An Sampling of Jewish-Christian Polemics on Isaiah 53
Ruth Rabbah 2:14

He is speaking of the king Messiah: “Come hither,” draw near to the throne; “and eat of thy
bread,” that is the bread of the kingdom; “and dip thy morsel in vinegar,” this refers to
chastisements, as it is said, “But he was wounded for our transgression, bruised for our
iniquities.”

Rashi
"Behold at the end of day, my servant Jacob will succeed, the righteous among them.”
Nahmanides

“What is accurate about this portion is that is about Israel in its entirety, as in the words ‘do not
fear my servant, Jacob’ (Isaiah 44:2) and it says, ‘my servant you are, that in you | will be
glorified (ibid. 49:3), but on the opinion of the commentaries who relate it to the messiah, we
need to explain it according to the words of the books, in unison, it says that messiah son of
David about whom the scripture is speaking will not be defeated and will not die at the hands
of his enemies and so do the scriptures indicate clearly.”

Justin Martyr, First Apology 1:50

“But that, having become man for our sakes, He endured to suffer and to be dishonoured,
and that He shall come again with glory, hear the prophecies which relate to this; they are
these: ‘Because they delivered His soul unto death, and He was numbered with the
transgressors, He has borne the sin of many, and shall make intercession for the
transgressors. For, behold, My Servant shall deal prudently, and shall be exalted, and shall be
greatly extolled’....Accordingly, after He was crucified, even all His acquaintances forsook
Him, having denied Him; and afterwards, when He had risen from the dead and appeared to
them, and had taught them to read the prophecies in which all these things were foretold as
coming to pass, and when they had seen Him ascending into heaven, and had believed, and
had received power sent thence by Him upon them, and went to every race of men, they
taught these things, and were called apostles.”

Cyril of Alexandria Letter 41.10.
Thus...[Jesus]...became a victim...and the divinely inspired prophet Isaiah will also vouch for

this, saying, “we had all gone astray like sheep, each following his own way, but the lord laid
upon him the guilt of us all.”




Augustine, Exposition on the Psalms

Who hath believed our hearing, and to whom hath the arm of the Lord been revealed?’[Isaiah
53:1] “For who hath heard?” The Jews believe not: they have turned them to the nations, and
have preached. The Jews did not believe;

What is, “Thy right hand,” but Thy Christ, of whom it is said, And to whom is the Arm of the
Lord revealed? [Isaiah 53:1]

Yaakov ben Reuven, Milhemet HaShem, Gate V
“Was he [Jesus] ever in pain from even from a headache...it needed to say nau’ah muke

anashim” [afflicted, hit by men, plural]...it is found that God hits, and how is it possible to say
that he is God?...and in reality we find that he did not live long...

The Tension in Al sl .
Identifying actor and acted upon:
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However, it saying after this, “just as many were appalled by him”...proves what | told you
many times that the prophets sometimes were speaking directly and sometimes not directly.
“Just as many were appalled and the rest of the pericope all comes in hidden language,” so
too “so marred was his appearance” and “just so he should startle” and the rest of all the
verses...

Abravanel dismisses the possibility that God rejects the Jewish people
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And however in the explanation of “but God chose to crush him,” for the ways of the
commentators did not seem right in my eyes...however the third way is accurate, and that is
the correct one as far as | am concerned, the prophet is speaking as if he is responding to the
words of the kings of the nations: behold the exile of Israel, even if we assume was because
of their sins, was not eternal forever and ever, for God would not affect the annihilation of his
nation and his inheritance to remove them from him eternally, but it was in order to lower him
with affliction, just as a person would afflict their son, and that is “but God chose to crush him.”

Abravanel rejects vicarious atonement
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Behold it was clarified from this that the sicknesses and the aches that were supposed to be
upon the nations the Israel was carrying and bearing and it does not also say that he was
receiving from God the punishment that was supposed to be upon the nations because of
their sins, as the wise ones of the Christians [suggest] that the mindset of the Jews was in this
fashion, for to our mind the prophet did not intend to speak of this, but the entirety is how |
explained that our sickness and aches he attributed the matter to the subject and not the
object and the receiver.

In his 2nd interpretation, Abravanel accepts the possibility of vicarious atonement:
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But however it was not the hand of Pharaoh Necho that touched Josiah to kill him but rather
our sickness he carried and our aches he bore, meaning that we caused Josiah the sickness
and suffering that he bore, not Pharaoh Necho, and our sickness and suffering are an
expression for action, that their sins were the cause of the death of Josiah not the strength of
Pharaoh, or the sickness and aches are an expression for the relevant party, that is to say the
sickness and suffering that were were supposed to receive according to our sins, and he
carried and bore them — that righteous person for us, and therefore we thought him plagued
and smitten by God and afflicted, for it was from the hand of God that was his plague and his
death not through the hand of Pharaoh Necho because he was wounded because of our sins,




crushed because of our inequity. And because his death was as a result of the wickedness of
his generation the true cause was God may he be blessed, the judge of the all the earth, not
Pharaoh Necho, for he was merely a vessel for death like a sword in the hand of the killer and
the proof for this was “he bore the chastisement that made us whole,” meaning to say that in
his death the peace and the security that we had while he was still alive was removed...

The Tension in Ibn Kaspi's Commentary

Are the wounds associated with the actor or with that which is acted upon?
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And it explained along the way that the construction and words are arranged according to
logic, and so a wise Christian cannot disagree with this, for it is known in Hebrew and in logic
that the verbs are sometimes connected sometimes to the actor and sometimes to that which
is acted upon, as it says in the way of an example, in God’s turning over of Sodom and
Gomorrah and so is everything else. Therefore [when] it says here sickness and suffering — it
connects to the subject, for these nations were sickening and afflicting Israel, and this is
because there is no doubt that Israel was sick and hurting, just as it was preceded by a story
about Israel, so in general they were a man of suffering, familiar with disease. But was what in
doubt to those who were seeing this was who was the cause of the sickness and the smiting,
meaning to say who was the actor and the mistaken cause for this bad occurrence, because
this is what was hidden from the seers and from the doctors mainly and therefore they made a
mistake, and this is how these nations made a mistake about this sickness with respect to
Israel, for they thought that it was God, may he be elevated, is ultimately the actor [behind]
the sickness of Israel, for some cause that is known to him in the body of Israel, but it was not
so if we were the subject ultimately, for he was healthy in his body but we made him sick in
bothering and striking him, and this is a respectful and true suggestion.

Does God want the nations to do this?
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https://mg.alhatorah.org/Amos/4.11
https://mg.alhatorah.org/Yeshayahu/53.3
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But we still need one necessary fact, and that is whether when the nations plague and hurt
Israel if it is an iniquity and sin in their hands in choosing the evil or if it is @ merit and charity
for them, that is to say if it is a bad or good act in the eyes of God. And behold also in this
second intention the nations erred because they thought that this was good in the eyes of
God, because they thought that in their righteousness it was added to the wickedness of
Israel...and all this is included in what is understood by their statement “and we accounted
him plagues, smitten and afflicted by God.” And therefore the nations will also understand the
truth in this request and will admit and will say: for Israel was “wounded because of our sins,
crushed because of our iniquities,” and this is a great secret that Isaiah revealed in his
suggestion that he attributed it to the nations, and it is even more intense than what Moses
told our nation, not from your righteousness, but with the wickedness etc...

Does Israel take any of the blame?
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However “and his grave was set among the wicked”...this is a previous matter, and it is true
and accurate, but when it is understood in a thin analysis, this is not fitting to explain in this
book. But what can be understood from a thick analysis , which from this perspective it is said
and spoken by Isaiah to the entire masses, and that is to remove all bad thoughts from us,
and the explanation is that there is no doubt that the people of our nation were always wise
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and righteous in their own eyes...and therefore they would see that the other nations that are
not from the faith of Moses and the Jews were overpowering them. And they would speak
against God to complain and express their woes. And therefore Isaiah was forced to offer an
inclusive claim, which the masses could not refute, and this was that when the prophet said to
them that they are bad or foolish and incomplete they would say: not so, but we are righteous
and pious, and wise and whole, for they did not know the parameters for these terms in truth,
just as it is our issue also today in our sins...and it is as if it said, let us assume that you and
your children after you are all righteous and there is no wrongdoing in your hands and no
treachery in your mouths, behold God is still interested in crushing and plaguing you..."that if
he made himself an offering for guilt” is because this is what God wanted, and we have
nothing other than his will and desire, what can we do but make ourselves like an expiatory
and sin offering, like the pious person said | am placed before you like a stone which has no
one to turn it (b. Avodah Zara 8b)...this is known to those who are experts in Gemara, that is
to say the two intentions known to the wise scholars of the Talmud, and God knows that which
is his. But in reality the nation was not in exile because of iniquity and sins but were righteous,
as it says as the wicked should swallow the one more righteous than he, rather that this was
what God willed and desired. But suffering and exile and death will come upon him [them, the
nations] for they, as they will eventually admit, are also the ones that destroy him, “he bore the
guilt for the many and made intercession for sinners,” if so he damaged sinfully, meaning he
was th because that the sins should plague him, and his is true from a few perspectives.




