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THE REVELATION OF MEANING OF GOD’S NAME 
IN THE HEBREW BIBLE (Old Testament) 

 
While God is given many titles in the Hebrew Bible, our Christian Old 

Testament, God has only one name which is usually rendered “Yahweh”. It 
appears 5321 times in the Hebrew Bible, the most frequent designation for 
God in all of Scripture. “Yah” – a contracted form of the name occurs fifty 
times. God’s name is known as the Tetragrammaton, the four letters in 
ancient Hebrew YHWH, with guesses about where and which vowels were 
used. The original pronunciation was likely “YaHWeH” or “YaHu”. 

We are introduced to the name and its meaning in Exodus chapter 3 
in the story of God’s call to Moses to become the liberator of the Israelites 
from state slavery in Egypt. God gets Moses attention with the burning 
bush which is strangely not consumed and then speaks to Moses “out of 
the bush.” God tells Moses (3:6), “I am the God of your father, the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob.” God further explains (3:7- 
10), “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have 
heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their 
sufferings, and have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to 
bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with 
milk and honey, to the country of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, 
the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites.” God further explains that he 
will send Moses to Pharoah to bring the Israelites out of Egypt. 

Faced with such a daunting task, Moses objects, “Who am I that I 
should go to Pharoah, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” God answers 
(3:12), “I will be with you . . .” and then promises in future, after bringing the 
people out of Egypt, Moses and the Israelites will worship God on this 
same mountain. 

For a moment, let’s put ourselves in Moses’ place. From his 
perspective this so-called God of the Israelites has been relatively silent 
and inactive in terms of the unjust and oppressive treatment of his people 
by the Egyptians. Surely the many gods of the pantheon of Egypt have so 
far proven superior to this God of the Patriarchs! Their leader, the 
Pharoah, is after all worshipped as a god! Moses undoubtedly feels 
outmatched in this contest. Not convinced that he or this God has the 
strength and power to accomplish such a feat, Moses says if the Israelites 
ask about the name of this God, what should he reply? Remember that in 
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ancient Middle Eastern culture a name revealed the inner nature, 
character, and essence of the individual or god in question. 

 
1. Putting yourself into the narrative, what might be the reasons 

motivating Moses to ask the God of the patriarchs for his name? 
 
 
 

God answers Moses’ question in a strange way – with a “name” 
which isn’t really a name. The NRSV translation renders Ex. 3:14-15, “God 
said to Moses, ‘I am WHO I am.’ He said further, “Thus you shall say to the 
Israelites, ‘I AM’ has sent me to you.’” So Moses is given both a longer and 
shorter form of God’s personal name. The longer form of God’s name 
appears to be the imperfect of the verb hawa. In its present form scholars 
argue whether the longer form means (Albright) “I cause to be, I create” or 
(Knight) “I shall become what I shall become” or (Cassuto) “I will be Who I 
will be” or (Eichrodt) “He is, He exists, He is present” or (Jacob) “He Who 
is” over against things which are temporary or (Jewett) God is one faithfully 
present to God’s people, especially in times of need. I think all of those 
views have value, and that we discover more about the character of 
Yahweh later in this same document. In other words, God’s name means 
more than mere “existence”. In the words of G.A.F. Knight, “God is not the 
‘self-existence one’ of the philosophers” (1959, 41). 

 
2. What do you understand about the meaning of God’s name as 

revealed to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM” OR “I WILL BE WHO I WILL 
BE”? 

 
 

When Moses later meets with Pharoah and delivers God’s demand 
(5:1-4), “Thus says Yahweh, the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go . . .”, 
Pharoah responds, “Who is this Yahweh, that I should heed him and let 
Israel go? I do not know Yahweh, and I will not let Israel go.” God instructs 
Moses to announce a series of plagues on Egypt, “signs and wonders” 
which are “great acts of judgment”. Due to these plagues (7:5), “The 
Egyptians shall know that I am Yahweh, when I stretch my hand against 
Egypt and bring the Israelites out from among them.” 
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3.  In this instance, what do you imagine it will mean for Pharoah and 
the Egyptians to know that the God of the Israelites is Yahweh? 

 
 
 

At the same time YHWH consoles, redeems and rescues his own 
covenant people in times of need (8:22; 11:7; 14:14, 31; 16:6,12; 17:6-7; 
18:11). God makes promises to Moses and the Israelites that they will 
“know he is Yahweh.” One such passage in is Exodus 6:2-9. The Hebrew 
text mentions God’s name as Yahweh a total of five times. “God also 
spoke to Moses and said to him: “I am YHWH. I appeared to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob as El Shaddai (“God All-Powerful”), but by my name 
YHWH I did not make myself known to them. I also established my 
covenant with them, to give them the land off Canaan, the land in which 
they resided as aliens. I have also heard the groaning of the Israelites 
whom the Egyptians are holding as slaves, and I have remembered my 
covenant. Say therefore to the Israelites, ‘I am YHWH, and I will free you 
from the burdens of the Egyptians and deliver you from slavery to them. I 
will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. 
I will take you as my people, and I will be your God. You shall know that I 
am YHWH your God, who has freed you from the burdens of the Egypt- 
ians. I will bring you into the land I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob; I will give it to you for a possession. I am YHWH.’” 

 
4.  What do you learn about God’s name, YHWH in the above 

passages? In this regard see also the reflection on YHWH found 
at Deuteronomy 4:11, after the giving of the law. Moses reflects, 
“For what other great nation has a god so near to it as YHWH our 
God is whenever we call to him? And what other great nation has 
statutes and ordinances as just as this entire law that I am setting 
before you today?” In addition to mere existence, what is implied 
about God’s character, especially in terms of his relationship with 
His covenant people? 

 
 
 

A further revelation of the character of Yahweh as One Who redeems 
and rescues and forgives is clear from the account found in Exodus 
34:1-10.This followed the idolatrous act of Aaron, Moses’ brother and high 
priest. 
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It came in response to the demands of the Israelites when Moses was with 
God on Mt. Sinai and absent from the people below. Aaron constructed a 
golden bull or calf as a representation of Yahweh and worshipped him, 
apparently with a wild pagan feast and orgy. God reveals his righteous 
and just character by punishing many of the leaders for their great sin – 
transgressing the commandment about representing Yahweh with an 
image. 

Moses plays the role of mediator between Yahweh, who is 
exceedingly angry, and the disobedient Israelites. He pled with Yahweh 
(32:11-13) and in response Yahweh “changed his mind” about destroying 
the people. Then Moses enacted God’s judgment by ordering the sons of 
Levi to kill many of the people involved (hopefully the ring leaders). 
Afterwards, in an attempt to atone for the sin of the people, Moses offered 
his life in exchange for that of the people (32:31-32). God refused, but 
warned, “when the day comes for punishment, I will punish them for their 
sin.” Afterwards God sent a plague on them. Then God promised to give 
Moses and the Israelites the land of Canaan and to drive out its current 
residents, but warned (33:5), “but I will not go up among you, or I would 
consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people.” 

Moses intercedes once again and God relents (33:14), “My presence 
will go with you and I will give you rest.” Knowing Yahweh intimately as 
One who is actively present, Moses responded (33:15-16), “If your 
presence will not go, do not carry us up from here. For how shall it be 
known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your people, unless you 
go with us? In this way, we shall be distinct, I and your people, from every 
people on the face of the earth.” So Moses references the meaning of 
God’s name Yahweh as the present, accompanying One in his response. 

 
5. What sort of “presence” by YHWH is Moses hoping will continue? 

How has God’s presence been experienced by this point in the 
Exodus story by Moses and the Israelites? 

 
 
 
 
 

Then Moses makes an outlandish request (33:18) – “Show me your 
glory, I pray.” God responds (33:19), “I will make all my goodness pass 
before you, and will proclaim before you the name, ‘Yahweh; and I will be 
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gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will 
show mercy.” God then permits Moses to see “his back” but not God’s 
“face.” The next morning God commands Moses to ascend Mt. Sinai with 
two cut stone tablets. God stood with Moses “and proclaimed the name, 
Yahweh.” So now in a deeper and more profound way than a visual 
display, Yahweh provides this self-revelation, a revelation of God’s true 
inner nature, precisely what a name in the ancient world was supposed to 
reveal. Ex. 34:6-9 in the NRSV reads, “The Lord passed before him, and 
proclaimed, ‘Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, 
and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for 
the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, yet 
by no means clearing the guilty, but visiting the iniquity of the parents upon 
the children and the children’s children, to the third and fourth generation.” 

 
6.  In this important confessional statement, which is replicated to 

some degree nearly twenty times in the OT, what do we learn 
about God’s character? 

 
 
 

 
7.  Please compare God’s self-revelation from the passage above, 

Exodus 34:6-9, with YHWH’s word of self-revelation, introducing 
the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:5-6. What commonalities 
and differences do you see between the two texts? 

 
 
 
 

 
8. How does this lesson about God’s name speak to you personally 

to comfort and encourage you in your faith journey? 
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GOD’S NAME IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 
 

When we think about New Testament connections to Yahweh, the 
revealed name of God in the Old Testament, we do not find “Yahweh” 
transliterated from Hebrew to Greek. What we do find is the heavy use of 
the title “Lord” – kurios in Greek, adon/Adonai in Hebrew. One practice 
which made Adonai very important was that it became the substitute word 
whenever a person read the Hebrew Bible and came upon God’s name, 
Yahweh. Instead of pronouncing it, one simply substituted Adonai or 
Hashem meaning “the name.” This practice began at least by the second 
century before Christ and continues to this day. 

Let me explain the position of our friends, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
and their use of Jehovah as God’s name in English translation. The 
derivation of that English language name for YHWH comes from taking the 
vowels in the Hebrew word lord, “adonai” and hardening the Y to a J and a 
W to a V, giving us “Jehovah.” That is an interesting construct but it does 
not bring us closer to knowing how ancient Hebrews pronounced God’s 
name YHWH. So their obsession with using this construct as God’s name 
seems off base. While their intent may be good, to preserve and honor 
God’s name, the result does not bring us back to the original form of God’s 
holy name. 

While the long version of God’s name, “I Am Who I Am” never 
appears in transliteration, the shortened form, “I Am” (Greek = ego eimi 
pronounced “eggo ayme”) does and is used in a variety of ways by Jesus in 
the canonical Gospels. 

 
I AM (Eigo Eimi) in the Synoptic Gospels 

After the feeding of the five thousand, as in John’s Gospel, Mark’s 
Gospel also narrates the account of Jesus sending the twelve from the 
northwest side of the sea of Galilee to the east side (to Bethsaida) while he 
dismissed the crowd. Afterwards he went up on the mountain to pray. 
When evening came a storm developed on the lake, making the disciples’ 
trip much longer than anticipated and also much more dangerous as they 
battled the wind and waves. Mark tells us (6:45-51) that Jesus walked on 
water across the lake in the early morning hours. When the disciples in 
their boat saw him, they thought it was a ghost and were terrified and cried 
out. Jesus spoke to them and said, “Take heart, (Eigo eimi) which is 
translated in the NRSV, “It is I; do not be afraid.” One wonders what the 
writer of Mark wanted his readers to understand. Was Jesus using the 
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divine name purposely to link himself with YHWH or simply identifying 
himself in the normal way? 

On a second occasion in Mark’s narrative, standing in front of the 
high priest and a gathering of at least some of the members of the 
Sanhedrin, the high priest asked Jesus (14:61-62), “Are you the Messiah, 
the Son of the Blessed One?” Jesus said, “I am; (Eigo eimi) and you will 
see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power,’ and ‘coming 
with the clouds of heaven.’” In his answer Jesus employs language of 
Daniel 7:14 (Son of Man coming with the clouds of heaven) along with 
Psalm 110:1 (seated at the right hand of God). 

In Mark’s Gospel (14:63-64), he tells us that after Jesus’ response the 
high priest tore his clothes and said, “Why do we still need witnesses? You 
have heard his blasphemy! What is our decision?” All of them condemn- 
ed him as deserving death.” 

 
1. What do you suppose the high priest and members of the Sanhedrin 

considered blasphemous about Jesus’ answer? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In his book on Mark’s Gospel, A Reordering of Power, (1989, 222) NT 

scholar Herman Waetjan comments about the above passage, “Identical to 
the word with which he identified himself to his disciples as he walked on 
the Sea of Galilee, it is another disclosure by the narrator of the nature of 
Jesus’ relationship with the Yahweh of the Old Testament. His 
appropriation of the revelatory, ‘I am”, enunciated by Yahweh in the 
Septuagint’s translation of Ex. 3:14, is based on his call into being as God’s 
beloved son at his baptism and its reaffirmation on the Mount of 
Transfiguration. It is corroborated by his divine act of trampling “the waves 
of the sea” and manifesting a Yahweh-like sovereignty over chaos (Job 
9:8). The “I am” of Jesus therefore not only affirms his identity as the 
Messiah but also confirms the distinctive Christological content of the title 
which the narrator conveys in the high priest’s apposition, “the son of the 
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Blessed One.” As the Christ he is nothing less than God’s offspring and 
surrogate . . .” 

 
While there are no “I am” statements with a predicate nominative in 

the Synoptic Gospels, scholars have pointed out that the parables 
associated with God’s kingdom or kingly reign seem to give way in John’s 
Gospel to figurative speech which centers on the person of Jesus. Brown 
comments, (p.cx) “If the Synoptic kingdom is like leaven working in a mass 
of dough, the Johannine Jesus is the bread of life. If there is a Synoptic 
parable of the shepherd and the lost sheep, the Johannine Jesus is the 
model shepherd.” 

 
THE “I AM” STATEMENTS IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

 
For this section I am indebted to “Appendix IV” of Raymond Brown’s 

magisterial commentary on John’s Gospel (1996, 533-538). He begins by 
noting that the Greek, ego eimi can simply a phrase of common speech 
meaning, “It is I” or “I am the one.” In John’s Gospel Brown notes there are 
three types of uses of the shortened form of God’s name. 

First, there is the absolute use of the phrase with no predicate. 
Examples are: 

John 8:24 – “Unless you come to believe that I AM (he), you will 
surely die in your sins.” 

John 8:28 – “When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will realize 
that I AM (he), and that I do nothing on my own, but I speak these things 
as the Father instructed me.” 

John 8:58 – “Before Abraham even came into existence, I AM.” 
John 13:19 – “When it does happen, you may believe that I AM.” 

(Jesus predicts his betrayal by one of the twelve.) 
I think it likely each is intended to be a theophany of sorts, linking 

Jesus directed with YHWH as is frequently done in John’s Gospel. In the 
above cases each is a statement attributed to Jesus, suggesting he 
wanted the link between Yahweh (“the Father”) and himself clearly made. 
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Scholar T.W. Manson suggests that the phrase means “The Messiah 
is here.” A more common explanation is to associate the Johannine use of 
ego eimi employed as a divine name in the OT and rabbinic Judaism. We 
see a similar use in the Synoptic Gospels of Mark 13:6 and Luke 21:8. 
When speaking of the last days, Jesus warns, “Many will come in my 
name, saying Ego eimi.” Matthew in his version of this saying in fact 
supplies a predicate, “I am the Messiah.” 

 
Second, there is use of the phrase where a predicate may be 

understood even though it is not expressed. 
John 6:20 – The disciples in the boat on the Sea of Galilee are 

frightened because they see someone coming to them, walking on the 
water. Jesus assures them, “Ego eimi; do not be afraid.” Brown 
comments (1966, 533). “Here the expression may simply mean, ‘It is I; i.e. 
someone whom you know, and not a supernatural being or a ghost.’ We 
shall point out, however, that divine theophanies in the OT often have this 
formula: Do not be afraid; I am the God of your ancestors.” 

John 18:5 – The soldiers and temple police have come to the garden 
across the Kidron Valley to arrest Jesus. They announce that they are 
seeking Jesus and he answers, “Ego eimi.” This means “I am he”. 

 
 

2. What clue in that text tells you that something more is intended by 
Jesus and/or the writer? 

 
 
 

The third and final use of ego eimi in John’s Gospel is with a 
predicate nominative, of which there are seven examples. 

 
3. How do each of the following statements “fit” their context? 

 
John 6:35, 51 – “I am the bread of life.” 

 
 

John 8:12; 9:15 – “I am the light of the world.” 
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John 10:7, 9 – “I am the gate for the sheep.” 
John 10:11, 14 – “I am the good/excellent shepherd.” 

John 11:25 – “I am the resurrection and the life.” 

 
John 14:6 – “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” 

 
 

John 15:1 – “I am the true vine.” 
 
 

 
THE “I AM” STATEMENTS IN THE REVELATION TO JOHN 

 
It should be noted that there are “I am” statements with a predicate 
nominative in the Revelation to John as well. Whereas in the Gospel the 
predicates are adaptations of OT symbolism in describing the relations of 
God to Israel, the predicates in the Revelation are frequently taken directly 
from OT passages 
• Revelation 1:8 – “I am the alpha and the omega.” Uttered by the 

Lord God. 
• Revelation 1:17 – “I am the first and the last, and the living one. I 

was dead, and see, I am alive forever and ever; and I have the keys 
of Death and of Hades” (Isaiah 41:4; 44:6; 48:12). 

• Revelation 2:23 – “I am the one who searches minds and hearts.” 
(Jeremiah 11:20) 

• Revelation 22:13 – “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the 
last, the beginning and the end.” 

• Revelation 22:16b – “I am the root and descendant of David, the 
bright morning star.” 

 
4.  What does this lesson suggest about Jesus’ self-understanding 

about his close connection with the one whom he called “the 
Father”? 
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GOOD AND BAD SHEPHERDS IN HOLY SCRIPTURE 

In the Old Testament 

Good & Bad Shepherds in Jeremiah 23:1-8 
 
 

Jeremiah was the son of Hilkiah, a priest at Anathoth (1:1); he may have 
been a descendant of the priest Abiathar, who was banished by Solomon to 
Anathoth (1 Kings 2:26,27). His ministry began or he was born in 627 B.C. 
He died sometime after 587 in Egypt, as he was forcibly brought to Egypt 
by others. He warned of the coming destruction of Judah and of Jerusalem 
in particular for many years in advance of the invasion of the Babylonians. 

1. Who do you think Jeremiah has in mind in verses one and two when 
he speaks on behalf of Yahweh about “the shepherds who destroy and 
scatter the sheep of my pasture”? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
2. What proclamation does God announce through Jeremiah in verses 

three and four? What will happen at that point? 
 
 

 
3. Verses five and six speaks about one particular “future” shepherd. 

Who is this and what will he accomplish, of course with Yahweh’s 
help? 

 
 

 
4. This passage (prophetic oracle) reaches its conclusion with a startling 

announcement in verses seven and eight. What is the gist of that 
amazing news? 
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Shepherds Good & Bad in Ezekiel 34:1-31 
 
 

The Prophet Ezekiel began his ministry about 593, in advance of the 
capture and destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 587 B.C. His 
ministry continued on into the exile itself, until about 563. So he spoke to 
the Jewish people before and during their Babylonian Exile. 

 
 
 
 
 

1. Who do you suppose Ezekiel has in mind when he speaks against 
“the shepherds of Israel”? What criticisms does God level at these 
“bad or corrupt shepherds” of Judah in verses 1-10? 

 
 

 
2. How will God act to remedy the situation and rescue the sheep from 

the hands of evil shepherds in verses 11-16? 
 
 

 
3. How is God critical of some of the sheep themselves, not simply their 

bad shepherds in verses 17-22? What further actions will God take 
concerning the sheep? (verses 17, 22) 

 
 

 
4. Finally, what ultimate action will God take as described in verses 23- 

31? 
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Yahweh as the Good Shepherd in Psalm 23 
 
 

A shepherd himself before he became king, Psalm 23 is attributed to 
David. Verses 1-4 speak of God (Yahweh) as a shepherd. 

1. What two words would you used to summarize what this psalm 
teaches us about what God is like? 

 
 

2. Working your way slowly through verses 1-4, what does each say 
about how God as shepherd relates to us, God’s sheep? 

 
 
 
 
 

3. How does the metaphor used to describe God undergo a change in 
verses 5 and 6? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. How does verse 6 form a fitting end to this ancient prayer? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
5. In what ways is this famous prayer comforting and encouraging for 

you? 
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Good and Bad Shepherds in the New Testament 
 
 

In Mark’s Gospel, just before miraculously feeding the 50 00, Mark tells us 
(6:34), “As he (Jesus) went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had 
compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd; 
and he began to teach them many things . . .” 

Background: The Pharisees were a group of first-century Jews with a set of 
theological and ethical concerns that included tithing, sabbath observance, 
food laws and ritual purity. They tried to hold themselves apart from 
average Jews who were called ‘am ha-arets, literally “the people of the 
land.” Pharisees could not be the guest of one of these common people or 
entertain such a person. Nor should Pharisees travel in company with one 
of that class of person, visit him, study the Law in his presence, and other 
similar restrictions. Pharisees viewed associating with such people as 
making them “ritually impure” as if such persons were extremely contagious 
spiritually as if sin was like a cancer! “Shepherds” were a profession the 
Pharisees regarded with disgust. While in ancient Hebrew tradition 
shepherds were viewed often as noble figures – for example Moses and 
King David both were shepherds for a time. OT texts (including Psalm 23) 
even envision YHWH as our shepherd. Somehow first-century Pharisees 
took the opposite view and thought of shepherds in their day as unclean. 
Ken Bailey comments (1983, 147), “It is difficult to know how the rabbis 
managed to revere the shepherd of the Old Testament and despise the 
shepherd who herded the neighbor’s sheep. But this seems to have been 
the case.” When Jesus asks, “Which one of you having a hundred sheep . 
. .” he is making a powerful attack against this very critical Pharisaic view. 
The Qumran sect, the Dead Sea Scroll community, lived totally apart from 
the common people in order to preserve ritual purity. The Pharisees, by 
contrast, chose to live among ordinary folk, which exposed those Pharisees 
to defilement. The Pharisees insisted that as long as they ate their meals 
in isolation they could maintain their ritual purity. First-century rabbis listed 
“shepherds” as among the despised trades. 
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The Good Shepherd Who Finds the Lost Sheep in Luke 15:1-32 
 
 

1. What theme connects all three of Jesus’ parables in this chapter of 
Luke’s good news document? 

 
 

2. What criticism leveled at Jesus motivated him to share these 
parables? 

 
 

 
3. In the first parable, who do you think the shepherd represents? 

 
 
 

4. After a sheep is discovered missing, what dramatic action does the 
shepherd take? What about after the missing sheep is found? 

 
 
 
 

5. How does Jesus end his parable? How does this ending speak 
directly to his critics? 

 
 

 
6. What might Jesus be saying about himself in this parable? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Who is the main character in the second parable? Who does this 
person represent? 
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8. What action does this character take when the discovery is made that 

one of ten silver coins has gone missing? 
 
 

9. How does this person respond to the discovery? 
 
 

10. How does Jesus end the parable? 
 
 

 
Jesus as the Good or Excellent Shepherd in John 10:1-18 

 
 

1. In this text, what dual images does Jesus use to describe himself? 
 
 

 
2. What does Jesus tell us about how a shepherd interacts with his 

sheep? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. In verses 7-10 Jesus seems to be describing false or bad shepherds 

as “thieves, bandits” and as those who “come only to steal and kill 
and destroy.” Who historically might Jesus have had in mind? 
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4. In verses 11-15 what contrast does Jesus draw between the good 
shepherd and the “hired hand”? 

 
 
 
 
 

5. What does Jesus teach about his future in verses 17-18? 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What do you imagine Jesus might mean in verse 16 when he 
teaches, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must 
bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one 
flock, one shepherd”? 

 
 

 
7. What do you find most comforting about Jesus’ description of himself 

as the good or excellent shepherd? 
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THE SUFFERING SERVANT OF GOD IN THE ISAIAH SCROLL 

AND JESUS OF NAZARETH 

 
The ordinary Hebrew word for “servant”, ebed appears nearly 800 

times in the OT. It has a range meaning depending on the context – 
worker, slave, the subjects of a king are his servants. The worshippers of a 
god are called his/her servants – for example the worshipers of Baal and 
the Lord God (Yahweh) are both described in that way. “The Servant of the 
Lord” (ebed Yahweh) is a title of distinction and honor in the OT for those 
who have rendered the Lord distinguished service. This includes notable 
individual “servants of the Lord” like Abraham (Gen. 26:24), Moses (Ex. 
14:31), and David (2 Sam. 3:18) as well as the ideal messianic David who 
is still to come (Hag. 2:23; Ezek. 34:23-24). Sometimes the whole people 
of God – “Israel” or “Jacob” are called by God “my servant” (Isaiah 41:8-10, 
Jeremiah 30:10 and Ezekiel 28:25). Israel is God’s servant because they 
are the chosen people of God who bear the responsibility of fulfilling their 
role in God’s plan of salvation (Ex. 19:4-6). 

In the latter part of the Book of Isaiah there are four passages (42:1- 
4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12), which are focused on “the servant of 
Yahweh”. Many scholars believe that chapters 40-55 were written not in 
the eighth century as were chapters 1-39, but a couple centuries later in the 
sixth-century B.C. during the seventy or so years that thousands of exiles 
from Judah and Jerusalem had been forcibly taken to live in Babylon. 
Yearning to return to their homeland, rebuild their temple and resume their 
sacrifices and other worship rituals, chapters 40-55 announce that God’s 
time of punishing the people for their past sins has come to an end (40:1- 
2). While Yahweh had earlier used the Babylonians as his agent of 
punishing his disobedient covenant people, now he “rouses” Cyrus the 
Persian (41:1-4, 25-27; 44:24-28; 45:1-3, 13), who defeated the Babyloni- 
ans and enabled exiles from Judah to return to the promised land. We turn 
to those four passages. 
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To set these passages in context, what do the following passages all 
suggest about the servant’s identity? (Isaiah 41:8-10; 44:1-2, 21; 45:4) 

 

 
Isaiah 42:1-4 

1. First, who does the speaker seem to be? 
 
 

2. Verse 1 gives us some clues about God’s endowment of the servant in 
addition to a mission. What do you see there? 

 
3. The phrase from God, “my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom 

my soul delights” Is powerful. Does it remind you of a similar statement 
from God in the gospels? 

 
4. What is surprising in verses 2 and 3 about the style of methodology of 

the servant’s ministry? 
 
 

5. The Hebrew word mishpat, justice appears three times in these verses. 
What do you think is meant by the term? How does verse 4 provide 
encouragement that the servant will eventually succeed? 

 
6. What is the extent of the Servant’s ministry in this passage – to a 

specific city-state or people or something larger? 
 
 

7. When we turn to the NT and relate Isaiah 42:1-4 to Jesus and his 
ministry, this very passage is quoted in Matthew’s Gospel, chapter 12. 
To understand the context please read Matthew 12:9-21. In what way 
does the writer of this gospel use the Isaiah quote to help make sense of 
Jesus’ ministry? 
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Isaiah 49:1-6 

1. In this servant passage or poem, who is the speaker in verses 1-4? 
What about verses 5-6? 

2. What seems to be the focus of verses 1-3? 
 
 

3. How is the servant feeling about his ministry so far as expressed in 
verse 4? 

 
 

4. Taking into account the mention of Israel as God’s servant in v.3, how 
do you make sense of v.6 in which the servant Israel is called to raise 
up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel (the exiles 
in Babylon)? How is Israel both the subject (the active one) and yet 
the object (those whom the servant is to gather? 

 
 

5. How does the note of universality struck in v.6 reinforce what we read 
earlier in Isaiah 42:1-4? 

6. How is Israel to function so as to be “a light to the nations”? 
 
 

7. Do any NT texts come to mind when the servant is given “as a light to 
the nations, that God’s salvation might reach to the end of the earth”? 

 
 
 

Isaiah 50:4-9 

1. How does this passage differ from our first two? 
 

 
2. Compared to individual laments (complaints), the most common type 

of prayer in the Book of Psalms, what is unexpected about the 
attitude of the servant in v.6? 
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3. What forms of humiliating and degrading punishment did 
God’s· servant endure? 

4. It sounds as if the Servant is to encourage the exiles in v.4 and in v.5 
sees himself as in right relationship with Yahweh, not in rebellion. 
In· the previous verses, Isaiah 50:1 God announces, “Because of 
your· sins you were sold” while verse 2 indicts Israelites generally, 
“Why did· no one answer when I called?” In opposition to that 
disobedience· and unresponsiveness on the part of Israel, verse 5 
reads, “The Lord· God has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I 
did not turn· backward.” In what sense do those insights make it 
difficult to identify· the Servant here with all Israelites? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
5. On what sort of note does this section end with verses 7-9? Of what 

is the Suffering Servant certain? 
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THE FOURTH SERVANT SONG AND JESUS 

Isaiah 52:13-53:12 

 
Background: This song represents the culmination of the Servant’s work. 
As such it goes together with the First Servant Song, Isaiah 42:1-4, which 
speaks of the origin of the Servant’s work. Here in verses 11b-12, God 
declares the success of his servant’s way and work. 

This poem/song moves from an introduction (52:13-15), which celebrates 
the Servant’s ultimate success and vindication, and switches abruptly to the 
Servant’s lack of beauty and his rejection (53:1-3) by others and personal 
suffering from disfiguring illness. In verses 53:4-6 the emphasis is on the 
Servant’s vicarious carrying of “our” sins and transgressions and diseases, 
a suffering which brings us healing. Then in 53:7-9 the Servant’s silent and 
unjust suffering are emphasized along with the story of his death and 
burial. He suffered all this and yet, according to v.9b, “although he had 
done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth." Finally in 
53:10-12 is the revelation of the atoning nature of the Servant’s suffering 
and death. Strangely although he dies and is buried, the Servant is 
promised, “he shall see his offspring, and shall prolong his 
days” (53:10-12). How does that work? Notes of triumph come at the 
beginning and end “sandwiching” in between unremitting personal suffering 
from illness, personal rejection, and violence, leading to his death. 

Further context is offered by Brevard Childs (2001, 413) who notes that at 
48:6ff the Israelite people are told they need to have an open ear to hear 
the new things God is about to do. At 52:15b they are told they will see and 
hear new things through God’s servant. This is apparently a group from 
within Israel. What follows in chapter 53 is the confession of that group 
(the faithful remnant?), which understands the will of God through their 
experience with God’s suffering servant. In Childs’ view in this passage the 
servant is a single individual who represents what God wants from the 
nation as a whole. 
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1. From our last lesson focusing on the first three Servant Songs in 
Isaiah, there were various options for interpreting the image of God’s 
Servant. Among them were that the Servant is: 

• A corporate image representing the entire Israelite nation 
• A faithful remnant of Jewish believers inside the nation 
• A representative individual acting out God’s will for the nation 
• A Davidic descendant chosen by God to be their saving leader 

Which of those options best captures your view of the identity of the 
Servant, at least in the fourth and final Servant song? 

 
 

52:13-15 “See, my servant shall prosper; he shall be exalted and lifted up, 
and shall be very high. Just as there were many who were astonished at 
him – so marred was his appearance, beyond human semblance, and is 
form beyond that of mortals – so he shall startle many nations; kings shall 
shut their mouths because of him; for that which had not been told them 
they shall see, and that which they had not heard they shall contemplate.” 

2. How does the writer explain how the Servant of YHWH will “prosper” 
in verses 52:13-15? 

 
 

3. In addition, what do these scriptural allusions to or quotations from 
this Fourth Servant Song mean? (Isaiah 6:1; Acts 2:29-36; 
Philippians 2:9; Romans 15:21) 

 
 

 
53:1-3 – “Who has believed what we have heard? And to whom has the 
arm of the Lord been revealed? For he grew up before him like a young 
plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or majesty that we 
should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. 
He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquaint- 
ed with infirmity; and as one from whom others hide their faces he was 
despised, and we held him of no account.” 
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4. In 53:1-3 what do we learn of the Servant’s early years and in verse 3 
a summary of his life and how others responded to him? 

 
 

 
5. What do these scriptural allusions to or quotations from this part of 

the Fourth Servant Song mean? (2 Cor. 12:9-10; John 12:27-38; 
Leviticus 13:45-46; John 1:11; Mark 8:31; 9:12, 30-32; 10:32-34) 

 
 
 

53:4-6 – “Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet 
we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted. But he was 
wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was 
the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed. All 
we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way, and 
the Lord has laid upon him in the iniquity of us all.” 

6. In 53:4-6 we get a different perspective from what we heard in verse 
3. This is part of the confession (4-6) of the part of those who had 
changed their opinion of the servant. Many people bring suffering 
upon themselves. Was that the case here? 

 
 
 
 
 

7. What do you think these scriptural allusions to our quotations in this 
section of the Fourth Servant Song mean for us? (Matthew 8:14-17; 1 
Peter 2:24; Romans 5:8-9; John 3:16; 2 Corinthians 5:19) 

 
 
 

 
53:7-9 – “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his 
mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that is silent 
before its shearers, so he did not open his mouth. By a perversion of 



25  

justice he was taken away. Who could have imagined his future? For he 
was cut off from the land of the living, stricken for the transgressions of my 
people. They made his grave with the wicked and his tomb with the rich, 
although he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth.” 

8. In 53:7-9 there is more detail about the servant’s innocence and how 
and why he suffered? What do we learn about the why and how of 
the Servant’s suffering? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
9. What do you think these scriptural allusions to or quotations from this 

section of the Fourth Servant Song mean? (Jesus’ refusal to answer 
= Mark 14:55-61; 15:3-4; Matthew 26:60-63a; 27:11-14; Luke 22:66- 
71; 23:1-5, 8-9; John 18:19-23, 33-38a; Other subjects – John 19:15; 
Acts 8:26-40; Jesus’ burial = Mark 15:42-47; Matthew 27:57-61; 
Luke 23:50-56; John 19:38-42) 

 
 
 
 
 

53:10-12 – “Yet it was the will of the Lord to crush him with pain. When you 
make his life an offering for sin, he shall see his offspring, and shall prolong 
his days; through him the will of the Lord shall prosper. Out of his anguish 
he shall see light; he shall find satisfaction through his knowledge. The 
righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous, and he shall bear 
their iniquities. Therefore I will allot him a portion with the great, and he 
shall divide the spoil with the strong; because he poured out himself to 
death, and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of 
many, and made intercession for the transgressors.” 
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10. In this final section 53:10-12, how is God’s will described in v.10? 

(will of the Lord to crush him with pain, yet through him the will of the 
Lord shall prosper) How could both be true? 

 
 
 
 
 

11.  What do the following scriptural allusions to or quotations from this 
section of the Fourth Servant Song mean? (Mark 10:35-45; 
Eucharistic words over the cup = Mark 14:24; Matthew 26:28;  
Luke 22:20; 1 Cor.11:24; Other subjects – 1 Cor. 15:3; John 1:29, 35; 
Romans 4:25; Hebrews 9:28; 1 John 2:2; Luke 22:37; Acts 3:13,26) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

OT scholar Claus Westerman – (1969, 269) “With his life, suffering, and 
death the Servant took their place and underwent their punishment in their 
stead.” In v.11b and 12 the servant’s “vicarious suffering” is mentioned five 
times! This final verse summing up his bearing the sins of many and 
making intercession for transgressors are both because the servant is our 
representative. 

OT scholar Brevard Childs – (2001,418) “When seen in the light of the 
unfolding drama of God’s plan to redeem Israel in chapters 40-55, the 
vicarious role of the servant lies at the very heart of the prophetic message 
and its removal can only result in losing the exegetical key that unlocks the 
awesome mystery of these chapters.” 
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Scriptural Allusions to or Quotations of the Fourth Servant Song 
 
 

52:13 – Isaiah 6:1; Acts 2:29-36; Philippians 2:5-11 esp. v. 9 

52:15 – Romans 15:21 

53:1 – 2 Corinthians 12:9-10; John 12:27-38 

53:3 – Leviticus 13:45-46; John 1:11; Mark 8:31; 9:12, 30-32; 10:32-34 

53:4 – Matthew 8:14-17 

53:5 – 1 Peter 2:24; Romans 5:8-9 

53:6 – John 3:16; 2 Corinthians 5:19 

53:7 – Mark 14:55-61; 15:3-4; Matthew 26:60-63a; 27:11-14; Luke 22:66- 

71; 23:1-5, 8-9; John 18:19-23, 33-38a 

53:8 – John 19:15; Acts 8:26-40 

53:9 – Mark 15:42-27; Matthew 27:57-61; Luke 23:50-56; John 19:38-42 

53:10 – Acts 2:23; Leviticus 5:1-19; Romans 3:25 

53:11 – 2 Corinthians 5:21; Romans 5:19 

53:12 – Mark 10:35-45; Eucharistic words – Mark 14:24; Matthew 26:28;  

Luke 22:20; 1 Cor.11:24; 1 Corinthians 15:3; John 1:29, 35;  

Romans 4:25; Hebrews 9:28; 1 John 2:2; Luke 22:37; Acts 3:13, 26 
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