
First Reading at Mass  Isaiah 50: 4–7 
 

Up until the eighteenth century, the Book of Isaiah was thought to be 
the work of a single author, though it is now generally accepted that 
there were at least two different writers named Isaiah. ‘First Isaiah’ 
was responsible for Chapters 1–39 and ‘Second Isaiah’ for Chapters 
40–66.  The second wrote his text during the Babylonian exile (586–
539 BC), around 150 years later than First Isaiah. On the basis of 
historical, doctrinal and literary evidence, some scholars also suggest 
there was a ‘Third Isaiah’, responsible for both the Song of the 
Suffering Servant (see below) and the last ten chapters of the book. 

The passage we read this week forms part of the Third Song of the 
Suffering Servant. (There are four songs in all: I: Isaiah 42:1–4; II; 49:1
–6; III; 50:4–7; and IV: 52:13–53:12 ) The tone of this Third Song is 
much darker than the others. It is the Servant who is speaking. 

Isaiah addresses people who have been exiled in Babylon for many 
years. They are totally 
despondent and weary. 
Surrounded by symbols of 
their own defeat, they 
despair that they will ever 
be in charge of their own 
future. 

The main role of the Servant here is to provide encouragement and 
support to the ‘wearied’. He is a good listener. 

In a culture where honour is all-important, some of the aggressions 
that the Servant is subjected to are listed – striking, beard-pulling, 
insults, spitting. All are designed to bring about shame and 
humiliation. However, he will not be disgraced or discouraged 
because, as he says: ‘The Lord comes to my help’. 

Although it is unclear who the Servant represents, from the outset 
Christians have seen in him Christ, and the suffering he endured 
during his Passion.  

 

Gospel  John 26: 14 – 27: 66 
 

All four Gospels tell the story of Jesus’s death, and each evangelist 
highlights particular scenes that are consistent with his presentation of 
Jesus’s life and public ministry. For St Matthew, Jesus is the fulfilment of 
the Jewish scriptures while being at the same time the Suffering Servant of 
Isaiah, and also the Messiah, the Son of God. 
Given the length of Matthew's account of the Lord's Passion, it will not be 
possible to comment on every aspect of the story. We shall focus below on 
a few examples which show how Matthew shows that Jesus is the 
fulfilment of the ancient scriptures. 
The Passover meal 
The disciples are distressed when Jesus says that one of them will betray 
him. The Son of Man is going to his fate, as the scriptures say he will … 
Leaving for the Mount of Olives 
Jesus tells his disciples that they will all lose faith in him. 
… for the scripture says: I shall strike the shepherd and the sheep of the 
flock will be scattered. (Zechariah 13: 7) 
The betrayal 
There is much speculation as to Judas’s motives in betraying Jesus, and 
even the necessity of the betrayal. Those who came to arrest Jesus would 
almost certainly have been familiar with who he was. Jesus says to him, My 
friend, do what you are here for. (Matthew 26: 50) 
When Judas told the armed mob that he would identify Jesus with a kiss, 
the word he used was the Greek Philein, the normal word for a kiss. But 
when Matthew tells us that Judas actually kisses Jesus, the word used is 
Kataphilein, which means to kiss fervently and repeatedly.  
In Judas’s great remorse and sorrow he returns to the area of the Temple 
called ‘naos’. He would have had to go through a series of courts to reach 
the Court of the Priests, which he himself would not be allowed to enter.  
The High Priest there would not accept the money, thus fulfilling the words 
of the prophet Zechariah (11: 13–14): But Yahweh told me, ‘Throw it into 
the treasury, this princely sum at which you have valued me’. Taking the 
thirty shekels of silver, I threw them into the Temple of Yahweh …  
St Matthew, however, attributes this quotation to Jeremiah. 
The arrest 
One of Jesus’s followers tries to prevent his arrest by striking the High 
Priest’s servant with a sword. Jesus opposes this action. 
But then, how would the scriptures be fulfilled that say this is the way it 
must be? (Matthew 26: 54) 
 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Palm Sunday of the Passion of the Lord – Year A 


