L e s s o n 16:
The Messiah
[See methodological suggestions at end of lesson plan…]
1. Outline
a. Prophetic origins
b. Apocalyptic literature
c. Early messianic movements
d. Rabbinic views
e. As a factor in history
2. Introduction
After all the promises and all the tests, and the centralization of our connection to
God in the Temple, the destruction of the Temple and of our sovereignty
constituted a major spiritual crisis. It seems likely that many people saw this
disaster as evidence that God was a failure, or non-existent. The prophets’
challenge was now not just to get the people to obey the laws, but to get them not
to give up on the whole project. At first, the assumption was that this disaster was
indeed a punishment, but that it would pass: we had paid the price of our sins, so
now God could forgive us and get over His anger, and restore an anointed king of
David’s line (anointed one = mashiach = messiah), and the Temple service. As time
went on, however, this neat picture never materialized, and we had to find a way
to cope with painfully and indefinitely postponed redemption. And so, as the
messiah receded into the future, he loomed larger and larger in terms of his
expected role in the world. At the same time, we learned to live (mostly) with a
“permanent” tension between present reality and our imagined utopian
restoration to the good old days (that were not as good as we imagined them).
This lesson traces the development of the messianic concept, and looks ahead at
its impact on later Jewish history. Our relationship to the land of Israel – and the
state of Israel – is intimately tied up with this powerful and interesting concept.
3. Lesson goals
a. Awareness of the historical development of the concept of messiah
b. Awareness of the connection between the messiah and our relation to Eretz
Yisrael
c. Understanding of the centrality of the messianic idea in Jewish life
d. Awareness of the impact of the messianic idea in Jewish history

139

Ksharim

4. Expanded outline
a. Prophetic origins
i. Anointing as the method of sanctifying a king: I Samuel 10:1. The
word mashiach, messiah, simply refers to one who has been
anointed; and in the context of biblical history, therefore, it refers to
the king
ii. In II Samuel 7:11-16, God promises David that his selection as king is
guaranteed for all time; the dynasty is eternal. Even though there will
be vicissitudes, sin and punishment, the Davidic dynasty will never be
displaced as Saul’s was. Thus, from now on, the mashiach, the
anointed king, will always be a descendant of David. The problem
became, how to reconcile that promise with the events in the last
chapter of II Kings, when King Jehoiachin is exiled to Babylonia in 597
BCE, and lives out his days there as a prisoner, and 586 his successor,
his uncle Zedekiah, is blinded and carried to Babylonia in chains.
iii. The response of the prophets was to reaffirm the promise: they
insisted that this eclipse would pass, and that the dynasty – and our
sovereignty – and our special relation to God – would be restored; we
must not lose faith. See: Jeremiah 23:1-8, also Jeremiah 32-33; and
Ezekiel 37. Note that along with the restoration of David’s dynasty,
the scattered people will be gathered and restored to their land –
where they will, of course, keep the mitzvot (e.g., Ezekiel 37:23).
b. Apocalyptic literature
i. Even after the defeat of Babylonia by the Persians in 537 BCE and our
encounter with a regime that did not prevent our reestablishing our
cult and some degree autonomy, the hoped-for restoration did not
occur. Simply repenting and waiting for redemption was getting to
be a frustrating and apparently long-term exercise. Perhaps
influenced by pagan concepts of history as cyclical, a new
“explanation” of our situation began to appear, in works of
apocalyptic literature. The only example in the bible is the Book of
Daniel.
ii. The writers of apocalyptic literature believed that they could see the
flow of history “from outside,” so that they could discern the overall
structure — and they believed that history indeed has a structure,
with a beginning, a middle, and an end. In Daniel 9:20-27, Daniel
meets the angel Gabriel, who reveals to him the chronology of the
period from the beginning of the restoration of the Temple until the
final redemption.
If history has an end, and is not just an infinite series of events, then
every passing day brings us that much closer to that end. And if we
experience the present as a time of suffering, and envision the end as
a time of redemption, then we certainly would like to know how
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much longer before the end. If it is near at hand, there is reason to
hope, and we should prepare for it. Daniel 11 presents a detailed
account of future history, leading up to a description of the end of
days in chapter 12.
Daniel 12 gives another cryptic accounting of the period of time
remaining until the redemption. A common element of apocalyptic
literature is the emphasis on secrecy, and the unclear nature of the
various predictions and calculations. In this chapter, for example,
while Daniel’s visions yield very specific numbers of days, we are left
not knowing just what the significance of those numbers is. The
possibilities for interpretation are endless. Moreover, God tells Daniel
that the information he has received is secret, and that it is “shut up
and sealed until the time of the end.”
The difference between Daniel’s prophecy and Jeremiah’s is that in
Jeremiah, history is conditional: as a nation, we will be punished or
rewarded according to our adherence to God’s commandments. In
Daniel, history is unconditional: there is a fixed structure, a set time
until the end of the exile; we are moving inexorably toward that
moment of redemption, and the challenge is not so much to make
ourselves worthy, as to figure out when to expect the end to come.
There is a tension between these two conceptions, the prophetic and
the apocalyptic. Elements of both entered into our ongoing dreams
and discussions of the messiah and restoration.
c. Early messianic movements
i. Christianity:
It seems that in the Roman period, apocalyptic thinking was
widespread, and many Jews had a strong feeling that the end of
history was imminent. This sense of expectation and excitement was
an indispensable factor in the development of the movement based
on the identification of a real person, Jesus of Nazareth, with the longawaited messiah. (See Mark 13) Evidence of the messianic fervor of
the time may be found in the doctrines and behaviors of the group
known (from Josephus’ description, Wars 2:8) as the Essenes, ascetics
who formed monastic communities to purify themselves and await
the redemption. There are various theories about the specific
relationships between Josephus’ Essenes, the inhabitants of the
Qumran community near the Dead Sea (who wrote the Dead Sea
Scrolls), and the earliest groups of Christians. Whether or not there
are direct connections among these, it seems clear that they represent
manifestations of similar spiritual situations.
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Jesus became a popular preacher in the first quarter of the first
century C.E.; a movement grew up based on his identification as the
messiah. Since, for obvious reasons, the Romans were not interested
in encouraging Jewish claims of national sovereignty, they executed
Jesus. Among his followers the belief spread that he was resurrected
and taken up to heaven three days after his death, there to wait until
mankind was ready for full redemption. This revised form of messianic
belief, which saw the messiah as not merely a king of flesh and blood,
but as a manifestation of God, became the doctrine of a sect within
Judaism. As the leaders of this sect (primarily Paul of Tarsus) directed
their message increasingly toward the non-Jews around them — and
encountered receptivity — the link to mainstream Judaism grew
weaker and the centrifugal forces grew stronger, until there was a
complete break.
ii.

Bar Kochba:
It seems that the expectation of messianic deliverance from the
power of Rome was so strong that the failure of the first revolt only
intensified it. Within a few decades, normal Jewish life had been
restored in most of the towns and villages, and the autonomous
communal leadership based in Yavneh had been established. But the
humiliation of Roman taxation still rankled — and despite the
development of alternative institutions, life without the Temple was
life in a continuous religious crisis.
Neither the growth of Christianity nor the crushing blow of the
destruction of the Temple defused the pressure of the apocalyptic
expectations that were widespread among the people. Many
continued to wait impatiently for the moment of the end.
Apparently, the emperor Hadrian ordered the rebuilding of
Jerusalem as a pagan city, containing a pagan Temple. Such an act
can be seen as the “last straw” — or as support for those
apocalypticists who argued that redemption wouldn’t come until the
world was wholly given over to evil.
In any case, fighting broke out and was suppressed with great
bloodshed, and physical and economic devastation that surpassed
the result of the first revolt.

d. Rabbinic views
i. The rabbis faced a dilemma: the belief in the messiah and the
restoration was central to Judaism; to debunk or discourage it would
be to go against the clear message of the prophets. On the other
hand, seeing the messiah in every populist preacher or adventurer
had been disastrous; how could one know when it was the real thing?
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ii.

iii.

How could we keep the expectation alive yet somehow consistently
put off its fulfillment? The faith is clear in the liturgy (see blessings
14 and 15 in the Shemonah Esreh). The ambivalence shows up in
discussions of messianic times in the Talmud (Sanhedrin 97-98)
This tension did not go away. One of the most famous responses to it
was that of the Rambam, in the 12th century, who earned great
unpopularity by insisting that the messianic hope refers only to the
restoration of sovereignty and the Temple – not to apocalyptic
visions of the re-creation of the world, the perfection of nature, etc.
(see Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim 11-12).
Gershom Scholem, “The Messianic Idea in Judaism,” in the collection
of essays of the same name, Schocken, 1971.

e. As a factor in history
i. After Jesus and Bar Kochba, the attempts to calculate the time of the
redemption – or to force it – continued in every century and in every
corner of the Jewish world. Some of these were small scale local
affairs; some became mass movements. So far, apparently, none got
it right… Perhaps the most famous was Sabbetai Zevi, in the late 17th
century; a hint of its impact can be seen in the excerpt of the account
by Rycault; a more complete account can be found, for example in
Marcus’ very useful anthology of short medieval texts The Jew in the
Medieval World, Atheneum 1973. Abba Hillel Silver’s PhD thesis is an
amazing little book cataloging messianic calculations and pretenders
through the ages: A History of Messianic Speculation in Israel, Peter
Smith 1978.
ii. Even with the secularization of the modern period, the messianic
spark in Judaism was not extinguished, and its light can be seen in
the rhetoric of modern movements for man-made redemption in
which Jews played a major role. For example: enlightenment and
socialism, both of which can be seen as messianic movements, based
on a vision of redemption of the world (not just of the Jews): see texts
from Geiger and the Arbeiter Freund.
iii. Where does all this lead? Well, take the messianic belief in restoration
of our glorious past national/religious existence, combine it with
modern humanism, and add turn-of-the century romantic
nationalism, and what to you get? Zionism.
5. Methodological suggestions:
The lesson can be built quite simply around the chronological sequence of short
texts that trace the development of the messianic idea:
 II Samuel 7:11-16 – the promise
 Jeremiah 23:1-8, Jeremiah 32 – hope out of the ashes
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 Daniel 12 – apocalyptic vision
 Mark 13 – Christian apocalyptic vision
 Eicha Rabbati 2:5 – Bar Kochba
 Shemonah Esreh – messianic hope in mainstream religious practice
 Talmud Sanhedrin 97-98 - ambivalence
 Rambam – don’t get carried away!
 Later examples – e.g., Sabbateanism, enlightenment, socialism
As an introduction, participants might be asked to diagram their idea of the “flow”
of Jewish history: is it an infinite straight line? A curve? A slope? Is there an end?
Are there peaks?
And/or: Do you believe in a messiah/messianic time/perfection/end/restoration?
How do you understand the concept as expressed in the liturgy? In sayings like
“Next year in Jerusalem” at Pesach?
Note: messianism is a big and interesting topic, and we have only one lesson.
Therefore, we have pretty much ignored the whole issue of antinomianism: the
belief that when the messiah comes, Jewish law will become obsolete. This
became a major doctrine of Christianity, was present in Sabbateanism, and could
be seen to be present in Zionism. Bringing texts and discussing this would take us
too far afield from our central themes…
Sources
Palestinian Talmud, Ta’anit 68d
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai taught: My teacher Akiba used to expound the verse “a star
rises from Jacob...[Numbers 24:17]” to say “Bar Kochba rises from Jacob.” When Rabbi
Akiba saw Bar Kochba he would say, “Behold, the king, the messiah!” Rabbi Yochanan
ben Torta said to him, “Akiba, grass will grow from your cheekbones before the son of
David will come!”
Eicha Rabbati 2:5
R. Yochanan said: Rabbi [Judah Hanasi] used to teach: with respect to the passage “a
star will come forth out of Jacob” (Numbers 24:17), read it not as “a star, but as “a
deceiver.”
When R. Akiba saw bar Kosiba, he said: behold, king messiah!
R. Yochanan ben Torata said to him: Akiba, grass will grow out of your cheekbones
before the messiah comes!
R. Yochanan said: “The voice is the voice of Jacob” (Genesis 27:22) — the voice of
Jacob crying out because of what the hands of Esau did to him at Beitar. Hadrian killed
80 thousand myriads of men at Beitar.
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There were 80,000 trumpeters besieging Beitar, and bar Kosiba was there with 200,000
who had bitten off their fingers (as a test of their courage). The sages asked him: for
how long will you continue to mutilate the people?
He answered: Then how shall I test them?
They said to him: Whoever cannot uproot a cedar of Lebanon should not be in your
army. And he took 200,000 from each test.
And when they went forth to war, they used to say: Don’t help us and don’t hinder us,
as it is written: “Have you not rejected us, O God? You do not go forth, O God, with our
armies” (Psalm 60:10).
And what did bar Kosiba do? He would catch catapult stones with his knee and throw
them back, killing a number of the enemy. That is why R. Akiba spoke of him as he did.
Hadrian besieged Beitar for three and a half years... He killed so many that a horse was
up to its nostrils in blood; and the current of blood was strong enough to carry a stone
weighing 50 selas, and to flow four miles out into the sea.
(COMMENT
The most interesting implication is that Rabbi Akiba believed that Bar Kochba was the
messiah; we also find in this passage evidence of the bloody resolution of the revolt.
Note that a generation after the revolt, the greatest leader of the period, Rabbi Judah
Hanasi, who was on very close terms with Roman leaders, had nothing positive to say
about Bar Kochba.)
Daily Shmonah Esreh prayer
14. Return in mercy unto they city Jerusalem and dwell in it as You have promised;
rebuild it soon, in our days, as an everlasting structure, and speedily establish in it the
throne of David. Blessed are You, O Lord, builder of Jerusalem.
15. Speedily cause the offspring of Your servant David to flourish, and let his glory be
exalted by Your help, for we hope for Your deliverance all day. Blessed are You, O
Lord, who causes salvation to flourish.
Talmud, Sanhedrin 97-98 (excerpts)
It has been taught; R. Nehemiah said: In the generation of the Messiah’s coming... the
kingdom will be converted to heresy with none to rebuke them. This supports R. Isaac,
who said: The son of David will not come until the whole world is converted to the
belief of the heretics.
R. Zera, whenever he chanced upon scholars calculating the time of the Messiah’s
coming, would say to them: I beg of you, do not postpone [his coming], for it has been
taught: Three come unawares — messiah, a found article, and a scorpion.
R. Samuel ben Nachmani aid in the name of R. Jonathan: Blasted be the bones of those
who calculate the end; for they would say, since the predetermined time has arrived
and yet he has not come, he will never come.
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R. Kattina said: Six thousand years shall the world exist, and one thousand shall it be
desolate...
Elijah said to R. Judah: The world shall exist not less than eighty five jubilees,
and in the last jubilee the son of David will come...
R. Joshua ben Levi met Elijah... and asked him: When will the messiah come? He
replied: Go and ask him.
Where is he sitting?
At the gate of the city.
How will I recognize him?
He sits with the poor lepers. They all unbind and rebandage all their wounds at once;
he unties and rebandages his one by one, so that he won’t be delayed when he is
called.
R. Joshua found him and greeted him: When will you come?
Today.
R. Joshua returned to Elijah and said: He spoke falsely to me, stating that he would
come today, but he has not.
Elijah answered him: This is what he said to you: “Today, if you will hear His
voice.”[Psalms 95:7]
(COMMENT
Compare the first paragraph with Mark 13!
R. Joshua ben Levi’s encounter with the messiah: this story seeks to defuse apocalyptic
expectations, emphasizing the prophetic concept of the conditionality of the
redemption — the messiah will only come when our behavior merits it — yet
somehow the implication seems to be that we are never ready... )
Moses Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim 11-12
The Messiah will arise and restore the kingdom of David to its former might. He will
rebuild the sanctuary and gather the dispersed of Israel. All the laws will be
reinstituted in his days as of old. Sacrifices will be offered and the sabbatical and
jubilee years will be observed exactly in accordance with the commandments of the
Torah. But whoever does not believe in him or does not await his coming denies not
only the rest of the prophets, but also the Torah and our teacher Moses... Let no one
think that in the days of the Messiah anything of the natural course of the world will
cease or that any innovation will be introduced into creation. Rather, the world will
continue in its accustomed course. The words of Isaiah: “The wolf shall dwell with the
lamb and the panther shall lie down with the kid” [Isa. 11:6] are a parable and an
allegory which must be understood to mean that Israel will dwell securely even
among the wicked of the heathen nations...
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Sir Paul Rycaut, 1666
And now all the cities of Turkey, where the Jews inhabited, were full of the expectation
of the Messiah; no trade or course of gain was followed. Every one imagined that daily
provisions, riches, honors, and government were to descend upon him by some
unknown and miraculous manner. An example of which is most observable in the
Jews at Thessalonica, who now full of assurance that the restoration of their kingdom
and the accomplishment of the times for the coming of the Messiah was at hand...
applied themselves immediately to fastings... All business was laid aside; none worked
or opened shop, unless to clear his warehouse of merchandise at any price. Whoever
had superfluity in household stuff sold it for what he could...
(excerpt of a full account of Sabbetai Zevi’s story, found in J. R. Marcus, The Jew in the
Medieval World)
Abraham Geiger, 1863
Hear this today, O my people, and do not be faint-hearted, even though all your
wishes have still not been fulfilled, though strife still prevails today and your just hopes
still meet with opposition... When another fifty years hence, another generation is
assembled here, may they mark this day as a celebration of brotherly conciliation, the
brotherhood of all peoples, a celebration under this banner: One God, accepted and
humbly worshipped by all; one human race, united in love; one great and mighty
German Fatherland!
(Geiger was a leader of the early Reform movement in Germany)
Arbeiter Freind #1, 1885
...in short, we want a fundamental change in the present condition of tyranny and
injustice, in which one is a millionaire, while others are penniless, in which the
capitalists and other robbers don’t lift a finger and live in luxury, while the workers
labor day and night, losing health and often life, ultimately dying of hunger. This
terrible condition cannot and must not continue; it must be changed and eliminated
in order to clear a way for a new and just society which socialism holds up before us
and teaches about. We are convinced that only socialism can lead us to freedom, only
it puts into our hands good and proper means for the redemption of the workers and
of the whole people.
(A Jewish socialist newsletter in Lithuania)
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