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​FOREWORD


[image: ]


This book and its strange title: Like so many things in life, this book just sort of happened. I had no plans to write about Isaiah 53 or any subject. First of all, I’m old, 79 years old, a respectable accumulation of summers and winters, and too old to be starting major projects that, potentially, could last longer than I do. But as things happened, toward the end of 2023, Ronnie, a Christian like me, requested that I help him answer some questions of an acquaintance. Yakov (not his real name) was asking challenging questions from a Jewish perspective regarding Ronnie’s belief in Jesus. And since he never had much contact with Jews, let alone dealing with Jewish objections to Christian points of view, he contacted me.

Why Me? ... I am Jewish, raised in a secular Jewish family, and I became a Christian, one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, when I was 19 years old. My wife and I were missionaries for 33 years in Turkey, Spain, and Israel (13 years), until returning to the US in 2002. Presently we live in Colorado and associate with a Spanish congregation of Jehovah’s Witnesses. I also speak Hebrew, which is another reason Ronnie asked me to join him. 

Yakov is middle aged, a retired CEO and scientist with sufficient resources permitting him to dedicate nearly all his time and energy to the study of the Tanakh (the Hebrew name for the first 39 books of the Bible, the Old Testament). I say, “nearly all his time,” because he runs a charity aside from other charitable work. Yakov is deeply religious, he writes “G-d,” as a sign of respect and reverence (a practice of many Jews), keeps sabbath, and prays daily at regular intervals. He is intelligent, good-hearted and can be a little prickly, sometimes quite. He had lots of questions, some of them were new even to me. He set the agenda for our discussions in our first meeting on Zoom:


Me: It was a pleasure to meet you. I understood that your main interest in life is to please Almighty God and you do this through personal actions as well as charity. You believe the Tanakh, totally, and do your best to understand the original intention of the Hebrew text regarding important verses. Probably the most outstanding issue for you is the ransom sacrifice of Jesus and the texts it is based on: Isaiah 53; Isaiah 7:14; Psalm 22; Daniel 9 etc. 



Yakov: Lon, you got my beliefs and priorities right. I wish to state that I have studied the Talmud, Kabala & Jewish traditions in depth and appreciate the thought behind the efforts Jews have made to honor G-d. I however wish to stick to the Tanakh and study the passages Christians claim are about Jesus that are essential to establish that...


	Jesus is the Jewish messiah promised in Tanakh. 

	He was the son of G-d in a special way. 

	Jesus came to the earth 2000 years ago as part of the plan G-d had to save the world through him.

	That Jesus died as prophesied in Tanakh to save mankind from their sins. 


Over a period of 7 months, Ronnie, Yakov and I would meet on Zoom, maintain a running dialogue on a WhatsApp chat, “Tanakh Talk,” and exchange emails. In the meantime, I documented all of it. So, while formulating answers to Yakov’s questions things just grew organically and, before I knew it, when I organized my notes, emails, and WhatsApp chats, I found I had over 200 pages... Lo and behold, a book!

As is clear from the above, Yakov is steeped in Jewish points of view, objections, and counterarguments, most of which he gets from outreach websites and YouTube rabbinic apologists. I find these sources can be less than honest with their audiences. They use bait and switch tactics, misdirection, withhold pertinent information and then accuse Christians of employing those same tactics. And the last line of so many of them — or perhaps, I should say the bottom line — is a pitch for contributions: “Friends, you can help me prevent the missionaries from converting our Jewish brothers by sending your contributions to... [then up comes the intermittent flashing address and phone number].” Christian apologists are apt do the same, but in the opposite direction. It’s like Fred Astair and Ginger Rogers doing the same steps but in reverse. Monetizing is the name of the game and, along the way, with their videos, books and websites, many become millionaires. 

And Yakov responds, “God bless them!” (But not necessarily referring to both sides.)

The academics, less motivated by religious ardor, tend to be more serious in their research and honest in their conclusions. But they too have their biases. Personally, when it comes to sources, the ancient Talmudic expression works for me, “Kabdehu ve hashdehu” (Honor him and suspect him). And if you find a source you trust, just continue to “honor and suspect [verify].” So says the psalmist, “Do not put your trust in princes nor in a son of man, who cannot bring salvation.” (Psalm 146:3) Now you know who I am and who Yakov is... but why focus on Isaiah 52:13-53:12?

Of all the topics we discussed, about twenty, Isaiah 52/53 is by far the most important in relation to Jesus’ messiahship. The passage describes God’s “Servant” who would eventually be highly exalted after suffering many trials. Christians say the Servant is the Messiah (Jesus), and Jews say the Servant is the nation of Israel; competing explanations for the same passage. Isaiah 52/53 is the passage from the Tanakh most cited in the Christian Scriptures (New Testament) as “proof” that Jesus is the promised Messiah, and it is also the most controversial. It is viewed as a prophecy detailing Jesus’ life, his mission, death, resurrection, and the promise that he would return as King of God’s Kingdom. The passage so resembles the Gospel accounts of Jesus that many Israelis who read it for the first time say: “That’s Yeshu!” (Israeli name for Jesus). Just recently, my Jewish nephew (60 years old) read Isaiah 52/53 for the first time and had the same reaction: “That’s obviously Jesus.” 

Most Christians would probably find themselves at a loss trying to answer Jewish arguments that challenge Christian views and allegations that Christians have willfully mistranslated passages in the Tanakh to support their faith. Many may not have examined Isaiah 52/53 in depth, or other messianic text in the Tanakh, because they already believe Jesus was sent by God so, “Why go into it?” But we should dig into these things “as for hidden treasures,” to “find the knowledge of God.”—Proverbs 2:4, 5.

For this reason, I decided to make my answers to Yakov’s questions available to those who find themselves out of their depth when confronted with Jewish objections. In an effort to formulate a robust reply to each of Yakov’s questions, the information turned out to be exhaustive, and I confess, exhausting (my apologies in advance). Though some of the information is available from different sources, much is unique, a product of personal research borne out of an effort to answer Yakov’s questions and help him understand that there are sound answers to the Jewish objections he advances, and that there is much more to the question of Jesus’ messiahship than the anti-missionary websites and YouTuber rabbis would have it, especially regarding the identity of God’s Servant in Isaiah 52/53. 

My objective: The purpose of this book is threefold. To answer Jewish objections to the Christian view that Jesus is the Servant foretold in Isaiah 52/53. Along with that, to lay bare the depth of this inspiring prophecy that can lead to a more meaningful and richer faith in Jesus as the Messiah; the one prophesied to give his life as a ransom and to return as King of God’s Kingdom and realize all the blessings for mankind promised in God’s Word. And third, to answer the Jewish objections advanced by Yakov on the other topics we discussed. 

I sincerely hope that both Jews and Christians alike find the answers we have provided to Yakov’s questions on Isaiah 52/53 – as well as the other 20 or so topics – reasonable, coherent and, most importantly, faith strengthening.  

A word to those who are not Jehovah’s Witnesses: I hope you are not put off from reading this book because my choice of religion is different from yours. The book is meant as an aid to Christians of all denominations. Whatever your religious persuasion may be, you will see that this work is laser focused on the shared belief that Jesus is the “Servant” prophesied in Isaiah 52:13-53:12, the promised Messiah and savior of all those who put faith in him.

Why you should read this book: Basically, you should read this book because it’s free. You can always buy other books on the subject if, and when, you desire. But free is good, so why not start here?

I would be pleased to receive your comments, questions, objections and criticisms. Feel free to write me at: lonkoenig@gmail.com. (But write soon, I’m 79 years old!)

NOTE: The topics Ronnie and I discussed with Yakov are presented according to what I felt would be most interesting and of immediate concern to the reader. Of course, that is a judgment call on my part, so feel free to start with the topic that piques your curiosity the most. Start with the epilogue if you like, even though this isn’t a novel. Most of the articles are independent of one another and information may be repeated as it relates to a particular topic.

∞∞∞

Abbreviations of ancient manuscript sources quoted herein

	MT: Masoretic Text. The authoritative Hebrew and Aramaic text of the Tanakh. (the Hebrew Bible) The oldest finalized manuscript of the MT date from around the 9th Century CE.

	LXX, also called the Septuagint: Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures made in the 3rd and 2nd Centuries BCE.

	Vg: Latin Translation of the entire Bible, translated mainly by Jerome in 382 CE.

	Targum: Aramaic translation and semi commentary of the Hebrew Scriptures.

	Sy Peshitta: A Syriac translation of the Hebrew Scriptures made in the 2nd Century CE.

	1QIsa: The “Great Isaiah Scroll,” found at Qumran, Israel, in 1947. Dating from about 100 BCE, it is a thousand years older than all other Hebrew manuscripts that were known until the Dead Sea manuscripts were discovered. 


Abbreviations of Bible Translations quoted herein

	Alter: Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary (2019).


	JSB: Jewish Study Bible (2014).

	Leeser: Rabbi Isaac Leeser Translation of the Hebrew Scriptures (1853).

	Tanakh-JPS: Tanakh-Jewish Publication Society Translation of the Hebrew Scriptures (1985).

	JPS-Tanakh: Jewish Publication Society Translation of the Hebrew Scriptures (1917).

	Artscroll: English Tanakh with insights from classic Rabbinic thought (Stone Edition, 2023).

	Chabad: Translation of the Hebrew Scriptures by Chabad organization (2001).

	NW: New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures, by Jehovah’s Witnesses (2023).

	NIV: New International Version (2011).

	NASB: New American Standard Bible (2020).

	YLT: Young’s Literal Translation (2014).

	AMP: Amplified Bible (2015).
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​​​— CHAPTER 1 — THE BIG CONTROVERSY - THE SERVANT IN ISAIAH 52/53​​
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​​COMPETING INTERPRETATIONS OF ISAIAH 52:13-53:12​
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Isaiah 52:13-53:12, is one of the four “Servant Songs” in Isaiah. The passage describes God’s “Servant,” who, though righteous, suffers rejection and death unjustly in benefit of others, and is eventually rewarded by God for his integrity. 

Both Christians and Jews see the passage as a prophecy, but after that, the interpretations have little in common. (See the entire passage below.)

For Christians, this is a prophecy about Jesus Christ who is rejected, unjustly killed, and ultimately resurrected by God. Jesus’ death, as the "Suffering Servant," is a vicarious sacrifice making possible forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God.

Orthodox Judaism views Isaiah 52:13-53:12 as a prophecy about the nation of Israel. The “Suffering Servant” is a metaphor for collective Israel that has been unjustly and brutally persecuted by the nations for millenniums, but will be recognized for its role in healing the nations during  the Messianic Age. Many, including Yakov, see Israel’s rise to world prominence since 1948 as the beginning of the prophecy’s fulfillment. 

∞∞∞
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​THE SERVANT PASSAGE​

[image: ]


ISAIAH 52:13-53:12 

Jewish Publication Society-Tanakh

52:13 Behold, My servant shall prosper, he shall be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high. 14 According as many were appalled at thee— so marred was his visage unlike that of a man, and his form unlike that of the sons of men— 15 So shall he startle many nations, Kings shall shut their mouths because of him; for that which had not been told them shall they see, and that which they had not heard shall they perceive. 53:1 ‘Who would have believed our report? And to whom hath the arm of the LORD been revealed? 2 For he shot up right forth as a sapling, and as a root out of a dry ground; he had no form nor comeliness, that we should look upon him, nor beauty that we should delight in him. 3 He was despised, and forsaken of men, a man of pains, and acquainted with disease, and as one from whom men hide their face: He was despised, and we esteemed him not. 4 Surely our diseases he did bear, and our pains he carried; whereas we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. 5 But he was wounded because of our transgressions, he was crushed because of our iniquities: The chastisement of our welfare was upon him, and with his stripes we were healed. 6 All we like sheep did go astray, we turned everyone to his own way; and the LORD hath made to light on him the iniquity of us all. 7 He was oppressed, though he humbled himself and opened not his mouth; as a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and as a sheep that before her shearers is dumb; yea, he opened not his mouth. 8 By oppression and judgment he was taken away, and with his generation who did reason? For he was cut off out of the land of the living, for the transgression of my people to whom the stroke was due. 9 And they made his grave with the wicked, and with the rich his tomb; although he had done no violence, neither was any deceit in his mouth.’ 10 Yet it pleased the LORD to crush him by disease; to see if his soul would offer itself in restitution, that he might see his seed, prolong his days, and that the purpose of the LORD might prosper by his hand: 11 Of the travail of his soul he shall see to the full, even My servant, who by his knowledge did justify the Righteous One to the many, and their iniquities he did bear. 12 Therefore will I divide him a portion among the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the mighty; because he bared his soul unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.

∞∞∞
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​THE SERVANT – AN INDIVIDUAL OR ISRAEL?
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The following is a discussion with Yakov on some basic questions regarding the general context of Isaiah.

Yakov: “There are four “servant songs” in Isaiah that refer to Israel/Isaiah; Isaiah 42, 49, 50 and 53. Logically, if the first three are about Israel and Isaiah, couldn’t the fourth also be about Israel?

NOTE: Yakov seems to have confused the mention of Israel, in Isaiah 49, with Jewish commentaries, both Orthodox and non-Orthodox, that feel “Israel” is here a reference to Isaiah. (Artscroll’s footnote on Isaiah 49:1 says, “As he prepares to prophesy regarding many countries, Isaiah stresses that God selected him for this purpose.” (Artscroll again refers to Isaiah in its note on Isaiah 49:4.) See Addendum 3, comment on Isaiah 49:3. In any case, I dealt with the thrust of Yakov’s question in my answer. 

Answer: Naturally, Isaiah 52:13-53:12 could be about Israel (or Isaiah), but is it? There are 17 “servant” passages from Isaiah chapter 21-53, and the Servant goes unnamed in three of them.

Some factors to consider: Servant is a generic term appearing over 60 times in the Tanakh in reference to 11 different individuals: Abraham, Moses, Caleb, David, Job, Isaiah, Eliakim, collective Israel (also referred to as Jacob and Jeshurun), Nebuchadnezzar, Zerubbabel, and an unnamed individual, also called “Sprout.” The term is obviously not exclusive to Israel but can apply to different ones, similar to other generic terms like “chosen one” and “saviour.” I have not seen Jewish outreach articles or YouTuber rabbis mention this fact.

Yakov: Having understood that Isaiah 52:1-12 that G-d is talking about Israel, why do you think verse 13 is about Jesus? 

Answer: Isaiah 52:1-12 focuses on Israel’s liberation from Babylonian captivity, not the Messianic Age. The prophecy was fulfilled when King Cyrus liberated the Jews in 537 BCE. 

Here are a few reasons why Israel is not the Servant. (Discussed in greater detail in the analysis of Isaiah 52/53 below.)


  Abrupt changes of subject matter are common in Isaiah, so the immediate context of a passage does not guarantee that what follows is about the same person or event (see Addendum 5). 

  Israel is mentioned by name every time (9x) it is referred to as “my servant” in Isaiah. However, nowhere in Isaiah 52/53 is Israel identified as the Servant. The “context” argument is a poor one in light of this fact. 



  The grammar, word choice and expressions used in Isaiah 52:13-53:12 all point to viewing the Servant as an individual.

	The Jewish Encyclopaedia (article Servant of God: Special usage in Isaiah) comments, “The descriptions... of the attitude and conduct of the ‘ebed [servant] Yhwh’ [in Isaiah chapters 42:1-4; 44:1-6; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12] seem to be idealizations of the character of an individual rather than of the whole of Israel. Especially is this true of Isa. 52:13-53:12, the exaltation of the ‘man of suffering.’ In this a prophetic anticipatory picture of the Messiah has been recognized by both Jewish and Christian tradition.” 

	Jewish scholar and Bible translator, Robert Alter, writes: “A recurrent Jewish view sees him [the servant] as a representative of collective Israel, but the details of the passage argue for an individual, and already in the Middle Ages Abraham Iben Ezra proposed that the Servant was the prophet [Isaiah] himself.”​[1] 


  The rabbis viewed the Servant as an individual for some 1800+ years, till the end of the 11th Century. The Talmud and rabbinic sages mention at least nine individuals, aside from the Messiah, as candidates for the Servant: Job, Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hezekiah, Josiah, Cyrus, Ezekiel, and Rabbi Akiva. 

  Even today, some Jewish religious groups, scholars and individuals view the passage as referring to an individual, even the Messiah... though, of course, not Jesus.​[2] 

Succeeding discussions consider in detail why Jesus was identified as the Servant in the 1st Century. 
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​A VERSE-BY-VERSE EXAMINATION OF ISAIAH 52:13-53:12​
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The Jewish position on the passage: 

	Isaiah 52:1-12 is a prophecy about the Messianic Age.

	Isaiah 52:13-15 is about Israel’s future exaltation in relation to the Messianic Age.

	Isaiah 53:1-10 the kings and nations that were startled at the Servant’s exaltation speak among themselves about Israel after its exaltation, in the Messianic Age.







The above rests on various assumptions. Some have already been addressed while others are dealt with in the following analysis as well as in the Addendums. 

	The context of Isaiah 52:1-12 is a Messianic Age prophecy leading naturally to the conclusion that Israel is the Servant mentioned in Isaiah 52:13-15. 

	The context of Isaiah 53 fits Israel as the “Servant.” 

	The narrators in chapter 53 are the kings/nations, mentioned in 52:15, talking about Israel 

	God has been leading his “chosen people” to return to Torah by allowing the nations to persecute them for 2500+ years. 

	Once Israel repents, the Messianic Age will begin, and the nation’s suffering will end.







The Christian position on the passage:

	Isaiah 52:1-12 is a restoration prophecy about the return of the Jews from Babylonian captivity.

	Isaiah 52:13-15 refers to the “exaltation” of the Messiah.

	Isaiah 53:1-10 is a discussion among Israelites after Jesus’ death, talking about how he was rejected, unappreciated, and the benefits accrued from his sacrificial death (compare John 6:66). 


NOTE: Most of the following discussion on Isaiah 52/53 came at the tail end of our interaction with Yakov. But it is placed at the beginning of the book because of the overwhelming significance it bears on the question of the Messiah and because of the interest Christians and Jews show in the passage. 

The following analysis is divided into two parts, giving each of Yakov’s questions due consideration.


Part 1: How the verse in question favors the identification of the Servant as an individual rather than collective Israel, as well as consideration of translation issues. 

Part 2: Answers are given to Yakov’s questions and objections as to how Jesus fits the description of the Servant in the verse under consideration.



Two different translations of each verse are provided: the New World Translation (NW) and the Jewish Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) Chabad Translation (other translations are consulted to clarify contentious translation issues). 

The following verse-by-verse consideration is based on our discussions and Yakov’s extensive notes. I have also added “Notes” here and there for general clarification, and to point out possible underlying reasons for some of Yakov’s conclusions, objections, and questions. 

∞∞∞

—Isaiah 52:13—

INTRODUCTION TO 52:13-53:12: The theme of the Servant passage: The mission, suffering, and exaltation of the Servant of Jehovah. The passage is divided into 5 sections of 3 verses each. Section 1 is prophetic; it describes a transformed Servant who the surprised political rulers must face. The 2nd-4th sections describe the Servant’s mission, suffering and death. And the final section returns to his accomplishments and reward. 

NW: “Look! My servant will act with insight [הִנֵּה יַשְׂכִּיל עַבְדִּי]. He will be in high station and will certainly be elevated and exalted very much.”

Chabad: “Behold My servant shall prosper; he shall be exalted and lifted up, and he shall be very high.”

“Act with insight/wisely/prudently.” Hebrew, hiskeel, refers to prosperity obtained by intelligent action, never to prosperity without effort (compare Joshua 1:8; Jeremiah 10:21). The Servant’s exaltation is the consequence of insightful and wise action. In modern Hebrew, the word sechel (the same root as hiskeel) can mean sharp/brainy, and is associated with intelligence in accomplishing things.

“High... elevated... exalted very much.” The three verbs denote commencement, continuation, and climax of the exaltation. “Very much,” (מאד) denotes the immeasurable height to which the Servant is exalted.

JESUS FITS THE DESCRIPTION

Yakov-1. If Jesus is the Son of G-d, what does prosperity mean for him since he owns everything that exists? 2. Similarly in the case of his exaltation and being lifted up. I think there is a passage in John where Jesus asks G-d to exalt him to his original position. 3 There is a passage that says that the universe was created through him and for him. So, what does he not have that G-d should give him?

NOTE: Yakov knows enough of the Christian Scriptures to be critical but without understanding the full context of what he is criticizing. He generally lifts his questions and objections from Jewish anti-missionary articles without checking to see if they are valid. 

Answer 1-3: The text refers to Jesus’ being rewarded for his faithful course as God’s Servant (compare Isaiah 53:11, 12). Jesus “acted with insight,” he understood what was required of him and was guided by the Scriptures to accomplish God’s will. (John 17:4 and 19:30) In just 3½ years he started the greatest marketing campaign the world has ever seen. No mean feat! (I believe you were alluding to Colossians 1:15, 16 in your comment about the universe being created through Jesus.)

Jesus asked only to be restored to his original position but was exalted to a superior position. (Acts 2:34-36) He was “elevated and exalted very much” as King of God’s Kingdom, sitting on the throne of David. 

	Philippians 2:9 “For this very reason, God exalted him to a superior position and kindly gave him the name that is above every other name.” 

	Matthew 28:18 “[Jesus said] ‘All authority has been given me in heaven and on the earth.’”


Jesus was only given “all authority” (a “superior position”) after his resurrection.

1Timothy 6:16 shows that Jesus also received immortality, which he did not possess prior to his mission on earth. 

∞∞∞

—Isaiah 52:14—

NW: “Just as there were many who stared at him in amazement — for his appearance was disfigured more than that of any other man and his stately form more than that of mankind.”

Chabad: “As many wondered about you [שָׁמְמוּ עָלֶיך], “How marred his appearance is from that of a man, and his features from that of people!”

Translation issue: Judgment call.

	“him”: Tanakh-JPS and Alter follow the Targum, Sy Peshitta, 1Qisa 

	“you”: Leeser and JPS-Tanakh follow the MT, LXX, Vg







The political leaders are amazed at seeing that the Servant has been transformed and exalted. 

“Disfigured more than that of any other man.” The Servant had been discredited, grossly underestimated and misrepresented.

Yakov: Many will wonder how this servant who was so marred and did not even look like a nation [people] that G-d chose them to be his people. For centuries, Israel has been projected as pigs, devils, people with animal heads etc.

NOTE: Another issue becomes evident from this point on: Yakov reads interpretations into the verse as if they were part of it. He merely repeats the Jewish position instead of offering reasons for his point of view. This is exactly what Roth does in his article, Isaiah 53 – The Suffering Servant. (See Addendum 3.)

Answer: The text says, “marred/disfigured more than that of a man,” the word “nation” is not in the text.

JESUS FITS THE DESCRIPTION

Yakov: When this servant is elevated, the nations will be shocked and shut their mouths. If this was talking about Jesus, why would the nations be shocked? They have been expecting him for the last 2000 years, right? 

Answer: Only 15 of the world’s 195 nations have adopted Christianity as the state religion, and only a third of the world’s population identify as Christian. None of the national leaders, including “Christian nations,” take seriously Jesus’ return as the exalted King of God’s Kingdom. And why should they? The clergy has mainly depicted Jesus either as a babe in a manger or an emaciated man on a cross. And for centuries, “Christian” religious leaders have meddled in politics and blessed national armies, even when these were warring against their “Christian” brothers (take Russia and Ukraine for example). National leaders of all stripes will therefore be blindsided, “amazed,” at the transformed and exalted Jesus, who returns to take the reins of rulership out of the hands of world leaders and remove them from power once and for all. 

Yakov: How can this apply to Jesus; he was never projected as a disfigured or lowly person? He was sought by all the people and only in the last 24 hours he was marred.

Answer: The Servant’s “marred appearance,” “disfigurement,” refers to his character, not his physical appearance. Isaiah 53:12 says, “...[he] was counted among the transgressors; he carried the sin of many people, and he interceded for the transgressors.” This fits Jesus. Throughout his entire ministry (not just his last day!), Jewish religious leaders painted a distorted picture of his reputation, marring/disfiguring, his image. They said he was a lawbreaker, Sabbath violator, mad, demon possessed, blasphemer, false Messiah, a menace to the Jewish nation and a seditionist. 

He was finally condemned, tortured, and executed as a seditionist and was said to be rejected by God. Since the nations had no reason to expect Jesus to return at all, they would naturally be “amazed” at his return in any form, let alone a more powerful form. When he does return in power, the amazed onlookers will include professed Christians who believe he is on their side regardless of their crimes.–Matthew 7:21-23.

	John 15:18-25 “If the world hates you, you know that it has hated me before it hated you... 20 Keep in mind the word I said to you: If they have persecuted me, they will also persecute you... 25 But this happened in order to fulfill the word written in their Law: ‘They hated me without cause.’” (Compare Psalm 69:4).


∞∞∞

—Isaiah 52:15—

NW: “So he will startle many nations. Kings will shut their mouths before him, because they will see what they had not been told and give consideration to what they had not heard.”

Chabad: “So shall he cast down [‘startle,’ Tanakh-JPS] many nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of him, for, what had not been told them they saw, and [at] what they had not heard they gazed.”

“He will startle... Kings will shut their mouths.” The nations and their kings are speechless at the Servant’s surprising exaltation.

JESUS FITS THE DESCRIPTION

Yakov-1. Isaiah 52:15 talks about what will happen when the servant is elevated. For 2,000 years 2.2 billion Christians and 1.5 billion Muslims are waiting for Jesus to return. So, why would they be shocked when the servant is revealed/elevated? 2. This is a Messianic Age passage that is yet to happen, when it does, all the Gentiles will be shocked.

Answer 1-2: “They will see what they had not been told.” Neither the Jewish religious leaders in Jesus’ day, nor Christian leaders since the 4th Century, ever informed the “kings” of what to expect regarding Jesus. Most Christian religions believe in Jesus’ return half-heartedly at best, and they might secretly prefer he wouldn’t return to hold them accountable for their deeds. If they were truly waiting, they wouldn’t be warring. The majority of Christians today are practical atheists; meaning their lives differ little from that of many atheists. They give lip service to Jesus, but, in many cases, their religious beliefs are subordinate to their political ideals and goals. As far as Muslims are concerned, not only does the Quran explain Jesus’ return very differently than the Christian Scriptures, but each of the branches of Islam interpret Jesus’ return differently. So Muslims too will be surprised at Jesus’ return in power and glory when they “see what they had not been told.”

Yakov: One can say that when Jesus comes, the Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and atheists will be shocked and that is fine. But the Tanakh never refers to Jews as nations. It is always used for Gentiles.

NOTE: Misconceptions regarding Hebrew terminology popup repeatedly in Yakov’s statements.  

Answer: The Jews are also referred to as a nation(s): Genesis 12:2; 46:3; Deuteronomy 26:5. (See also Genesis 17:4,5; 25:23; 35:11; Psalm 22:28; 72:17; 82:8; 113:4). Since Jews have been taught that Israel is the Servant and they are the “chosen people,” Israel will be among the nations that are most shocked when Jesus returns in power as the exalted Servant. 

	Revelation 1:7; 6:15-17 “Look! He is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, and those who pierced him; and all the tribes of the earth will beat themselves in grief because of him... Then the kings of the earth... and every free person... keep saying... 17 ‘the great day of their wrath has come, and who is able to stand?’”


∞∞∞

INTRODUCTION TO CHAPTER 53: Section 2. The narrators look back on the Servant’s life; verbs are in the past tense. They realize the truthfulness of the prophecies concerning the Servant and discuss his resolve in enduring trials, his concern for others and his suffering on their behalf. Verse 1 describes the despondency of those that knew the Servant to some degree at least. 

∞∞∞

—Isaiah 53:1—

NW: “Who has put faith in the thing heard by us? And as for the arm of Jehovah, to whom has it been revealed?”

Chabad: “Who would have believed our report, and to whom was the arm of the Lord revealed?” 

Yakov: The nations are saying, ‘If G-d had not shown us what we were not told, we might not have understood what we were seeing, and we would not have believed that Israel would once again be elevated by G-d.’

NOTE: Yakov’s idea that the kings/nations are the narrators in Isaiah 53:1-10, is at the heart of the Jewish position: If this is so, then the Servant must be collective Israel. On the other hand, if the narrators are Israelites who are commenting on the Servant’s mission and his death, it means the Servant must be an individual. Because of the importance of the identity of the narrators in Isaiah 53 in relation to identifying the Servant, it is a point of focus throughout the following analysis. 

Answer: Here are just a few reasons why the narrators are not the kings and nations mentioned in 52:15. 

	You write, “The nations are saying...” However, the kings/nations never speak in any of the previous verses and there is no reason to suppose they begin speaking here since they were rendered speechless by the exaltation of the Servant (52:15) and “shut their mouths.” 

	The fact that God is speaking in Isaiah 52:13-15, but not in 53:1-10, is a marked change of scenario; both the narrators and subject matter are different from the previous verses.

	If the speakers were the kings/nations in Isaiah 53, you would expect them to make some mention of the Servant’s exaltation, an event so spectacular that it amazed, startled and struck them dumb. But nothing at all is said about it.  

	The conversation in Isaiah 53:1-10 is in the past tense, prior to the Servant’s exaltation, and the narrators have no notion of it.







“the thing heard by us/from us.” A report or rumor. The narrators in Isaiah 53:1 are dismayed because the message they told to others had not been taken seriously: “Who has put faith in the thing heard from us?” The kings/nations would not have been able to tell others about what they heard because they had only seen a visible display of the glorified Servant. Prior to that event, they “had not been told... not heard” the facts regarding the Servant (compare Isaiah 53:2-10). 

“the arm of Jehovah.” There is no basis to suppose the gentile kings would use a Hebrew expression that includes God’s personal name. Why would the kings/nations know God’s name? And even if they did, why would they associate it with the Jews who haven’t been pronouncing the name for nearly 2000 years and even banned pronouncing it?

JESUS FITS THE DESCRIPTION

None of the rabbinic suggestions as to the identity of the Servant (mentioned previously) were ever widely accepted because they do not fit the description of the Servant in Isaiah 53. As the analysis of this chapter progresses, bear in mind how the Servant is portrayed: He is kind, mission oriented, self-sacrificing for the good of others, hated, persecuted, and killed without cause. The description points naturally to Jesus because this is how he is depicted in the Christian Scriptures.  

“Who has put faith in the thing heard by us?” 

	John 12:37, 38 “And although such signs as these he had done before them they were not believing on him: 38 that the word of Isaiah the prophet might be fulfilled which said—Lord! who believed what we have heard? And the arm of the Lord to whom was it revealed?”—Rotherham.

	Romans 10:16 “But they did not all hearken to the glad tidings. For Isaiah saith, Lord, who hath believed our report?” —Rotherham.


As mentioned, the perspective of the narrators in Isaiah 53 is shortly after the Servant’s death but before he is exalted. (Isaiah 52:13-15) At Shavuot/Pentecost, 50 days after Jesus’ resurrection, the crowd that was gathered in Jerusalem realized that Jesus was the Messiah, had been wrongly executed, and had been exalted by God.

	Acts 2:33, 36-41 “‘Therefore, because he was exalted to the right hand of God... let all the house of Israel know for a certainty that God made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you executed on a stake.’ 37 Now when they heard this, they were stabbed to the heart, and they said to Peter and the rest of the apostles: ‘Men, brothers, what should we do?’ 38 Peter said to them: ‘Repent, and let each one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for forgiveness of your sins’... 41 So those who gladly accepted his word were baptized, and on that day about 3,000 people were added.”


∞∞∞

—Isaiah 53:2—

NW: “He will come up like a twig before him, like a root out of parched land. No stately form does he have, nor any splendor; and when we see him, his appearance does not draw us to him.”

Chabad: “And he came up like a sapling before it, and like a root from dry ground, he had neither form nor comeliness; and we saw him that he had no appearance. Now shall we desire him?” (This last sentence is not a question in other translations; Tanakh-JPS, Leeser, Alter, Artscroll.)

“...like a twig... like a root out of parched land...” The phrase refers to the Servant’s beginnings, unimpressive, not likely to succeed. This is similar to Isaiah 11:1 which also depicts lowly and unimpressive beginnings: “A twig will grow out of the stump of Jesse, and a sprout from his roots will bear fruit.”

This verse has a long history as a Jewish messianic reference. The description fits the humble background of someone who was not expected to amount to much. If applied to Israel, it could only be to the nation’s beginnings; from nomadic patriarchs to being a slave nation in Egypt. It does not, however, fit any time after Israel’s liberation from Egypt and conquest of the land of Israel since the nation enjoyed centuries of glory during the reigns of Kings David, Solomon, Asa, Hezekiah, Josiah etc. Israel later became a nation overnight after its release from Babylon (compare Isaiah 66:8). It is difficult to imagine Israel’s lowly beginnings as a noteworthy topic in the context of a Messianic Age prophecy. 

JESUS FITS THE DESCRIPTION

“No stately form does he have, nor any splendor...” 

Yakov-1. The servant in Isaiah was insignificant and had no favourable conditions to flourish. 2. He did not have any comeliness or a pleasing appearance that one would desire him.

Answer 1-2: Exactly, and this is the very point the narrators are making. They compare the Servant’s humble beginnings with what he finally turned out to be. This fits Jesus: He was born in a barn in Bethlehem, a town so insignificant it wasn’t even listed in the accounts of the tribal divisions. (Micah 5:2) His family was poor: they offered a poor person’s sacrifice at his birth, “...a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.” (Luke 2:24) It was a large family living in modest circumstances. (Matthew 13:55, 56) People in Nazareth said, “Is this not the carpenter’s son?... So they began to stumble because of him.”—Mathew 13:55-57. 

“...like a root out of parched land. His roots were in Nazareth, which seemed like the wrong soil to many. It was a city in the north of Israel, not a center of learning, so Jesus had no legitimacy in people’s eyes, no “stately form.” Many expected that the Messiah would have a more impressive background.

	John 1:46 “[Can] anything good come from Nazareth?”

	John 7:52 Religious leaders said to Nicodemus who attempted to defend Jesus, “...are you too from Nazareth?”


Yakov: Jesus, on the contrary, was the most popular person for 2000 years. He was all over Judea and Galilee healing, preaching and doing miracles and everyone was dying to see him, get healed, fed or taught. 

Answer: Jesus was pretty much a side show for the majority. They wanted to see miracles, eat, and get healed (as you say), but the majority weren’t drawn to him as the Messiah. Eventually, the religious leaders influenced the people to reject him, and in the end, the crowds shouted for Pilate to spare Barabbas instead of Jesus.

	John 1:11 “He came to his own home, but his own people did not accept him.”  

	John 7:41-48 “Others were saying: ‘This is the Christ.’ But some were saying: ‘The Christ is not actually coming out of Galilee, is he?’... 43 So a division over him arose among the crowd... 45 Then the officers went back to the chief priests and Pharisees, and the latter said to them: ‘Why did you not bring him in?’ 46 The officers replied: ‘Never has any man spoken like this.’ 47 In turn the Pharisees answered: ‘You have not been misled also, have you? 48 Not one of the rulers or of the Pharisees has put faith in him, has he?’” 

	John 12:37, 38 “Although he had performed so many signs before them, they were not putting faith in him, 38 so that the word of Isaiah the prophet [Isaiah 53:1] might be fulfilled, who said: ‘Jehovah, who has put faith in the thing heard from us.’”


∞∞∞

—Isaiah 53:3—

NW: “He was despised and was avoided by men [אישׁים], a man meant for pains and for having acquaintance with sickness [חלי ידוּע]. And there was as if the concealing of one’s face from us. He was despised, and we held him as of no account.”

Chabad: “...despised and rejected by men, a man of pains and accustomed to illness, and as one who hides his face from us, despised and we held him of no account.” 

“...avoided by men [chadal ishim]...” Literally, “he lacked men,” meaning important/influential people, no respectable men of authority were backing the Servant. 

“...acquaintance with sickness.” Meaning, he was placed in a situation where he would be in contact with disease.

JESUS FITS THE DESCRIPTION

Yakov-1. Jesus was the most popular person in the history of this planet, but this passage says just the opposite about the servant, that he is rejected by men. 2. Isaiah clearly says that the servant is so insignificant that no one thought him worthy. 

Answer: 1-2: Isaiah does not say “no one thought him worthy,” rather, he says “...we held him as of no account.” In his own day, Jesus was not valued as the Messiah, even by some disciples who abandoned him. (See John 6:66 below.) That he was rejected is obvious, otherwise he would not have been executed. (See texts above.) He received no support among the ruling classes, and the masses only accorded him token acceptance as long as he would feed them, and even then, they finally abandoned him (See texts above.) It was only centuries later that Jesus became popular. 

	John 6:26 “Jesus answered them and said: ‘Most truly I say to you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate from the loaves and were satisfied.’”

	John 6:60-66 “When they heard this, many of his disciples said: ‘This speech is shocking; who can listen to it?’ 61 But Jesus... said to them: ‘Does this stumble you? 62 What if you should see the Son of man ascending to where he was before?’... 66 Because of this, many of his disciples went off to the things behind and would no longer walk with him.”







“...as one from whom we would hide our faces...” (Artscroll) Jesus looked people in the face but his opposers refused to see him favorably.—Mark 3:5 and 10:21.

“...of no account...” Jesus was betrayed for the price of a slave, 30 pieces of silver. Zechariah refers to this sum ironically as a “majestic value.” (Zechariah 11:12, 13) The crowd rejected Jesus in favor of the criminal Barabbas, considering him more valuable than Jesus. 






Yakov: In spite of Jesus’ popularity among the Jews, for some weird reason he is rejected by these same people.

Answer: There is no mystery as to why people finally rejected Jesus, the religious leaders influenced them to do so. (John 7:47-49, above) However, by the 4th Century, Jesus’ popularity had been coopted by the clergy. They disfigured his appearance even further by turning him into the foremost patron of war: Constantine’s war cry was, “in hoc signo vinces,” “in this sign, [the cross] shall you conquer.” Later there were crusades and inquisitions all done in the name of Jesus. 

Yakov-1. This passage uses words that say all his life the servant is despised. 2. The Servant is accustomed to pain all his life. This is not talking about Jesus’ suffering for 6 hours before dying.

Answer 1-2: Not sure from where you get the expression “all his life.” You are reading something into the text that isn’t there.

“...a man meant for pains and for having acquaintance with sickness.” During his ministry, Jesus was like a caring physician, curing people and relieving bodily pains. He never shunned those who were ailing physically or spiritually. But he focused especially on spiritual maladies and the pain of a guilty conscience. 

	Luke 19:10 [Jesus to Zacchaeus, a tax collector] “The Son of man came to seek and to save what was lost.” (See Luke 19:1-9 for context.) 

	Luke 5:30-32 “At this the Pharisees and their scribes began murmuring to his disciples, saying: ‘Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?’ 31 In reply Jesus said to them: ‘Those who are healthy do not need a physician, but those who are ill do. 32 I have come to call, not righteous people, but sinners to repentance.’”


∞∞∞

—Isaiah 53:4—

INTRODUCTION TO 53:4: Section 3 begins here. The narrators reflect on what Jesus did, what he went through and their own response to it all.

NW: “Truly he himself carried our sicknesses, and he bore our pains. But we considered him as plagued [נגוּע], stricken by God [אלהים מכּה] and afflicted.”

Chabad: “Indeed, he bore our illnesses, and our pains-he carried them, yet we accounted him as plagued, smitten by God and oppressed.” 

“Our sins he carried [נשׂא]” The kings/nations would not have used a term taken straight out of the Mosaic Law. The Hebrew word transmits the idea of tolerating and carrying, feeling the sin as one's own (compare Leviticus 5:1), or bearing the punishment occasioned by sin. (Leviticus 17:16; 20:19-20; 24:15) The term can also refer to bearing sin in a mediatorial capacity when the person is not the guilty party. (Leviticus  10:17) The Servant’s mission was to relieve sicknesses and pains in all their forms. These, and similar phrases in succeeding texts, are said in relation to the Servant’s life which was offered as a “guilt offering.”—Isaiah 53:10.

“Plagued [נגוּע],” generally describes leprosy. Quoting Isaiah 53:4, Sanhedrin 98b says: “The leper of the house of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi is his [the Servant’s] name, as it is stated: ‘Indeed our illnesses he did bear and our pains he endured; yet we did esteem him injured, stricken by God, and afflicted.’” This underscores that the passage was originally understood as referring to an individual and not to the nation of Israel.

The narrators had personally benefited from the Servant’s labors, but lamented not grasping the full import of his mission, having viewed him as “stricken by God.”

SOME QUESTIONS: If, as alleged, the kings and nations are the ones here commenting on how the Servant/Israel bore the illnesses of the gentile nations and carried their pains, I would ask...

	What were the “illnesses” of the nations that Israel bore and the “pains” it carried? 

	How exactly did Israel “bear” the illnesses and “carry” the pains of the gentile nations?” 


JESUS FITS THE DESCRIPTION

Yakov: Jesus had a glorious life and only in the last 24 hours he went through the trials.

Answer: “A glorious life?” As a youth he worked with his father as a carpenter; hard life, no luxuries. When he began his ministry, Jesus worked tirelessly to start a preaching campaign that has lasted till our day, nearly 2000 years. He made 2 tours of Galilee, 1 tour of Galilee and Judea, 1 tour East of the Jordan and a final ministry in Jerusalem. He walked the length and breadth of Israel without letup. Some estimate that he traveled some 3000 miles during that time. And he did this with the weight of the world on his shoulders, mankind’s fate hanging in the balance, as well as the dishonor and pain he would cause his heavenly father if he failed in his mission. Finally, he died a terrible death at age 33. No marriage, no family, not even a home to call his own. Not such a glorious life in the normal sense. But glorious in another, he “conquered the world.”—John 16:33. 

Yakov: Was Jesus afflicted by a plague? 

Answer: Jesus was regarded as plagued/stricken, not that he actually was. 

	Leeser: “...we indeed esteemed him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.”

	Alter: “We had reckoned him plagued, God-stricken, tormented.”

	Tanakh-JPS: “We accounted him plagued, smitten and afflicted by God.”

	JPS-Tanakh: “Whereas we did esteem him stricken, Smitten of God, and afflicted.”

	Chabad: “...we accounted him as plagued.”

	Artscroll: “We had regarded him diseased stricken by God.”


Yakov: This is one of the passages that can be applied to Jesus and Israel... There is nothing here in this passage about sins. One can spiritualize it to say the biggest illness is sin but that is just one’s interpretation. 

Answer: Correct, “sin” is not mentioned in this verse, but sin is mentioned in verse 12. Verses 5, 6 and 11 mention “errors”; verse 8, “transgression”; and verse 9, “guilt offering.” The idea is well covered in these 6 verses which constitute nearly half of the 15 verses in the Servant passage. 

There are three words dealing with wrongdoing in the Tanakh: chet (34x), pesha (93x), and avon (233x). Pesha and avon appear in verse 5. Understanding the meaning of these words helps to get the sense of the text.

Disease and death are consequences of Adam’s sin and the imperfection he passed on to the rest of mankind. As King David wrote, “Look! I was born guilty of error, and my mother conceived me in sin.”—Psalm 51:5. 

Sickness and sin are closely linked according to the Tanakh.

	Isaiah 33:24 “And no resident will say: ‘I am sick.’ The people dwelling in the land will be pardoned for their error.”


Dealing with sin and its consequences was an important part of Jesus’ ministry. Jesus carried their sicknesses, and he bore their pains. 

	Matthew 9:2-8 “...in order for you to know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins—then he said to the paralytic: ‘Get up, pick up your bed, and go to your home.’ And he got up and went off to his home. At the sight of this the crowds were struck with fear, and they glorified God, who gave such authority to men.”​

	Matthew 8:14-17 “Jesus, on coming into Peter’s house, saw his mother-in-law lying down and sick with fever. So he touched her hand, and the fever left her, and she got up and began ministering to him. But after it became evening, people brought him many demon-possessed persons; and he expelled the spirits with a word, and he cured all who were faring badly; that there might be fulfilled what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet, saying: ‘He himself took our sicknesses and carried our diseases.’” 

	Luke 6:18, 19 “Even those troubled with unclean spirits were cured. And all the crowd were seeking to touch him, because power was going out of him and healing them all.” 


Upon Jesus’ return as King of God’s Kingdom, he will apply the benefits of the ransom sacrifice, the blessings of which will greatly surpass all the good he did while on earth. 

	Romans 5:12, 21 “...just as through one man sin entered into the world and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because they had all sinned... so also undeserved kindness might rule as king through righteousness leading to everlasting life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”


Yakov: Christians claim that Jesus bore the illness and suffered for all the people that believe in him. But this passage does not say that one needs to believe in the Servant. 

Answer: Right again, Yakov! The passage does not say “one needs to believe in the Servant,” and the fact is that Jesus cured some that did not have faith in him. The narrators in the passage are talking about how they had benefited from the Servant’s labors despite their lack of faith: they “accounted him as plagued.” There was neither space nor necessity for a laundry list of requirements in a passage of 15 verses. There is sufficient admonition in the book of Leviticus as well as the multiple texts condemning Israel for its sins. (See texts under Isaiah 53:9.) There was no need to waste words. As the ancient rabbinic saying goes, hamevin yavin, (the understanding one will understand).

Considering that the Servant’s life is a guilt offering, it’s understood that God has full discretion not to apply the benefits of that sacrifice to any person he deems unworthy, as with any sacrifice under the Law. (Along with the following texts, see also Isaiah 1:11 and Jeremiah 6:20.)

	Genesis 4:4, 5 “While Jehovah looked with favor on Abel and on his offering, he did not look with any favor on Cain and on his offering.”

	Isaiah 66:3 “The one slaughtering the bull is like one striking down a man. The one sacrificing a sheep is like one breaking the neck of a dog. The one offering a gift—like the blood of a pig!... They have chosen their own ways, and they take delight in what is disgusting.” 


Yakov: For 2000 years Christians have claimed that Israel has suffered because of rejecting Jesus. But I personally feel that they rejected Jesus as he did not align with the messiah that G-d said, and their suffering was for their own sins of not keeping the Torah.

Answer: Yes, we can agree on your first sentence. There is no basis to the claim that Jewish suffering for millenniums has been due to rejecting Jesus. In Matthew 27:25, the Jews accepted bloodguilt for Jesus’ execution “upon us and upon our children,” meaning themselves and the following generation. That does not mean they would suffer to time immemorial for Jesus’ death. And why should anyone think that small group in Jerusalem at that particular moment decided the fate of the entire Jewish nation for the following 2000 years? 

Yoma 9b offers a more realistic view of things: “But why was the Second Temple destroyed, seeing that in its time they occupied themselves with Torah, mitzvot and acts of kindness? Because baseless hatred [sinat chinnam] prevailed. This teaches you that baseless hatred is equal to the three sins of idolatry, illicit relations and murder [which led to the destruction of the First Temple].” “Baseless hatred” would certainly include the execution of Jesus who was innocent of any wrongdoing.

  Matthew 23:34-38 “‘34 I am sending to you prophets and wise men and public instructors. Some of them you will kill and execute on stakes, and some of them you will scourge in your synagogues... 36 Truly I say to you, all these things will come upon this generation.... 38 Look! Your house is abandoned to you.”

The second part of your question, “...they rejected Jesus as he did not align with the messiah that G-d said,” is a common objection, but historically baseless; as if there was but one messianic idea shared by all Jews in the 1st Century. In The Concept of the Messiah in Second Temple and Rabbinic Literature, the Orthodox Jewish professor, Lawrence Schiffman, examines the “various views of Messianism” that existed simultaneously “even within the same strain of Judaism.” https://www.academia.edu/19727390/_The_Concept_of_the_Messiah_in_Second_Temple_and_Rabbinic_Literature_The_New_Testament_and_Judaism_Review_and_Expositor_84_1987_pp_235_246?sm=b

The rabbis backed many messianic pretenders in the First Century, virtually all of whom had aspirations of liberating Israel from Roman domination. Had Jesus received rabbinic backing, it would have been iron clad proof that he was not the Messiah, because the rabbis got it wrong every single time. (Jesus Did Not Fulfill Jewish Messianic Expectations, Chapter 3, deals with this question in detail.)

On the other hand, it was foretold in Isaiah 53:2, 3 that the Servant would not be accepted, “No stately form... nor any splendor... his appearance does not draw us to him... despised and was avoided by men.” The phrase, “avoided by men” (chadal ishim), gives the idea that no one of influence or authority was backing him.


  John 12:42, 43 ...many even of the rulers actually put faith in him, but they would not acknowledge him because of the Pharisees, so that they would not be expelled from the synagogue; 43 for they loved the glory of men even more than the glory of God.


∞∞∞

—Isaiah 53:5—

INTRODUCTION TO 53:5: The narrators describe how the Servant suffered and the reasons for it. 

NW: “But he was 1pierced 2for our transgression; he was crushed for our errors. He bore the punishment for our peace, and because of his wounds we were healed.”

Chabad: “But he was 1pained 2because of our transgressions, crushed because of our iniquities; the chastisement of our welfare was upon him, and with his wound we were healed.”

Yakov: The Christians mistranslate “pierced” instead of “pained” and they changed “because of” to “for,” to make this passage fit the theology that Jesus died for peoples’ sins. How can the Christian Bible change the word of G-d?

NOTE: Yakov’s indignation at the perceived Christian manipulation of Bible texts reflects his appreciation for God’s Word. His expression, changing the word of G-d, is a near verbatim quote of Jeremiah 23:36. Regrettably, he does not know Hebrew and his exclusive reliance on Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) translations and sources leads him to shortsighted conclusions, not to mention misdirected irritation. It also reveals a fair amount of confirmation bias, evident in the many accusations of Christian mistranslations, none of which are justified. 

Answer: The accusation is without basis. The question should be: “Why has Chabad changed the words of the living God?” (Jeremiah 23:36) “Pierced” is the best translation (or, “wounded”). This can be seen in the comparison of Isaiah 53:5 with Isaiah 51:9 (which uses the same word as that in 53:5). “Pained” may convey the idea of emotional sorrow rather than the physical aggression the passage transmits.

Translation issues: 

1. “Pierced/wounded” vs “pained.” Chabad’s inconsistency reveals the translator’s bias.

	Jewish translations

	Isaiah 53:5 [וְהוּא מְחֹלָל]

	Isaiah 51:9 [ְחוֹלֶלֶת תַּנִּין]


	Leeser:

	he was wounded

	pierced the crocodile


	Tanakh-JPS:

	he was wounded

	pierced the dragon


	JPS-Tanakh:

	he was wounded

	pierced the dragon


	Alter:

	he was wounded

	pierced the beast


	Chabad:

	he was pained

	*slew the sea monster



*Rashi (on Isaiah 51:9), “slew: Heb. מְחוֹלֶלֶת (meholelet), an expression of slaying, related to חָלָל.”

Meholal = a death blow denoting a calamity inflicted by violence. The narrator is expressing his dismay at the Servant’s suffering and death.

2. “For” vs “because.” Judgment call.

	Leeser: “...wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities...”

	Alter: “...wounded for our crimes, crushed for our transgressions...”


Answer: The Jewish translations remove any basis to the accusation of “Christian manipulation” in the above case. But apart from that, making an issue of word choice here is pointless since other texts in the passage also indicate that the Servant suffers in place of others. Compare the translations below of three different texts.

  Artscroll: 53:6 “Hashem inflicted upon him the iniquity of us all...” 

  Alter: 53:8 “...he was cut off... bearing their blight...” 

  Tanakh-JPS: 53:10 “...the LORD chose to crush him... an offering for guilt...”

Yakov: This passage says that the Servant was punished because of the sins of the Gentiles. Remember, the Gentiles are speaking from verse 1.

NOTE: In saying, “Remember, the Gentiles are speaking from verse 1,” Yakov is stating a supposition, his personal belief, as if it were a fact. By citing something that has yet to be proven as if it were a fact he continually falls into the trap of circular reasoning. I mentioned this to him in another context, but it was water off a duck’s back. 

Answer: You are confusing commentary with translation. The text says, “our iniquities,” not, “the gentiles’ iniquities.” Your suggestion follows Rashi’s comment on 53:5, “The chastisement due to the welfare that we [gentile nations] enjoyed, came upon him [the Servant/Israel], for he was chastised so that there be peace for the entire world.” Moreover, the suggestion that Israel’s suffering resulted in peace for the gentiles turns the biblical facts upside down; the gentile nations were punished for being overly cruel in their treatment of Israel (compare Jeremiah 30:11; 50:29; 51:24). No one received peace because of the punishment of the Jews. Furthermore, the idea also contradicts Rashi’s own comment on 53:10 (see below) that the Servant, Israel, “betrayed” God, that Israel suffered because of its own sins.

Rashi alludes to the righteous of Israel as the Servant in two ways, as those who suffer and as those that prosper. On Isaiah 53:8 he comments: “because of the transgression of my people [the gentiles], this plague came to the righteous among them [the Jews].” Commenting on 52:13 he says: “My servant, Jacob [i.e.] the righteous among him, shall prosper.” The idea has neither biblical nor historical support. When the nations persecuted Israel, everyone suffered along with the righteous of Israel. The only time that the righteous of Israel suffered separately from the rest of the nation was when fellow Israelites persecuted them (compare 1 Kings 19:10; 22:24; 2 Chronicles 24:20, 21; Isaiah 66:5; Jeremiah 37:15). Also, both the biblical and historical records are replete with accounts of the unrighteous of Israel prospering.

“He bore the punishment for our peace...” “Peace (shalom),” refers to the state of being free from war or disturbance (Judges 4:17; 1 Samuel 7:14; 1 Kings 4:24; 1 Chronicles 15:5; Job 21:9; Ecclesiastes 3:8); and can convey the idea of health, safety, soundness (Genesis 37:14), welfare (Genesis 41:16), friendship (Psalm 41:9), and entirety or completeness (Jeremiah 13:19).” (Insight on the Scriptures) As mentioned, to suggest that Israel’s punishment resulted in peace for the gentile nations is irreconcilable with Scripture as well as with history.

The narrators must be Israelites who were either followers of the Servant or had a degree of knowledge about him; they know what happened to him, understand the reason for it, and know that his suffering benefited them personally. The kings/nations could not have made these statements since they had not been told or heard the details of the Servant’s mission. 

Yakov: Israel as a chosen nation is supposed to be a blessing to the nations. This happens when they live a life that is in line with the Torah. This kind of life brings blessings to both Israel and the Gentiles. So, verse 5 expresses that the “welfare of the Gentiles depends on the kind of life Israel lives.” 

NOTE: At times Yakov clearly lacks a coherence filter for some of his statements, as above, likely because he is so emotionally invested in his point of view. 

SOME QUESTIONS: 

	Does your statement, “...the welfare of the Gentiles depends on the kind of life Israel lives,” apply throughout the 2500+ years of Israel’s suffering? If not, then from when?

	Are world conditions a reflection of Israel’s poor spiritual state? 

	Is Israel’s spiritual state the cause of world conditions today (wars, famine, violence, etc)? 

	If Israel’s punishment means “peace” for the nations, why is the world in such a mess?

	If “the welfare of the Gentiles depends on the kind of life Israel lives,” are the gentile nations condemned to be in turmoil until Israel returns to Torah?

	How can Israel “return to Torah” when “Torah” includes Temple sacrifices which are no longer possible? It sounds like a catch-22 situation; perpetual condemnation for both Israel and the rest of humanity.  

	According to the Jewish view of Isaiah 53:5, the gentile nations were “healed” because of Israel’s wounds. If so, why do you say, “...the welfare of the Gentiles depends on the kind of life Israel lives?”


Yakov: Israel’s chastisement, in my view, is to correct the lowest form of sins.

NOTE: Here is another characteristic of Yakov’s reasoning; he proposes points of view that lack any discernable basis.

SOME QUESTIONS: 

	Why do you feel the Servant “was pierced, crushed, punished and wounded” to correct merely “the lowest form of sins?” 

	What exactly are the “the lowest form of sins” that were corrected by the Servant’s suffering and what is the biblical basis for the classification?  

	Saying that 2½ millennia of Jewish suffering only atones for the lowest form of sins sounds like killing ants with cannons. So much suffering for so little healing! And, it could be asked, “What healing... where?”


“He bore the punishment... we were healed.” For reasons already mentioned, the natural sense of Isaiah 53:5 is to view the speakers as Israelites talking about how the Servant’s suffering resulted in their healing. The gentile nations were punished by God, not healed, so they could hardly be the ones speaking.


  Jeremiah 30:11 “But I will make an extermination among all the nations to which I scattered you.” 



Yakov: Vicarious atonement is not taught in Tanakh. At best we have an animal take the place of the sinner for unintentional sins. In my reasoning, this just tells the person that you lost a valuable animal now be careful and do not make the same mistake again.

NOTE: Sometimes certain phrases or words like vicarious get past Yakov. This, along with his personal interpretation of things makes productive conversation slow going. 

Answer: Every sacrifice under the Law for guilt or sin etc, was vicarious. All sacrifices were substitute or surrogate sacrifices. Either the animal died to mitigate the guilt of the individual presenting




	Matthew 20:28 “The Son of man came, not to be ministered to, but to minister and to give his life as a ransom in exchange for many.”

	John 19:34 “But one of the soldiers jabbed his side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out.”

	John 3:16 “For God loved the world so much that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone exercising faith in him might not be destroyed but have everlasting life.”

	Romans 6:23 “For the wages sin pays is death, but the gift God gives is everlasting life by Christ Jesus our Lord.”

	Acts 2:36, 37 “’Therefore, let all the house of Israel know for a certainty that God made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you executed on a stake.’ 37 Now when they heard this, they were stabbed to the heart, and they said to Peter and the rest of the apostles: ‘Men, brothers, what should we do?’”












	Leeser: “...the Lord let befall him the guilt of us all.”

	Alter: “...the LORD brought down upon him the crimes of all of us.”

	Tanakh-JPS: “...the LORD visited upon him the guilt of all of us.”

	JPS-Tanakh: “...the LORD hath made to light on him the iniquity of us all.”

	Artscroll: “Hashem inflicted upon him the iniquity of us all.” 







	Matthew 26:31 “Then Jesus said to them: ‘All of you will be stumbled in connection with me on this night, for it is written: I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered about.’”

	Matthew 26:51, 56 Then they came forward and seized Jesus and took him into custody... Then all the disciples abandoned him and fled.







































	Leeser: “Through oppression and through judicial punishment.”

	Alter: “By oppressive judgement...”

	Tanakh-JPS: “By oppressive judgement...”

	JPS-Tanakh: “By oppression and judgement...”









	Leeser: “...he was cut away... for the transgressions of my people the plague was laid on him...”

	Alter: “...he was cut off... bearing their blight.”

	Tanakh-JPS: “...he was cut off... through the sin of my people, who deserved the judgement.”

	JPS-Tanakh: “...he was cut off... For the transgression of my people to whom the stroke was due.”








	Jeremiah 11:19, “I am like a choice sheep led to the slaughter; I did not know that they devised schemes against me: ‘Let us destroy [him by placing] tree-poison in his food and cut him off from the land of the living, so that his name will not be remembered anymore.’” 

	Artscroll’s footnote on the text says: “Jeremiah’s townspeople plotted to kill him for his constant rebukes and prophecies of doom.”—See also, Isaiah 38:11 and Artscroll’s footnote on the verse.








	Matthew 26:57-68 “Those who took Jesus into custody led him away to Caiaphas the high priest, where the scribes and the elders were gathered together... 59 Now the chief priests and the entire Sanhedrin were looking for false testimony against Jesus in order to put him to death. 60 But they found none, although many false witnesses came forward. Later two came forward 61 and said: ‘This man said, I am able to throw down the temple of God and build it up in three days’... 63 But Jesus kept silent. So the high priest said to him: ‘I put you under oath by the living God to tell us whether you are the Christ, the Son of God!’ 64 Jesus said to him: ‘You yourself said it. But I say to you: From now on you will see the Son of man sitting at the right hand of power and coming on the clouds of heaven.’ 65 Then the high priest ripped his outer garments, saying: ‘He has blasphemed! What further need do we have of witnesses? See! Now you have heard the blasphemy. 66 What is your opinion?’ They answered: ‘He deserves to die.’ 67 Then they spat in his face and hit him with their fists. Others slapped him on the face, 68 saying: ‘Prophesy to us, you Christ. Who struck you?’”



	Galatians 3:13 “Christ purchased us, releasing us from the curse of the Law by becoming a curse instead of us, because it is written [in Deuteronomy 21:23]: Accursed is every man hung upon a stake.’”




	Daniel 9:24-27 “And after the sixty-two weeks Messiah will be cut off...and at the half of the week he will cause sacrifice and gift offering to cease.”








	Matthew 15:6-9 “So you have made the word of God invalid because of your tradition.” 



	Alter: “And his grave was put with the wicked, and with evildoers...”

	Tanakh-JPS: “And his grave was set among the wicked, and with the rich...”

	JPS-Tanak: “And they made his grave with the wicked, And with the rich his tomb...”

	Leeser: “And he let his grave be made with the wicked, and with the godless rich...”





	Leeser: “...with the godless rich at his death...”

	Alter: “...and with evildoers his death.”

	Tanakh-JPS: “...and with the rich in his death.”




	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	












	Isaiah 66:3 “The one slaughtering the bull is like one striking down a man. The one sacrificing a sheep is like one breaking the neck of a dog. The one offering a gift—like the blood of a pig! The one presenting a memorial offering of frankincense is like one saying a blessing with magical words. They have chosen their own ways, and they take delight in what is disgusting.”

	Micah 3:11, 12 “Her leaders judge for a bribe, her priests instruct for a price, and her prophets practice divination for money. And yet they lean on Jehovah, saying: ‘Is not Jehovah with us? No calamity will come upon us.’ 12 So because of you, Zion will be plowed up as a field, Jerusalem will become heaps of ruins, the mountain of the House will become like high places in a forest.” 

	Zephaniah 3:1-4 “Woe to her that is rebelling and polluting herself, the oppressive city! 2 She did not listen to a voice; she did not accept discipline. In Jehovah she did not trust. To her God she did not draw near. 3 Her princes in the midst of her were roaring lions. Her judges were evening wolves that did not gnaw [bones] till the morning. 4 Her prophets were insolent, were men of treachery. Her priests themselves profaned what was holy; they did violence to [the] law.”

	Malachi 3:5 “’I will come near to you for judgment, and I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who take false oaths, against those who defraud the hired worker, the widow, and the fatherless child, and against those who refuse to help the foreigner. These have not feared me,’ says Jehovah of armies.”










	John 19:18, 30 “There they nailed him to the stake alongside two other men, one on each side, with Jesus in the middle... Jesus said: ‘It has been accomplished!’ and bowing his head, he gave up his spirit.”

	Matthew 27:57-60 “Now... a rich man of Arimathea came, named Joseph...58 approached Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Then Pilate commanded that it be given to him. 59 Joseph took the body, wrapped it up in clean, fine linen, 60 and laid it in his new tomb, which he had quarried in the rock.”




	“[Jesus said], ‘With whom will I compare this generation? It is like young children sitting in the marketplaces who call out to their playmates, saying: ‘We played the flute for you, but you did not dance; we wailed, but you did not beat yourselves in grief.’ Likewise, John came neither eating nor drinking, but people say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of man did come eating and drinking, but people say, ‘Look! A man who is a glutton and is given to drinking wine, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’”—Matthew 11:16-19.



	1 Peter 2:21-25 “Christ suffered for you, leaving a model for you to follow his steps closely. 22 He committed no sin, nor was deception found in his mouth. 23 When he was being insulted, he did not insult in return. When he was suffering, he did not threaten, but he entrusted himself to the One who judges righteously. 24 He himself bore our sins in his own body on the stake, so that we might die to sins and live to righteousness. And ‘by his wounds you were healed.’ 25 For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the shepherd and overseer of your souls.”















	NASB: “If He renders Himself as a guilt offering...” 

	YLT: “If his soul doth make an offering for guilt...”

	AMP: “If He would give Himself as a guilt offering...”




	Alter: “...would he lay down a guilt offering...”

	Tanakh-JPS: “If he made himself an offering for guilt...”

	Leeser: “...when now his soul hath brought the trespass-offering...”





	Isaiah 53:5 “...he [the Servant/Israel] was chastised so that there be peace for the entire world...” 

	Isaiah 53:9 “He [the Servant/Israel]... did not wish to agree to denial [of the Torah] to commit evil and to rob like all the heathens... there was no deceit in his mouth: to accept idolatry.”

	Isaiah 53:11 “’From the toil of his soul,’ he [the Servant/Israel] would eat and be satisfied, and he would not rob and plunder... My servant [Israel] would judge justly all those who came to litigate before him.” 

	Isaiah 53:12 “He [the Servant/Israel] suffered torments as if he had sinned and transgressed, and this is because of others.” 














	If the nations/kings are said to be the narrators in this verse, how is it they know a technical term like “guilt offering,” and use it with precision? 

	Whose soul is being crushed and why? 

	Is the one being crushed, innocent or guilty?




	1 Timothy 2:6 “[Jesus] gave himself a corresponding ransom for all.”—NW.

	1 Corinthians 15:45 “The first man Adam became a living person. The last Adam [Jesus] became a life-giving spirit.”



	Hebrews 9:24-10:12 “For Christ... [entered] into heaven itself, so that he now appears before God on our behalf... 26 to do away with sin through the sacrifice of himself... 28 to bear the sins of many... 10:4 for it is not possible for the blood of bulls and of goats to take sins away... 10 By this [God’s] ‘will’ we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ.... 12 [he] offered one sacrifice for sins for all time and sat down at the right hand of God.”




	John 10:17, 18 “This is why the Father loves me, because I surrender my life... 18 No man takes it away from me, but I surrender it of my own initiative. I have authority to surrender it, and I have authority to receive it again.”




	Revelation 1:18 “I became dead, but look! I am living forever and ever.”



	Isaiah 9:6 “For a child has been born to us, A son has been given to us; and the rulership will rest on his shoulder. His name will be called... Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.” 



	Psalm 45:16 “In place of your forefathers there will come to be your sons, whom you will appoint as princes in all the earth.”










	What does Chabad’s translation “vindicate the just for many,” mean? 

	Who are the just and how are they vindicated for “many?”












	Hebrews 5:8 Although he was a son, he learned obedience from the things he suffered.




	Romans 3:26 “This was to demonstrate his [God’s] own righteousness in this present season, so that he might be righteous even when declaring righteous the man who has faith in Jesus.”

	Romans 5:12 “That is why, just as through one man sin entered into the world and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because they had all sinned.” 

	Romans 5:19 “For just as through the disobedience of the one man many were constituted sinners, likewise also through the obedience of the one person many will be constituted righteous.” 

	2 Corinthians 5:21 “The one who did not know sin he made to be sin for us, that we might become God’s righteousness by means of him.”



	Revelation 20:4-6, 11-13 “And I saw thrones, and those who sat on them were given authority to judge... And they came to life and ruled as kings with the Christ for 1,000 years... 6 they will be priests of God and of the Christ, and they will rule as kings with him... 12 And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne...13 and they were judged individually according to their deeds.”



	1 Peter 2:24 “He himself bore our sins in his own body upon the stake, in order that we might be done with sins and live to righteousness. And ‘by his stripes you were healed [Isaiah 53:5].’” 



	Revelation 21:3, 4 “Look! The tent of God is with mankind, and he will reside with them, and they will be his people... 4 And he will wipe out every tear from their eyes, and death will be no more, neither will mourning nor outcry nor pain be anymore. The former things have passed away.”








	Tanakh-JPS: “...give him the many as his portion...” 

	Alter: “...shares among the many...” 

	Leeser: “Therefore will I divide him a portion with the many...”
















	Isaiah 53:7 “...like a sheep to the slaughter....” 

	1 Peter 2:21-24 “Christ suffered for you... 23 When he was being insulted, he did not insult in return. When he was suffering, he did not threaten... 24 He himself bore our sins in his own body on the stake... And ‘by his wounds you were healed’ [Isaiah 53:5].” 

	Hebrews 9:28 “Christ was offered once for all time to bear the sins of many; and the second time that he appears it will be apart from sin, and he will be seen by those earnestly looking for him for their salvation.”





	John 16:33 “Take courage, I have conquered the world.”  	Jesus was rewarded as a world conqueror; the world was not able to corrupt or deter him from completing his God given mission.



	2 Corinthians 2:14: “Thanks be to God who always leads us in a triumphal [victory] procession in company with the Christ and makes the odor of the knowledge of him perceptible through us in every place!” 

	Colossians 2:14, 15 “Stripping the governments and the authorities bear, he exhibited them in open public as conquered.”​



	Revelation 3:21 “To the one that conquers I will grant to sit down with me on my throne, even as I conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne.”



	Matthew 20:28 “The Son of man came, not to be ministered to, but to minister and to give his soul a ransom in exchange for many.” 

	Matthew 26:38 “My soul is deeply grieved, even to death.”




	Mark 14:48, 49 “Jesus said to them: ‘Did you come out to arrest me with swords and clubs as against a robber? 49 Day after day I was with you in the temple teaching, and yet you did not take me into custody. Nevertheless, this is to fulfill the Scriptures.’” 

	Luke 22:36, 37 “I tell you that this which is written must be accomplished in me, namely, ‘And he was reckoned with lawless ones.’ For that which concerns me is having an accomplishment.” 

	Mark 15:27 “...they impaled two robbers with him, one on his right and one on his left.” 




	Luke 22:50-53 “One of them even struck the slave of the high priest, taking off his right ear. 51 But in reply Jesus said: ‘That is enough.’ And he touched the ear and healed him. 52 Jesus then said to the chief priests and captains of the temple and elders who had come there for him: ‘Did you come out with swords and clubs as against a robber? 53 While I was with you in the temple day after day, you did not lay your hands on me. But this is your hour and the authority of darkness.’”




	Romans 8:31 “If God is for us, who will be against us? 32 Since he did not even spare his own Son but handed him over for us all, will he not also, along with him, kindly give us all other things?” 

	John 3:16 “God loved the world so much that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone exercising faith in him might not be destroyed but have everlasting life.” 
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