
Within the Book of the Prophet 
Isaiah we encounter four poetic 
sections known as the Songs 
of the Suffering Servant. The 
specific identity of this Servant 
of the Lord remains the topic 
of scholarly debate. Perhaps it 
refers to the prophet Isaiah him-
self, perhaps the entire nation of 
Israel, or possibly the promised 
Messiah. Christian faith sees 
these prophetic utterances 
fulfilled in the life, ministry, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus  
the Lord.

Because of the Christian iden-
tification of the Suffering 
Servant with Jesus, the four 
Servant Songs become a way 
of encountering the Lord during 
this Lenten Season. Not only 
do they give us a sense of the 
commitment and endurance 
that characterized his messi-
anic ministry, but they become 
a way of touching the bruised 
face of the Messiah, of hearing 
the resolute determination that 
sustained him in the midst of 
trial, and of rejoicing with him 
in God’s ultimate vindication of 
his calling and service.

Song 1: Isaiah 42:1-4

In this passage, the prophet 
Isaiah presages a servant who 
pleases God. This servant 
shows meekness and is one who 
will never extinguish even the 
smallest, faintest light of faith. 
Likewise, the faith of this ser-
vant will never grow dim; distant 
nations will await his teaching 
and look for the justice that he 
brings.

Song 2: Isaiah 49:1-7

The prophet proclaims the call 
and destiny of the servant of the 
Lord, who is called and chosen 
to reveal the light of God to the 
world.

Song 3: Isaiah 50:4-11

Here, the servant knows and 
declares that his help is with 
the Lord. He does not allow suf-
fering to bring shame, disgrace, 
false guilt, or condemnation. 
Instead, with strength of spirit, 
the servant declares trust and 
faith in God. “The Lord GOD is 
my help . . . I shall not be put to 
shame.” Amidst darkness and 

adversity, because he fears the 
LORD, the servant walks not by 
his own light but by the light 
of God.

Song 4: Isaiah 52:13 
to Isaiah 53:12 

Here the prophet proclaims the 
“prosperity” of God’s servant, 
but it is not a worldly prosperity 
accomplished through human 
wisdom. “Who would believe 
what we have heard?” God’s 
silent and afflicted servant 
prospers through a life given 
to God in reparation for sinners. 
Through suffering, the servant 
acquires great wealth and “off-
spring” before God: many are 
justified before God, iniquity is 
removed, wounds are healed, 
and sinners receive an inter-
cessor. The servant prospers 
in what is true wealth to God.
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Song 1 — 
The Servant of the Lord

Read Isaiah 42:1-4 before read-
ing the following reflection and 
answering the questions below.
 
It is the voice of God we hear 
proudly introducing “my ser-
vant . . . with whom I am well 
pleased.”  The painful destiny 
of this Servant isn’t mentioned 
in this brief song. Instead, like 
a soldier outfitted for battle or 
an explorer prepared for mis-
sion, the Servant is extolled 
for who he is and for the cour-
age, patience, gentleness, and 
fidelity that will distinguish his 
service. Often, brave individuals 
volunteer for difficult missions, 
but God’s Servant was chosen. 
The hand of God is upon him and 
God’s own Spirit hovers over 
him. This Servant will not be 
an individualistic maverick get-
ting the job done “his way.” He 
will be a gentle agent of God’s 
will, not shouting in the streets 
as was typical of prophets, but 
moving quietly and humbly 
among the people, distinguish-
ing the weak from the strong, 
never breaking even a “bruised 

reed” because God’s Spirit sent 
him to heal and strengthen the 
weak, to mend and restore the 
hearts of all who are losing hope 
or have been cast aside by the 
rich and the mighty.

The text offers even an image 
of those who are too weak to 
raise their heads and burn with 
the light of faith. Because they 
cling too close to the wax, dimly 
burning wicks offer little light 
and the slightest breeze will 
extinguish them. Yet even these 
the Servant will not quench. He 
comes not to condemn the weak 
of heart and slow of faith but 
to invite them into the kingdom 
of God’s justice. Through the 
Servant’s ministry, the “bruised 
reed” will be strengthened and 
the “dimly burning wick” will be 
enflamed. The Servant himself 
will never wane or weaken; he 
will faithfully accomplish the 
will of the Lord and establish 
justice in the land.

Lent comes around each year 
to invite those of us who have 
grown weak or dim to hear afresh 
God’s promise and receive anew 
the Servant’s healing touch. 

The ends of the earth await his 
teaching and they will not be 
disappointed. And neither will 
the recesses of our hearts that 
await the warmth of his healing 
and reconciling love.

Questions for 
Reflection

In what ways have you expe-
rienced in your life the gentle, 
patient love of God?

 What parts of you are “bruised” 
or “dimly burning?” Do these 
areas distance you from God or 
do they open you all the more 
to his merciful grace?

In what ways do you see the 
justice of God enfleshed on the 
earth? Where is it sorely lack-
ing—both in your life and within 
society?

How might you share in the 
ministry of God’s Servant of 
healing and strengthening the 
weak and oppressed?
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Song 2 —  
The Servant of the Lord

Read Isaiah 49:1-7 before read-
ing the following reflection and 
answering the questions below.
 
The best armor one can give 
anyone sent on a mission is a 
clear sense of identity. The road 
is always difficult and times of 
discouragement and self-doubt 
lurk around every corner. What 
sustains under such circum-
stances is a clear knowledge 
of who sent us and what we 
were sent to do. Lacking that, 
one easily slips into confusion, 
maybe even into listlessness and 
fear. We might not be sure of 
the Servant’s identity, but the 
Servant himself is quite clear 
about who he is: He is God’s 
chosen instrument, called from 
the womb to serve in good times 
and in bad. And the times have 
not been all good. The Servant 
is now God’s prophet with a 
tongue as sharp as well-honed 
steel. God has been his helper 
and protector during his service, 
but there is little to show for all 
his toil. However, the Servant is 
not demoralized by his outward 
failure. He still knows whose he 
is and in whose name he serves.

In truth, not much else matters. 
When we experience worldly 
failure, we can wallow in depres-
sion and allow the world’s judg-
ment to define us, or we can 
remember whose opinion really 
counts. The Servant knows: “I 
am honored in the sight of the 
Lord, / and my God is now my 
strength.” It is so easy to lose 
heart when it’s the world’s opin-
ion that we value, so easy to 
surrender when others mock or 
shun us. If only the Servant’s 
vision could be ours: God called 
me from the womb, he says, and 
my recompense is from him! 

With the balance such vision pro-
vides, the Servant is able to hear 
a further, greater call from God 
that will send him down a road 
as difficult as the one he trod 
before. It is not enough for you 
to bring my word to Jacob and 
Israel, God tells him, “I will make 
you a light to the nations.” That 
the entire world would know the 
salvation of God was a startling 
truth that Israel was unprepared 
to hear. But despite scorn and 
abuse, the Servant will bring 
God’s message to kings of all 
the nations and they will hear 
and heed his word. Through 
the centuries, that word has 

reached our day and touched 
our hearts. And through us it 
will continue to spread “to the 
ends of the earth.”

Questions for 
Reflection

Have you ever let the awareness 
that God has known you from 
your mother’s womb penetrate 
your heart? Does the realization 
bolster your confidence or does 
something in you deflect it?

 God’s Servant is a “suffering” 
Servant. Why do you think suf-
fering is so often a reality in the 
lives of God’s chosen ones?

When you think of the suffering 
you have endured, do you per-
ceive a salvific component in it?

When dealing with struggle 
and failure, what helps you to 
remember that God’s opinion of 
us is far more important than 
the world’s?

MINISTRY
RESOURCE

3



Song 3 — Salvation Through 
the Lord’s Servant

Read Isaiah 50:4-11 before read-
ing the following reflection and 
answering the questions below.
 
Paul echoed the words of God’s 
Suffering Servant when he 
boldly asked, “If God is for us, 
who can be against us?” (Rom 
8:31) The Servant’s declaration, 
spoken in the first person sin-
gular, is just as bold and even 
more personal than Paul’s. Why 
is the Servant so bold? Because 
he’s been through it all: scourg-
ing, insults, and spitting, even 
the grave indignity of having his 
beard torn out by his enemies. 
But rather than lose faith, he 
finds a school for discipleship 
in these painful circumstances. 
The Lord has used this suffering 
to train the Servant’s tongue 
so he can address the weary 
and downtrodden with rousing 
words of hope and vindication.

The author of the Letter to the 
Hebrews tells us that “Whom 
the Lord loves he chastises” 
(12:6). Centuries before, Isaiah 
extolled the Lord’s Servant for 
enduring hardship without com-
plaining. By embracing sorrow 
without losing heart and by 
accepting discipline as instruc-
tion, the Servant gains a share 
of the holiness of God.
 
As a result, the student becomes 
a teacher. Having learned at the 

feet of the loving and merciful 
Lord, the Servant now instructs 
the nations in the ways of obedi-
ence and discipleship. But most 
of all, he models fidelity and 
long suffering. Remarkably, the 
Servant’s sufferings have not 
led him to turn away from God; 
he neither feels abandoned nor 
betrayed. Confidently, he stands 
before those who mock him, 
knowing their power will wear 
away like an over worn garment, 
while God’s help lasts forever. 
The proof of discipleship, he 
says, is walking in darkness 
without any light, save that 
of faith in the Lord! Woe to 
those who walk by their own 
light, trusting neither the Lord 
nor his Servant. They do so at 
great peril, he says, risking utter 
destruction.

Today, the virtue of obedience 
that God’s Servant models so 
strikingly is sadly countercul-
tural. The rebel, the maverick 
entrepreneur, the iconoclast 
who makes his or her own 
way, these are the role mod-
els of modern culture. But if 
we look at Jesus, whom the 
Servant so obviously prefigures, 
we see obedience and hear that 
word quite often on his lips. “If 
you love me, you will obey my 
commandments” (John 14:15). 
Obedience, it turns out, is not 
robotic compliance, but the 
surest way to demonstrate our 
love.

Questions for 
Reflection
The confidence with which the 
Servant speaks of God’s vin-
dication challenges our faith. 
Exodus 14:14 says, “The Lord 
will fight for you; you have only 
to keep still.” Could you do what 
the Servant does, silently trust-
ing in God to bring you justice 
and vindication?

If you have not experienced 
suffering like that of the Lord’s 
Servant, surely you don’t have 
to look far to learn of others 
who experience it every day. 
What modern-day individuals 
have inspired you by enduring 
suffering in this heroic and godly 
manner?

Pain, whether physical or psy-
chological, is never far off. But if 
we are Christ’s body, then Christ 
suffers with us, uniting our pain 
to the suffering he offered to 
God on the Cross. Pope John 
Paul II wrote that because it was 
through suffering that Christ 
saved us, suffering was itself 
redeemed and “raised to the 
level of redemption.” Now, any-
one who suffers can become 
“a sharer in the redemptive 
suffering of Christ” (Salvifici 
Dolores). Do you see your suf-
fering as untied to Christ’s? Do 
you believe it can participate in 
his act of redemption?
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Song 4 — Suffering 
and Triumph of the 
Servant of the Lord

Read Isaiah 52:13 to Isaiah 53:12 
before reading the following reflec-
tion and answering the questions 
below.

This fourth Song of the Suffering 
Servant is likely one of the best-
known texts of the entire Old 
Testament. It is a plaintive dirge 
that declares God’s innocent 
Servant was punished for our 
sins and crushed for our iniq-
uities. Like a “lamb led to the 
slaughter,” he went silently to 
his death, a death that bore 
away our offenses and made 
us whole. Though the “suffer-
ing” of the Suffering Servant is 
more evident in this text than 
in the other “songs,” this pas-
sage begins with a trumpet blast 
declaration of the Servant’s 
future glory. His exaltation, 
however, won’t spring from 
victory but from a well of deep 
sorrow. Though cast in the past 
tense, the Servant’s suffering 
is palpable.

Perhaps what’s most remark-
able about the Servant is how 
unremarkable he is: “no majes-
tic bearing” to attract, “no 
beauty” to please the eye. He 
was shunned and avoided the 
way one might recoil from a 
leper. And yet, says the prophet, 
it was for us that he suffered, 
for us that he endured shame. 
Foolishly, we assumed he was 
reaping the fruit of his own fail-
ures, but now we see the truth: 

it was our sins brought him low. 
In street parlance we might say, 
“We did the crime, but he did 
the time.” If at least he would 
complain, express anger, go 
resentfully to his death. Maybe 
that would assuage our guilt. 
But he accepts his fate in silent 
dignity. No finger pointing; no 
“woe is me.” Mercifully, he bore 
the wounds but we were healed. 
He did no wrong, Isaiah tells us, 
yet somehow it suits the will of 
God to make him a “reparation 
offering” and let him be cast 
aside “among the wicked.”

Such willing self-sacrifice is as 
surprising as the spin Isaiah 
gives it. Any religious person 
of his day would have viewed 
the Servant’s suffering as right-
ful punishment for sin. But the 
prophet sees through a different 
lens. With beautiful imagery, 
Isaiah announces ultimate vin-
dication for the Servant whose 
vicarious suffering will “justify 
the many.” God greatly rewards 
the selfless Servant and turns 
his suffering into the ointment 
that heals the world. 

This vision must have shocked 
Isaiah’s audience. A Messiah 
who would suffer and die 
instead of riding in with bran-
dished sword to drive out their 
foreign dominators was plain 
preposterous. So was the 
notion that he would “justify 
the many.” The Messiah’s light 
was to shine on Israel, not upon 
the nations. It would be diffi-
cult, indeed, to long for such a 
universal Messiah.

Yet who could fail to recognize 
the suffering Christ within the 
contours of the Servant’s face? 
No one paints a better portrait 
than Isaiah of the Christ who 
suffered silently for our sins. But 
let’s not forget how this song 
begins: “My servant shall be 
raised high and greatly exalted.” 
Because he “surrendered him-
self to death,” the suffering, 
mocked Messiah is now the Lord 
who reigns and reconciles.

Questions for 
Reflection
Does the assertion that “it was 
the Lord’s will to crush him with 
pain” raise any difficult ques-
tions for you?

Why do you think it would have 
been difficult for the people of 
ancient Israel to believe sal-
vation would be extended not 
just to Israel, but to the whole 
world? Do you see a connec-
tion with Jesus’ parable of the 
workers in the vineyard who 
were all paid the same amount 
for their various hours of labor 
(Matthew 20:1-16)?

What stirs within you when you 
observe innocent suffering?

What about your own pain? Do 
you feel you suffer alone, or 
do you sense Christ suffering 
with you?
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