JESUS’ MISSION

AND THE OLD TESTAMENT

Part 3 The Servant of the Lord and His Mission
THE SERVANT OF THE LORD

From Caesarea Philippi, Jesus had repeatedly emphasised that “the Son of Man must suffer many things and…be killed” (Mark 8:31).  But the Daniel 7 scripture (from where the Son of Man language initiated) doesn’t talk about suffering.  Jesus drew on another figure from the Hebrew Bible to explain His expectation of suffering, rejection and death.  He portrayed His coming death as fulfilling a mission which had its roots in Isaiah’s description of the suffering servant of the Lord.

One of the key sayings that defined Jesus’ ministry is found in Mark 10:45:  “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  The last phrase lifts this statement from being purely about servanthood, into the realm of the special ministry of the Servant of the Lord.  Isaiah 53 portrays the Servant suffering, being brutally killed, and this death being a sacrifice for the sin of many (Isaiah 53:10f).
Later, Jesus made an even clearer reference to Isaiah 53, in Luke 22:37.  On the night of His betrayal and impending arrest, Jesus warned the disciples of dangers ahead. Jesus knew all the disciples were under threat because of what was about to happen to Him.  He says, “It is written: ‘And he was numbered with the transgressors’ [Isaiah 53:12]; and I tell you that this must be fulfilled in Me. Yes, what is written about Me is reaching its fulfillment.”  The emphatic repetition about fulfillment shows that Jesus is here claiming to be the One Isaiah 53 was written about, the servant of the Lord.

Possibly only an hour or two earlier, Jesus had repeated His lesson on servanthood with the words “I am among you as one who serves” (Luke 22:27).  And at the most solemn moment of all, at the end of the Passover meal, He had taken the fourth cup of blessing with the words, “This cup is the new covenant in My blood (1 Corinthians 11:25) which is poured out for you” (Luke 22:20); “for many” (Mark 14:24);”for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28).  Jesus clearly saw the shedding of His own blood as a covenantal act that was for the benefit of others.

Several Old Testament passages seem to be combined in Jesus’ words.  The blood of the covenant draws on Exodus 24 where sacrificial blood sealed the covenant between God and Israel at Mt Sinai.  But the “new covenant” brings to mind Jeremiah 31:31-34 where complete forgiveness of sin was promised by God for His people. Both “poured out” and “for many” allude to Isaiah 53:12 with the work of the Servant in His death.  And finally, the Servant was told by God, in Isaiah 42:6 and 49:8, that he would be “a covenant for the nations.”

So there are good grounds for believing that Jesus saw Himself as the Servant figure and interpreted His mission and especially His suffering and death in terms of Isaiah 53.  The early church certainly made this identification.  One of the earliest terms for Jesus from among His followers in the Acts is “God’s holy servant” (Acts 3:13,26; 4:27,30).  Peter uses Isaiah 53 in describing how Jesus set an example of suffering without retaliation (1 Peter 1:21-25).  Matthew links Jesus with the Servant, not just in the record of the baptismal voice (3:17), with its allusion to Isaiah 42:1, but by his full quoting of Isaiah 42:1-4 (Matthew 12:15-21) and of Isaiah 53:4 (Matthew 8:17).
If Jesus was absorbed with Isaiah 53 in relation to His coming suffering and death, it seems He thought of His prior ministry of teaching and healing in terms drawn from the other servant songs and related passages in Isaiah.  In His first public message at Nazareth, right at the beginning of His public ministry, Jesus read from Isaiah 61:1,2 and applied the words to Himself as now fulfilled:



“The Spirit of the Lord is on me,



because he has anointed me



to preach good news to the poor.



He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners



and recovery of sight for the blind,



to release the oppressed,



to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour” 




Luke 4:18,19
The passage has many similarities with the mission of the Servant as described in Isaiah 42:7 (“to open eyes that are blind, to free captives from prison, and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness”).  Later, when answering John’s disciples, Jesus points to the visible effects of His healing and preaching ministry in words echoing both Isaiah 35:5,6 and Isaiah 61:1.


“God back and report to John what you hear and see.  The 



blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured,



the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news



is preached to the poor.”




Matthew 11:4,5
So it clear from His baptism, through His public ministry, and especially in His suffering and death, that Jesus saw Himself as fulfilling the mission of the Servant of God.  But to grasp more fully Jesus’ understanding of the Servant passages, we need to go back to discover how the Old Testament described the Servant.

THE MISSION OF THE SERVANT IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

In the book of Isaiah, before we are introduced to the figure of the Servant of the Lord as an individual, the prophet first applies the term to Israel as a nation.  Israel was God’s servant.



“But you, O Israel, my servant,



Jacob, whom I have chosen,



you descendants of Abraham my friend,



I took you from the ends of the earth,



from its farthest corners I called you.



I said, ‘You are my servant’; 



I have chosen you and have not rejected you”.




Isaiah 41:8,9
This means that when the Servant is announced in 42:1 as an individual, there must be some connection with the identity of Israel.  The Servant figure is never in fact given any name in these chapters except Israel or Jacob (44:1,2; 45:4).  More significantly, many of the things which are said about the Servant figure in the Servant songs are also said or implied about Israel as God’s servant in a corporate sense. Both are chosen by God and upheld by His right hand (41:9,10 with 42:1,6).  Both are called to be witnesses to God in the midst of, and to the nations (49:3; 43:10,21 with 42:6;49:6).
Unfortunately, not everything Isaiah has to say about Israel as the servant is warm and comforting.  The historical context of chapters 40-55 is of course the exile.  The whole section is a word of challenge to the Jews who had survived the destruction of Jerusalem in 587BC and were now into the second generation of captivity in Babylon. They were there because of God’s judgement on the sin, disobedience and failure of the nation.  Israel, the servant of God, for all the blessings and privileges already listed, were at that moment of history paralysed and useless as far as the fulfillment of their mission was concerned.  And so in the same chapter that we are introduced to the anointed servant with His worldwide mission (42:1-9) we also hear these withering words to the actual people of God.



“Hear, you deaf;



look, you blind and see!



Who is blind but my servant,



and deaf like the messenger I send?



Who is blind like the one committed to me,



blind like the servant of the Lord?



You have seen many things, but have paid no attention;



your ears are open, but you hear nothing.



It pleased the Lord



for the sake of his righteousness



to make his law great and glorious



But this is a people plundered and looted,



all of them trapped in pits



or hidden away in prisons…



Who handed Jacob over to become loot,



and Israel to the plunderers?



Was it not the Lord,



against whom we have sinned.



For they would not follow his ways;



they did not obey his law”



 Isaiah 42:18-22a,24

This passage is significant, because Israel as God’s servant faces such stern rebuke, but the passage is placed almost immediately after Isaiah’s ringing description of the character and mission of the servant in 42:1-9.  So although there is clearly a measure of continuity and identity between the Servant individual and Israel, there is also a definite discontinuity and distinction between them as well. The nation of Israel, far from fulfilling its mission as the servant of God to bring Him glory among the nations as His witness, actually stands under His judgement.  Far from Him spiritually (and geographically in a sense, being in Babylon) they are blind, deaf and incapacitated. They need to be brought back to God, not just back to Jerusalem. Who will restore them spiritually?  The Servant figure will.  The “bruised reed” and “smoldering wick” of 42:3, and the blind captives sitting in prison in 42:7, are probably both references to Israel.  The Servant would have a mission of restoration to Israel:  “And now the Lord says – he who formed me in the womb to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to him and gather Israel to himself…”  (49:5).
Another twist in the developing picture of the Servant is found in this same chapter, “But I said ‘I have labored to no purpose; I have spent my strength in vain and for nothing…’ “(49:4a). This is further amplified in 50:5ff where the Servant experiences rejection and physical abuse. God’s answer to the Servant’s “depression” in 49:4 is startling.  It is to entrust Him with an even wider mission – not just to Israel, but to the world; “And now the Lord says … It is too small a thing for you to be my servant, to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept, I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth” (49:5,6).
The Servant then, also has a mission to the world.  The universal mission does not replace or cancel the mission of restoring Israel.  In fact this particular “Servant Song” is addressed to the nations in 49:1.  It is as if the Servant is explaining to the nations how it has happened that He who had been commissioned to restore Israel, has become the means of bringing salvation to them (v.6).
To sum up:  Israel was the servant of God, chosen and upheld by Him, with the purpose of being a light to the nations, as was the original intention through Abraham.  But historically, Israel was failing in the role and mission.  Israel, as the servant of God was “blind and deaf” and under God’s judgement.  The individual Servant is in this way at one level distinct from Israel because He has a mission to Israel, to challenge them and call them back to God. The restoration of Israel, God’s servant, is the task of the Servant Himself.  Yet on another level, the Servant is identified with Israel, and similar language is used of both.  This is because in the purposes of God, the Servant enables the original mission of Israel to be fulfilled.  That is, through Him, God’s justice, liberation and salvation will be extended to the nations. The universal purpose of Israel’s calling is to be achieved through the mission of the Servant.

This study is principally a summary of Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament by Christopher J. H. Wright (InterVarsity Press. Downers Grove IL. 1992) pp.153-163
