions about the power of a God who would allow the evil Babylonians to conquer them, the people quit singing songs. Psalm 137 comes from these 47 years: 


By the rivers of Babylon--there we sat down 


 and there we wept when we remembered Zion.


On the willows there we hung up our harps.


For there our captors asked us for songs,


 and our tormentors asked for mirth,


saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”


How could we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land?
They hung up their harps and guitars and flutes on the poplar trees there in Babylon and quit singing the songs of home. Home was across a barren, dangerous desert. How could we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land, so far away from home?
And in 540 B.C.E., when the people had given up hope, a prophet climbed up into a poplar tree and retrieved a harp and began to sing again. And he sang, Comfort, O comfort my people. . . . Prepare the way of the Lord  (Isaiah 40:1, 3).
How did he find a voice? Why did he sing? Because he read the newspapers of the day. He heard the news that a king from Persia—Cyrus—was even then defeating the Babylonian army.  He knew Cyrus’ policy to free captive people and to send them back home. They were going home again, and two years later they did.

All of Isaiah 40-55, which is commonly called “Second Isaiah,” is written in song. If you have a modern translation of the Bible besides the King James Version, you will notice that the words appear differently on the page from many other books of the Bible. The narrow columns indicate that this is not prose, but poetry. The prophecy of Isaiah 40-55 is not just words to be said or read, but a song to be sung.

In 1892, a Bible scholar (Bernhard Duhm) isolated four poems from the rest of Second Isaiah and designated them “Servant Songs.” Their form and content are different from the rest of Isaiah 40-55. These four servant songs are Isaiah 42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9; and 52:13 to 53:12. 

42:1-4: The first song presents the Servant as one who enjoys a special relationship with God, a servant who quietly but persistently brings God’s law to the world. The poem specifically indicates that God’s law is relevant to all humanity, that all the world is included in God’s purposes, and that God’s servant has as a task the compassionate, persistent extension of this truth throughout the world. It depicts the servant bringing forth justice to the nations and establishing justice in the earth while the coastlands wait for his law (42:1, 4).

49:1-6: The second poem speaks of the Servant’s predestination to the task. This poem also introduces the difficulty and frustration of the task of the Servant, implied but not explicit in the first poem. (49:4). Once again, the universality of the Servant is emphasized (49:6). The song reaches its climax in a divine affirmation regarding the enlarged mission of the servant: It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the preserved of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth (49:6).

50:4-9: The third poem reemphasizes the Servant’s ministry to the suffering people of the world and intensifies the emphasis upon the difficulty of the Servant’s task by indicating the abuse and suffering which the Servant will endure (50:6). The degradation which the Servant will endure, however, does not imply personal failure nor a futile task.

52:13-53:12: For Christians the fourth poem brings not only the climax to the Servant poems, but the greatest truth of the prophet’s ministry or perhaps even of the entire Hebrew Bible. These 15 verses are a statement of God’s basic act of redemption on our behalf. Here the concept of vicarious suffering (redemptive suffering by one on behalf of another) finds its most significant expression in the Hebrew Bible (53:4-6). Many nations will be startled and kings will shut their mouths because of what they see and hear regarding the servant (52:15). This clearly implies that the effects of his ministry will be felt beyond the borders of Israel. Christians easily see Jesus of Nazareth described in this Song. 
Who is the Servant of the Lord? Perhaps the servant is the exiles in captivity. Perhaps the servant is an ideal expression of Israel. Perhaps the servant is an individual such as the prophet himself, Jeremiah, Job, or another. Some link it with the Davidic Messiah. For Christians the magnificent ideals for the perfect Servant of God envisioned by the prophet were incorporated in the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth.

For any who would be servants of God through the identification with Jesus Christ, the Servant poems become a standard by which the quality of one’s service can be judged. If quietness and compassion, persistent extension of God’s justice, willing suffering, and quiet confidence are qualities of the ideal servant, they are qualities from which any who aspire to effective service before God cannot escape.

Eight times in the New Testament the writers quote directly from the servant songs (Matthew 8:17; 12:18-21; Luke 22:37; John 12:38; Acts 8:32-33; 13:47; Romans 15:21; and 1 Peter 2:22), and with only two exceptions (Matthew 12:18-21 from Isaiah 42:1-4 and Acts 13:47 from Isaiah 42:6 and 49:6), all the direct quotations are from the Fourth Servant Song.

Allusions to the songs appear at least another 18 times in the NT: Matthew 3:17; 17:5; 26:67; Mark 9:12; 1:11; 14:65; 15:28; Luke 2:32; 3:22; 9:35; Acts 17:24-25; 26:23; Romans 8:33-34; 10:16; 2 Corinthians 6:2; 1 Peter 2:24-25; Revelation 1:16; 5:6.

We are not sure who the servant was in the time of Second Isaiah. I do not believe that the prophet knew or understood the possibility of Jesus of Nazareth as such a servant who brings salvation through vicarious suffering, but such a prophecy has been fulfilled completely in Jesus. During the season of Epiphany we will focus on the first three of these Servant Songs as we hear the message of these Songs for the people in exile in Babylon as well as for those of us in exile today. 
