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A. Messiah in the Hebrew Bible 
 
1 Sam. 2:35 Then I shall raise up for myself a faithful priest who will do as I intend and 
desire. I shall build for him a secure house, and he will walk before my anointed forever. 
 
Ps. 2:2 Why do kings of the earth take their stand, against Yahweh and against his anointed?  
 
Ps. 105:15 Touch not my anointed, and to my prophets do no harm! 
 
 
B. 11QMelchizedek 
 
15. This [     ] is the day of the [peace ab]out which he said[         through Isa]iah the prophet 
who said: [`How] beautiful  
16. upon (the) mountains are the feet [of] the messen[ger who an]nounces peace, the 
mes[senger of good who announces salvati]on, [sa]ying to Zion: your God [is king'] (Isa 52:7) 
17. Its interpretation: the ‘mountains’ [are] the prophet[s]; they [     ] every [ 
18. And the ‘messenger’ i[s] the anointed of the spir[it], as Dan[iel] said [about him: 
`Until an anointed, a prince, it is seven weeks.' (Dan 9:25) And the messenger of] 
19. good who announ[ces salvation] is the one about whom it is written [ 
20. `To comfo[rt] the [afflicted,' (Isa 61:2) its interpretation:] to [in]struct them in all the 
ages of the w[orld 
 
 ( 11Q 13 (11QMelch)   II (1, 2 i, 3 i, 4) : 15— 20 )  
 
C. b. Sanhedrin 98b 
 
R. Joshua b. Levi met Elijah standing by the entrance of R. Simeon b. Yohai's tomb. He asked him: 
'Have I a portion in the world to come?' He replied, 'if this Master desires it.'  R. Joshua b. Levi said, 'I 
saw two, but heard the voice of a third.'  He then asked him, 'When will the Messiah come?' — 'Go and 
ask him himself,' was his reply. 'Where is he sitting?' — 'At the entrance of Rome.'  And by what sign 
may I recognise him?' — 'He is sitting among the poor lepers: all of them untie [them]  all at once, and 
rebandage them together,  whereas he unties and rebandages each separately, [before treating the next], 
thinking, should I be wanted, [it being time for my appearance as the Messiah] I must not be delayed 
[through having to bandage a number of sores].'  
 
So he went to him and greeted him, saying, 'peace upon thee, Master and Teacher.' 
'peace upon thee, O son of Levi,' he replied. 'When wilt thou come Master?' asked he, 
'To-day', was his answer. On his returning to Elijah, the latter enquired, 'What did he 
say to thee?' — 'peace Upon thee, O son of Levi,' he answered. Thereupon he [Elijah] 
observed, 'He thereby assured thee and thy father of [a portion in] the world to come.' 
'He spoke falsely to me,' he rejoined, 'stating that he would come to-day, but has not.' 
He [Elijah] answered him, 'This is what he said to thee, "To-day, if ye will hear his 
voice. (Ps.95:7)" 

Handout



 1 

Between how words mean, and what words mean: A response to Matthew Novenson 

 

 

I want to begin by thanking Matthew Novenson for inviting me to give this 

response. We sat together in a seminar on Jewish apocalypticism a couple of years 

ago, and then served together as TAs for Elaine Pagels course on Early Christianity. I 

also recently came across a publication of Novenson on the Messianism of Bar 

Kokhba, although I did not have time to read it, until I was preparing for this 

response. It is truly interesting to see the various sources and points of view from 

which Novenson deals with the question of Messianism, and I appreciate the 

opportunity to join in the discussion. 

 I had a great deal of pleasure reading the paper, which I found insightful, both 

broad and deep – two dimensions that are not easy to maintain together in one study. 

Using sources ranging from de Saussure to Carroll's Alice, this paper guides us 

through the history of research concerning Messianism, delineating trends, picking up 

misgivings and noting advancements, and tying it all together with a question that will 

persist, probably, long after our discussion this evening is forgotten: the meaning of 

messianic terms in ancient Judaism. 

I would like to pick up three different points from the paper, and elaborate on 

each separately. Upon conclusion, I will also add points I believe that their expansion 

in the paper could benefit it. 

First of all, a theoretical question of linguistics, in which I would like to raise 

my reservations regarding the title of the paper (admittedly, this is not the major field 

of expertise for neither of us). In the first footnote, Novenson writes,  
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I say “how messiah language means,” not “what messiah language 

means,” since I take it that the act of meaning resides not in words 

but in the deployment of words by language-users. 

 

I agree that the words do not hold a meaning for themselves. As Novenson 

properly points out, the happenstance sequence of consonants and vowels in "tree", 

"arbre" or "Baum," does not hold any meaning of its own. It is the meaning that we 

are acculturated to attach or not attach to them that makes these sound-patterns 

meaningful. 

For that precise reason, I would argue that words can and do "mean" something, 

and not only someway. In other words, the phrase "what does it mean" – as in "what 

did Messiah language mean" – is understood by communities of English language to 

convey the notion of the meaning attached. The choice for the less common phrase 

"how did it mean" is in place since by departing from the common phrase, it stresses a 

point regarding the nature of meaning. At the same time, however, this choice also 

bears the danger of undermining that point, since it seems to imply that to "mean 

something" can only mean that the words themselves comprise this sense, 

contradicting the argument, that words will mean what a common community 

understands them to mean. 

To conclude this self-conscious petty point, I will say that I do not think it 

wrong to stick with the phrase "how did it mean," but embedded in this choice, is the 

problematic relation between signifier and signified across generations. It 

demonstrates how a phrase, idiomatic or simple as it may seem, might reflect an older 

view or notion, and at the same time be understood and adapted to new or yet unborn 

views. 
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More importantly, of course, is the understanding of the word משיח, Messiah, in 

ancient Judaism, and the role of biblical exegesis in post-biblical literature, which will 

be the two points of focus for most of my response. 

A very important contribution in Novenson's paper is his suggestion to divide 

the scholarly discussion of Messianism into three distinct categories: the linguistic 

phenomenon (messiah language), the psychological phenomenon (messianic hope) 

and the social phenomenon of Messianism (p. 17). The conclusion that rises 

immediately from this very helpful distinction is the limited usefulness of previous 

attempts to fit Messiah language into one paradigm, and vice versa – messianic 

expectations into a linguistic paradigm. 

The fact is, that messianic hope did not necessitate the usage of the word 

Messiah, on the one hand, and that the use of the word Messiah did not necessitate 

one clear paradigm of what the coming of a Messiah would entail. This is evident 

from the texts, as well as from our own experience as users of language every day. I 

therefore also subscribe to Novenson's assertion that "[i]n this respect, messiah 

language is no different from language generally. It is scholars of ancient Judaism and 

Christianity who have created the confusion, by granting special status to messiah 

language, supposing it to be either uniquely meaningful or uniquely meaningless." 

 

Having agreed that Messiah language need not follow a strict pattern in all 

instances, I would like to briefly examine more closely the uses of the term in the 

Hebrew Bible and beyond. The word משיח, appears in the Hebrew Bible 39 times. 

Four occurrences, all in Leviticus, speak of an anointed priest, and 18 occerences are 

in the books of Samuel, referring mostly to either Saul or David. Additional 10 

appearances in the Psalms, and two more in Chronicles further substantiate the link 
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between the anointed, or the Messiah, with David specifically and the Davidic 

dynasty. The relationship between the term and an actual ritual of anointing with a 

specific political meaning is not as clear as it may seem. Novenson notes that the term 

"anointed" both in Hebrew and Greek probably remained in use long after a practice 

of actual anointing was neglected. I would add to this that even while the practice was 

still performed, we should be cautious of merging the actual practice with the 

metaphoric, symbolic and idiomatic meanings it bears and conveys. For instance, 

many biblical passages relate to God in language of kingship. But no-one would 

suggest that this actual earthly and political language denotes an understanding of 

God in a limited political setting. Better still, is the imagery of God giving birth to the 

King (Psalms 2:7). The jury might still be out on the deification of kings in ancient 

Israel (against the background of the ancient Near East in general, of course), but it 

does not delimit the notion of God in the Hebrew Bible. In the same manner, I argue, 

a language of anointing, even if used – or perhaps, especially if used – at a time when 

anointing is practiced, does not disqualify symbolic layers that are added to the 

concrete practice. Therefore, in response to Karrer's argument, quoted by Novenson, I 

would say that the practice need not fall out of use, for the language to add derivative 

meanings of "sacred," either as "distinguished" or "holy", and I would also add – 

"king", "messenger" and "representative". Reciprocally, I also accept Novenson's 

argument (p. 26), where he says: "As a result, it is entirely plausible that Jewish 

readers in the first century C.E. will have understood χριστός as “anointed one,” even 

if no one had anointed a king or a priest for centuries, because they were familiar 

with the scriptures in Greek." 

 So, let us suppose we agree that ancient Jewish texts draw their messianic 

language from the Hebrew Bible, albeit that their notion of this idea is very different 
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from the biblical one. To study this point more carefully, I would suggest tracking 

down passages of Second Temple Literature that relate to a messianic passage in the 

Hebrew Bible, and examining the way in which they appropriate the passage to their 

own views. 

 To the best of my knowledge, the only passage that does so explicitly among 

the texts of Dead Sea Scrolls is a passage from the Melchizedek scroll of Cave 11 

(source B). Although not preserved too well, we have a clear quotation from Isaiah 

52, the known prophecy of the messenger, that portrays a messianic-like figure 

unknown elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. However, it is important to note that the text 

in Isaiah does not mention the word "Messiah". 11Q Melchizedek employs the pesher 

technique, explaining that the messenger in Isaiah 52 is משיח הרוח, the anointed of 

spirit (line 18), and then goes on to quote a passage from Daniel. The quote itself is 

lost, but the reconstruction takes it to be, quite understandably and plausibly, the text 

in Daniel 9, where the word "Messiah" is said explicitly. 

 In other words, this messianic text from Qumran not only sees itself as 

drawing directly on a biblical messianic theology, it also appears to be making a self-

conscious attempt to link messianic texts together, and to make the messianic spirit 

and language more explicit when it is not so in the original biblical text. I take this to 

be a significant example precisely due to the pesher markers, the word הוא "is", and 

the mark of scriptural quotation כאשר אמר "as (Daniel) said". 

An extreme example in the other direction is found in a much later source, the 

obscure Talmudic story in which R. Joshua asks the Messiah when he will come [read 

story]. On the one hand, the text describes a suffering Messiah. However, it does not 

employ any of the relevant biblical images found in Isaiah 52-53. Rather, the 

conclusion of the story – the punch-line, if you will – is drawn from a psalm, while 
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taking it completely out of context. Psalm 95 does not use Messiah language, nor does 

it convey anything related to the eschaton, to an apocalypse, or anything else that 

would justify such an association to a Messianic tradition. 

I've brought this example, even though it's beyond scope of interest of both 

Novenson and myself, because it starkly demonstrates the point I am making about 

biblical exegesis and the employment of biblical allusions. Those relying on the 

biblical text as scripture, whether the rabbis, Hellenistic Jews of the Second Temple 

period, the Dead Sea Sect and the Palestinian Jesus Movement, do not tend to admit 

that they are departing or contradicting a biblical tradition or teaching. They actually 

do quite the opposite: they appropriate the biblical text and quote from it, in order to 

contradict it. Therefore, an excellent place to look for clues regarding the meaning of 

Messiah language is to compare the meaning in the biblical text with the text 

employing a biblical allusion. Is the appropriating text using the biblical text in the 

same way it was meant originally, taking into consideration our limited ability to 

judge the original meaning? If not, does the appropriating text signal in any way it is 

aware of the discrepancy? Both texts I brought up to now do not seem aware of such a 

discrepancy. 11Q Melchizedek, is appropriating a messianic text that does not use 

messianic language, explaining that this is a description of the Messiah. Fair enough – 

nevertheless, it does not make any attempt to apologize or harmonize for the 

discrepancies between the two very different kinds of messianic figures described in 

the two texts quoted (Isaiah 52 and Daniel 9). Thus, the author of the Melchizedek 

scroll does not only validate its own messianic conception through scripture, it also 

consolidates and confirms the coherence of the biblical messianic concept, contrary to 

the facts at hand. 
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In other instances, a text can explicitly quote scripture although we are 

compelled to assume it is consciously departing from it. Thus, when Matthew quotes 

from Isaiah 7:14 ("Behold, a virgin shall be with child") he cannot possibly overlook 

the fact that this prophecy, although it fits well with the nativity story about to unfold, 

is nonetheless of a child named Emanuel, not Yeshua. So, why does Matthew quote 

this verse from Isaiah, and what does this reflect regarding the way Messianic 

language is used, or, in fact, any language is used? 

We can see here a notion of an ambiguous commitment to scripture, and of 

course I am not the first to say this, in which on the one hand it is important to ground 

and substantiate a stance through scripture, but at the same time, it would seem, 

scripture can mean anything you would like it to mean. The verse in question is a 

classic example for that, because Matthew employs it, taking the Alma or the 

Parthenos to mean virgin (and rightly so, I believe), but at the same time disregards 

the discrepancy of the name. Jewish exegetes have made more arguments regarding 

the meaning and translation of Alma than of the discrepancy of the names. 

So, I am going to stop with the examples here, and just say that what I am 

trying to demonstrate through them is the varying ways in which messianic language 

from the Hebrew Bible can be employed and appropriated by later interpreters. Such 

passages should be studied in their own context, as well as in comparison to the 

original context of the verses they use, and to other contexts in which the same verses 

are used but in different ways.  

I felt that Novenson hinted to this direction towards the end in some footnotes, 

but would have liked to see more elaboration in this direction (and I am aware that 

this is a classic respondent technique…). What terms are included in "messianic 

language"? Is it restricted to the terms משיח and Christos, or any description of a 
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human/humanoid savior figure? Hellenistic Second Temple literature, do not employ 

the term as much, although there is a considerable amount of apocalyptic literature 

preserved there. 

Addressing these different types and paradigms of messianic language, allows 

us to depart from earlier scholarship, as discussed in Novenson's paper. Previous 

attempts to conform all messianic conceptions into one paradigm proved a futile 

effort, and did not do justice to the diversity of the phenomenon. 

So upon conclusion, I would like to add two suggestions for further discussion 

and consideration, in addition to the study of specific examples, as I just mentioned. 

First of all, to recognize the inherent diversity of any social phenomenon. That is to 

say, unlike Neusner for example, I do not think of Judaism as a strict theology or 

ideology that can only agree with a certain set of ideas. Rather, I perceive it as an 

umbrella term for several social and religious phenomena, at times even contradicting 

at points. Similarly, "messianism" and even just "Messiah" is an umbrella term for 

similar, but not identical, conceptions. 

The second point stems from the first. The fact that I wish to see in scholarship 

a more flexible understanding of "Judaism", "Messianism", "Christianity" also means 

that I see little use in attaching concepts (such as messianism) to be essentially Jewish 

or Christian. An example for the problems of such a discourse can be seen in the 

debate over the recently published "Vision of Gabriel." Media sensationalism stressed 

the fact that a risen Messiah in the text after three days is a sign for Jewish origins for 

the Jesus tradition. Such statements puzzled me: given the pre-Christian nature of the 

Jesus's story (which historically can be nothing other than pre-Christian) is there any 

surprise in a Jewish origin of New Testament typologies? And still, does that make 
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such elements any less Christian? They do not have to be one or the other. They can 

be both, or even more than that. 
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