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      By the time of Jesus, the Jews of Palestine had experienced over 500 years, off and on again, 
of being under a Gentile yoke.  The Hasmonean Dynasty marked a period of nearly 120 years of 
self-rule, but even this fell far short of the hopes of many. In the midst of great despair Jews 
focused on messianic expectations that God would intervene, remove the Gentile yoke, and once 
again restore “the kingdom to Israel”(Acts 1.6).  Because this expectation centered on what God 
would do, it did not always require a human intermediary.  Thus, some of the literature speak of a 
“Messianic Age” without mentioning any personal messiah.2 However, much hope did focus on a 
deliverer.  While the literature of early Judaism gives various pictures of messiah, one dominant 
motif stands out:  the messiah would be the Son of David, who would rule on the throne of his 
father’s Kingdom.

I.  The Basic Motif
      Nothing expresses the essence of David-King messiah better than the Psalms of Solomon 17.  
Written some time after Pompey, the author sees the Roman occupation of Palestine as a 
judgment of God upon the Hasmoneans(1-7).  However, he also looks for deliverance from the 
Romans by the hand of God (21-25):
         See, Lord, and raise up for them their king,
             the son of David, to rule over your servant Israel
             in the time known to you, O God
         Undergird him with the strength to destroy the 
                      unrighteous rulers,
             to purge Jerusalem from gentiles
             who trample her to destruction;
             in wisdom and in righteousness to drive out
             the sinners from the inheritance;
         to smash the arrogance of sinners
             like a potter’s jar;
         To shatter all their substance with an iron rod;
         to destroy the unlawful nations with the word of his 
                      mouth;
         At his warning the nations will flee from his presence;
             and he will condemn sinners by the thoughts of their 
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1I will exclude the canonical documents even though some  belong to the period of early 
Judaism; others in the seminar are to cover this.  It also excludes Rabbinic literature without 
justification.  Much of it dates to our period (roughly 200 B.C.E - 100 C.E., although it was 
written down much later), however, limited time has kept me from examining it.

2Russell lists the following as having no personal messiah: 1 and 2 Maccabees, Tobit, the 
Wisdom of Solomon, Judith, Ben Sira, Jubilees, 1 Enoch 1-36 and 91-104, The Assumption of 
Moses, 1 Baruch and 2 Enoch.  The Method and Message of Jewish Apocalyptic, p. 309. 



                      hearts.3
      This king will be their “Lord Messiah”(32).  He will gather the dispersed Jews, and the 
remaining gentiles, will serve under his yoke(30).  He will be a righteous king who will also cause 
the people to be righteous.  Although the means by which he destroys the gentiles is supernatural, 
“by the word of his mouth,” there is no hint that he is other than a human descendent of David. 
      This motif occurs elsewhere with some variation.  In the “Animal Apocalypse” (1 Enoch 83-
90), the messiah figure repre  sented by a “snow white cow” appears only after the judg  ment 
(90.37):  “Then I saw that a snow-white cow was born, with huge horns; all the beasts of the field 
and all the birds of the sky [i.e. gentile nations] feared him and made petition to him all the time.”4  
Here the messiah figure is born and so only a man.
      The Sibylline Oracles says, “a holy ruler will come to gain sway over the scepters of the earth 
forever, as time presses on”(3.49).  Later on it says (3.654-7): 
         And then God will send a King from the sun
         who will stop the entire earth from evil war,
         killing some, imposing oaths of loyalty on others;
         and he will not do all these things by his private plans
         but in obedience to the noble teachings of the great 
   God.5

Although it says nothing of a son of David or a messiah such ideas are present.  What is most 
remarkable is the universalism of the Sibylline Oracles.  Although the some gentiles do perish, the 
end result is the conversion of gentile kings and Jerusalem as the political center of a theocratic 
kingdom (3.754-762): 

There will no longer be war or drought on earth, no famine or hale, damaging to 
fruits,  but there will be great peace throughout the whole 
earth.  King will be friend to king to the end of the 
age.6

   According to Klausner, “No other Jewish apocalyptist rose to this high plane of Isaianic 
universalism.”7 Here the messianic king becomes both a judge and a blessing to the gentile 
nations.  This universalism, however, is in keeping with the Sibylline Oracles apologetic to the 
Hellenistic world:  “Because the Jewish Sibyl is a prophetess also to the Gentiles, she recognizes 
more than all the rest of those from Israel who saw visions the value of the universal faith and the 
universal social ethics of Israel within the world empire of Rome and the world culture of 
Greece.”8

       Two later Apocalypses9, 2 Baruch and 4 Ezra, divide eschatology into three distinct periods:  
first, the “birth pangs” of the messiah, severe times especially for the gentiles; second, the 
establishment of the Messianic kingdom of the son of David;  third, at the end of a Messianic age, 
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3J.H. Charlesworth, ed, The Old Testament Pseudipig   rapha, R.B. Wright, trans.
44Ibid., E. Isaac, trans.  
5Charlesworth, The OT Pseudepigrapha, J.J. Collins, trans.
66Ibid.
7Joseph Klausner, The Messianic Idea in Israel, p. 379.
8Ibid.
9Klausner suggests dates of 70-80 C.E. for 2 Baruch, 90-100 C.E. for 4 Ezra, while for 1 

Enoch 83-90, 110 B.C.E., Sibylline Oracles 3.97-829, 140 B.C.E.



a destruction of this world, the final resurrection, the judgment, and the estab  lishment of the 
new world.  In 2 Baruch (30.1) the messiah “returns to glory” at the end of the messianic age, 
whereas in 4 Ezra (7.29), at the end of 400 years he dies.  Of particular interest are Baruch’s birth 
pangs (70.8-71.1): 
         And it will happen that everyone who saves himself from 
         the war will die in an earthquake, and he who saves 
         himself from the earthquake will be burned by fire, and 
         he who saves himself from the fire will perish by 
         famine.  And it will happen that everyone who will save 
         himself and escape from all things which have been said 
         before -- both those who have won and those who have been 
         overcome -- that all will be delivered into the hands of 
         my Servant, the Anointed One.  For the whole earth will 
         devour its inhabitants.  And the holy land will have 
         mercy on its own and will protect its inhabitants at 
         that time.10

Later, however, 2 Baruch says that the Messiah will spare the nations that did not persecute 
Israel.  A great desire for vengeance has stirred within this author, who writes after the 
destruction of Jerusalem by the Flavians.  4 Ezra says of the Messiah, the posterity of David:  
“For first he will set them [the Romans?] living before his judgment seat, and when he has 
reproved them, then he will destroy them.  But he will deliver in  mercy the remnant of my people, 
. . . “11  The universal blessing in Isaiah and the Sibylline Oracles, however, has little 
representation in these apocalypses which focus on vengeance.

II.  Major Variations on this Motif 
      Two significant variations on the David-King Messiah motif appear in the literature:  first, the 
idea of two messiahs, one sacred and one secular;  second, the idea of a heavenly redeemer.
      The idea of two messiahs has its possible background in Zechariah 4.14 where “two sons of 
oil” may refer to Joshua, the High Priest, and to Zerubbabel, the heir of David.  In 1 Mac  cabees 
14.41, Simon exercises both civil and religious power:  “Simon shall be their permanent leader 
and high priest until a true prophet arises”(NAB).12  This was fine as long as the Hasmoneans 
proved worthy.  In Jubilees (31.11-18) Isaac blesses Levi and his seed: “And they will become 
judges and rulers and leaders for all of the seed of the sons of Jacob.”  Isaac, however, tells Judah, 
“Be a prince, you and one of your sons for the sons of Jacob; . . . “13  Jubilees, written during the 
Hasmonean period, seems to give supremacy to the priesthood, yet does not altogether forget the 
house of David.
      The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs gives a similar view, although the dating on much of 
this is disputed.  Certainly some Christian interpolation has occurred in these Testaments, yet 
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10Charlesworth, The OT Pseudepigrapha, S. Agourides, trans.  
11Ibid., B.M. Metzger, trans.
12The figure of a prophet is too important to miss, especially in light of the Qumran scrolls, 

again, time has not permitted me to cover this.
13Charlesworth, The OT Pseudepigrapha, O.S. Wintermute, trans.



much in them also belongs to the Hasmonean period.14  After  showing the degeneration of the 
priesthood in seven stages (Levi 17), Levi 18.2-3 states: 
         And then the Lord will raise up a new priest
         to whom all the words of the Lord will be revealed.
         He shall effect the judgment of truth over the earth for 
                many days.
         and his star shall rise in heaven like a king.15

      Some see a Hasmonean prince referred to here.  Judah 24 gives royalty to Judah as well.  In the 
end it seems that the priesthood wins out, for Judah states (Judah 21.1-2), “And now, children, love 
Levi so that you may endure. . . .  To me God has given the kingship and to him, the priesthood; and 
he has subjected the kingship to the priesthood.”16

      The priesthood has been winning so far, reflecting the glories of Hasmonean victory.  But as some 
became disgusted with the Hasmoneans, they would soon look to a return to the legitimate monarch, 
David, and the legitimate Zadokite priesthood.  A group of Zadokite priests founded Qumran.  The 
Qumran scrolls give an ambiguous picture.  On the one hand, there are passages  which seem to refer 
to only one messiah, like the Damascus Rule 20.1  which refers to “the coming of the Messiah out of 
Aaron and Israel.”  Some see this as being a medieval scribal error and amend it to “Messiahs”.  It 
may, however, give evidence of the diversity and evolution of thought within this subculture.  In most 
other places, however, the Qumran scrolls give evidence of a belief in the coming of two messiahs, a 
priest and his secular counterpart, especially 1QS 9.11 “where the author urges the keeping of the 
sect’s laws ‘until the coming a (the) Prophet and the Messiahs of Aaron and Israel’.”17  The priest-
messiah takes precedence over sacred matters (1QSa 2) and matters of Torah (1QFlor. 1.11).  For a 
community with priestly roots, it is not remarkable that a priest-messiah should take such a role; 
however, it is significant that a Davidic-messiah has reappeared in importance, even in this priestly 
community.  Russell states concerning the vacillation between priestly and Davidic messiahs:           

         It seems likely, however, that the glories and 
         achievements of the Hasmonean House had inspired at 
         least some among the people with the hope of a Messiah 
         from the tribe of Levi in whom they saw many of those 
         traits long associated with the tribe of Judah.  Even if 
         this were so, disillusionment would soon set in as the 
         people witnessed the increasing secularization of the 
         High Priesthood.  Inevitably the old hope of a Davidic 
         Messiah would begin once more to assert itself.18
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14Klausner feels with the exception of the Christian interpolations, most of this material can be 
dated to the period John Hyrcanus, Alexander Janneus, or at the latest, Queen Salome, since the 
Romans are not mentioned (p. 311).  D.S. Russell in The  Method and Message of Jewish Apocalyptic 
expresses the doubts of some scholars as to the Jewish authenticity of some the passages in question.  
For example, M. Black and M. de Jonge argue that Levi 18 is entirely Christian.  Charles argues that 
all references to a messiah of Judah are Christian additions.  Therefore, at best any conclusion that 
there are two messiahs in these Testaments is tentative.

15Charlesworth, ed. and trans., The OT Pseudepigrapha.
16Ibid.
17Schürer, vol. 2, p. 550.
18Russell, The Method and Message of Apocalyptic, p. 315-316.



Even though focus turned back to the house of David, such change did not have universal effects.  The 
fact that some questioned whether or not John the Baptist was the messiah (Lk. 3.15; Jn. 1.19-24), 
suggests that hopes were not fixed only upon the house of David.
        Another major variation on the David-King messiah motif is that of two heavenly redeemers:  the 
Son of Man and Melchizedek.  The Son of Man finds its background in Daniel 7.  Two apocalypses 
pick up the language of Daniel 7 in their description of a heavenly redeemer, 1 Enoch 37-71 (the 
Similitudes of Enoch) and 4 Ezra.  Much ink has been spilled over the identity of the Son of Man in 
the Similitudes.  A few say Similitudes is essentially a Christian document, but most seem to believe it 
is pre- Christian.19  Others say that the Son of Man is Enoch himself (71.14), but here the name “son 
of man” appears with no article and probably has the more generic usage.  This figure, however, is 
intriguing.  His name is “Before-Time” revealing his pre- existence (1 En. 48.2).  He is a figure of 
judgment (46.4):  “This Son of Man whom you have seen is the One who would remove the kings and 
mighty ones from their comfortable seats and the strong ones from their thrones.  He shall loosen the 
reins of the strong and crush the teeth of the sinners.”20  But he is also a figure of blessing to both 
Israel and the nations (48.4): 
         He will become a staff for the righteous ones in order 
         that they may lean on him and not fall.  He is the light 
         of the gentiles and he will become the hope of those who 
         are sick in their hearts.  All those who dwell upon the 
         earth shall fall and worship before him; they shall 
         glorify, bless, and sing the name of the Lord of the 
         Spirits.21

Language of traditionally associated with the house of David is assigned to him:  Not only is the word 
“messiah” applied to him, but also the language of the Psalm 2 (48.8-10) and Isaiah 11.2 (49.1-4; cf. 
Is. 42.1). 
      4 Ezra also picks up the language of Daniel 7, but never calls his figure “the son of man” rather 
simply “that man” (13.3): “And I looked, and behold, this wind made something like the figure of a 
man come up out of the heart of the sea.  And I looked, and behold, that man flew with the clouds of 
heaven.”22  Again, language typically associated with the Davidic king is used of this “man”:  The 
Lord calls him “my son”; and also, “he neither lifted his hand nor held a spear or any weapon of war; 
but . . . he sent forth from his mouth as it were a stream of fire, and from his lips a flaming breath, and 
from his tongue he shot forth a storm of sparks”(13.9-10; cf. Is. 11.4; Ps. of Sol. 17.35).  As in 
Similitudes, this figure is also pre-existent (13.26).  But one element is missing; 4 Ezra makes no 
mention of this “man” becoming a blessing to the Gentiles, but only judgment:
         And he, my Son, will reprove the assembled nations for 
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19The absence of the Similitudes of Enoch from the Qumran scrolls has caused Milik and other to 
suggest a late date.  Charlesworth, however, states that more recently scholarship has rejected Milik’s 
date, though he questions whether it is pre- Christian in thought (The OT Pseudepigrapha and the NT, 
p. 110).  Nickelsburg argues on this point, “There is nothing explicityly Christian in the 
parables”(Jewish Literature between the Bible and the Misnah, p. 222) and dates it around the turn of 
the era.  

20Charlesworth, The OT Pseudepigrapha, E. Isaac, trans.
21Ibid.
22Ibid., Metzger, trans.



         their ungodliness . . . , and will reproach them to 
         their face with their evil thoughts and with the 
         torments with which they are to be tortured . . . ; and 
         he will destroy them without effort by the law . . .23

      Although the Son of Man and the Davidic messiah may not be identical, motifs subtly drift and 
collide making it difficult to distinguish the two. 
      A second heavenly redeemer is that of Melchizedek in the Qumran scrolls.  This figure is key in the 
destruction of Satan:  
         And Melchizedek will avenge the vengeance of the 
         judgments of God ... and he will drag [them from the 
         hand of] Satan and from the hand of all the sp[irits of] 
         his [lot].  And all the ‘gods [of Justice’] will come to 
         his aid [to] attend to the de[struction] of Satan.24

  Melchizedek appears to be the archangel, in charge of the angels (the gods; cf. Ps. 82.1) who will 
effect a final judgment. “The final judgement is represented as a great libertation on the Day of 
Atonement at the end of the tenth Jubilee cycle.”25  Moreover, the text probably calls Melchizedek 
“messiah”:  “And the messenger is the Anointed one of the spirit, concerning whom Dan[iel] said, . . . 
“26   These characteristics make Melchizedek  similar to the Son of Man discussed above.  The brevity 
and fragmentary nature of the document makes it difficult to know more about Qumran’s view of 
Melchizedek.  This document however may provide important background to the NT document, 
Hebrews.  It also testifies to the diversity of the messianic hope in Early Judaism. 

III.  Popular Movements near the Time of Christ.      
      Josephus mentions various popular uprisings, but writes no Davidic messiah explicitly.  On the 
other hand, Horsley and Hanson state: 
         . . . the future Davidic king was not necessarily a son 
         of David.  Like the title “Messiah,” the explicit term 
         “Son of David” simply does not occur with any frequency 
         in Jewish literature until after the fall of Jerusalem 
         in 70 C.E. . . . it may be seriously doubted that there 
         existed any families whose descent from the house of 
         David could be confirmed.  The point is that the imagery
         of a Davidic king symbolized substantively what this 
         agent of God would do: liberate and restore the fortunes 
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23Ibid. 
24Vermes, trans., p. 301.   Brackets, italicize, and breaks all are all due to the fragmentary nature 

of the document.
25Schurer, vol. 2, p. 554.
26Vermes trans., p.301.



         of Israel, as had the original David.27

      The popular uprisings then bear witness to the Davidic messiah motif resident in the hopes of the 
people, even if Josephus and others do not use the all terminology associated with it -- the idea itself is 
present in their descriptions.  Horsley and Hanson write further:  “Thus when Josephus says that a 
figure ‘seized the opportunity to seek the throne’ or ‘was proclaimed king’ by his followers we can 
reasonably surmise that these figures were messianic pretenders.”28

      Perhaps the most notable of these messianic pretenders is Simon bar Giora.  He like David, raised 
up an army of brigands:  “When he heard that Ananus was dead, he withdrew to the hill country and 
proclaimed freedom for slaves and rewards for the free, collecting villains from every where”(J.W. 
5.508).29  He seized power in Hebron like David, and then he raised up an army of 40,000 (J.W. 
4.529,534).  Horsley and Hanson write:
         In this account of Simon’s rise from a leader of a local 
         guerrilla band, to one followed as king [J.W. 4.510] by 
         a train of thousands in addition to a sizable army, one 
         can detect a number of remarkable parallels with the rise of
         David, prototype of the ancient tradition of popular 
         kingships. . . . among the striking Davidic features of 
         Simon’s rise to kingship, he captured Hebron. . . the 
         city in which David was anointed first as king of Judah.30

Later, Simon takes supremacy in Jerusalem, and when Titus takes Jerusalem, he is captured.
      What the Simon account illustrates is the readiness with which the populace followed a messianic 
leader.  Further, it reveals the common expectation that the messiah would deliver  Israel from gentile 
overlords.  Although much of the literature suggests that the messiah would do this by supernatural 
means, the people seemed all to willing to follow those who do it by sheer manpower and guerilla 
warfare.  The people were eager for deliverance; what they hoped for was to have political freedom 
from the gentiles and vengeance.  These messianic pretenders tried to bring this freedom, but each in 
turn failed. 

4.  Conclusions
      The Jews of Palestine at the time of Jesus hoped for deliverance by the hands of God.  The actual 
working out of this hope is varied.  The David-King messiah motif was indeed a dominant aspect of 
this hope, while the motifs of the priest- messiah and the heavenly redeemer also played a part, at least 
in certain circles.  Because of their great despair at the hands of Roman overloads, who ineptly 
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27Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs, p. 91.  I am heavily dependent on them 
for this section of my paper.  In response to the idea that no one could confirm their descent from the 
house of David, the NT states with certainty that Joseph was of the house of David, and this is why 
Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Lk. 2.4).  On the other hand, the NT gives two conflicting genealogies 
of Jesus.  It is possible that while one knew full well that he was David’s descendent, conflicting 
genealogies may have traced that descent.

28Ibid., p. 110-111.
29Ibid., 120-121.
30Ibid., 121-122.



handled their governance of this region, certain aspects of this hope prevailed, namely, aspects of 
vengeance and political freedom:  They hoped for a messiah who would deliver them from the 
overloads, bring judgment upon the wicked, and vindicate Israel.  The universal aspect, that messiah 
would become a blessing to all the nations, seems to play a minority role in the literature (e.g., Syb. Or. 
and the Sim. of Enoch).  Rather, the messiah would first crush the gentiles, then cause them to serve 
him (e.g., Ps. of Sol., 4 Ezra). 
      This order of messianic priorities may explain a key passage in the life of Jesus -- his reading of 
Isaiah 61.1-2 in the synagogue of Nazareth (Luke 4.14-30).  Jesus reads the scroll, sits down, and tells 
them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”  The people all speak well of him (22).  They 
have no problem with the idea that Jesus would deliver them -- they are as open to him as they will be 
to Simon bar Giora in a few decades.  Jesus, however, basically tells them that gentiles, like the widow 
of Zarephath and Naaman the leper of Syria, are the ones who will receive the benefit of his anointing 
(26-27).  At this point they become furious and intend to kill him (28-29).  The messiah comes for the 
benefit of Israel, to re-establish the kingdom, to destroy the gentiles, to crush the teeth of sinners -- not 
to preach good news to gentiles.
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Outline 

1.  The Basic Motif:

    A.  Illustrated by Psalms of Solomon 17

    B.  Illustrated elswhere with minor variations:  

        a.  1 Enoch 
        b.  Sibylline Oracles
        c.  Syriac Baruch and 4 Ezra

2.  Major variations on this motif.

    A.  Two Messiahs:  Sacred and Secular 

        1.  Zechariah 4.14, 1 Mc 14.41, Jubilees 31.13-20
        2.  Testaments of the 12 Patriarchs
        3.  Qumran
        4.  John the Baptist

    B.  Pre-existent, super-human deliverers

        1.  The Son of Man:  

            a.  Parables of Enoch
            b.  4 Ezra

        2.  Melchizedek at Qumran

 3.  Popular Movements around the time of Christ.

      1.  The idea of Davidic messiah in popular uprisings.

      2.  Example:  Simon bar Giora

  4.  Conclusions
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