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“A number of passages in the Hebrew Bible that Christians interpreted as messianic and claimed to be referring to 
Jesus, either cannot be, or are not, messianic in nature as they date from the period before the messiah concept had 
emerged. With a proper understanding of the background on how and why messianism emerged within its original Jewish 
context, it becomes clear that these passages cannot be regarded as messianic. Truly messianic passages can only come 
from the post-exilic, Second Temple period which started in the late 500s BCE. 

“Messianism emerged in response to the removal of the House of David from power during the Babylonian exile, 
which started in 598 BCE with the defeat of Judah by the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar. The descendants of King 
Josiah, who crafted the patriarchal and Exodus narratives we discussed earlier, are the key players in this historical event 
recorded in 2 Kings 24 in which Josiah’s grandson, Jeconiah, and his household were taken to Babylon as captives. Josiah’s 
other son, and uncle of Jeconiah, Zedekiah, was put in place as the puppet ruler by the Babylonians. However, Zedekiah 
rebelled, and Nebuchadnezzar came back around 587, destroyed the Temple of Solomon, and initiated the second 
deportation of exiles; but, first Nebuchadnezzar terminated Zedekiah’s lineage, as noted in 2 Kings 25:7, ‘And they slew 
the sons of Zedekiah before his eyes, and put out the eyes of Zedekiah, and bound him with fetters of brass, and carried 
him to Babylon.’ 

“The end of Zedekiah’s line, however, was not the end of the Davidic House, as Jeconiah and his family were still 
alive in Babylon, where Jeconiah is traditionally considered to be the first exilarch, or patriarch of the exile community. It 
was only after the exile occurred that the messianic tradition was born amid the hopes of the Jews for their freedom and 
the restoration of the House of David, through Jeconiah. As the prophet Jeremiah wrote in 23:5, ‘Behold, the days come, 
saith the Lord, that I will raise unto David a righteous Branch, and a King shall reign and prosper, and shall execute 
judgment and justice in the earth.’ However, this should be contrasted against Jeremiah’s Curse against Jeconiah, listed 
only one chapter earlier in 22:30, as yet another of those pesky contradictions that evangelicals claim are nonexistent: 
‘Thus saith the Lord, Write ye this man childless, a man that shall not prosper in his days: for no man of his seed shall 
prosper, sitting upon the throne of David, and ruling any more in Judah.’ 

“If we set aside Jeremiah’s Curse as a later editorial insertion and focus on the prophecy in chapter twenty-three, we 
see the origins of the messianic calls for the return of a king of the lineage of David. This devotion to Davidic kings was 
rooted in the passage from 2 Samuel 7:16, where God makes a covenant with David, promising that his seed would reign 
in perpetuity: ‘And thine house and thy kingdom shall be established forever before thee: thy throne shall be established 
forever.’ So, the exiles looked to the family of Jeconiah, and 1 Chronicles 3 provides a list of David’s descendants, 
including Jeconiah’s son, Salathiel, who was the grandfather of Zerubbabel. Zerubbabel is important because, as hereditary 
exilarch, he was sent around 520 BCE to be the governor of Yehud Medinata, as Judah was then known as an autonomous 
province of the Persians. Zerubbabel was also mentioned in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, as returning to Judah along 
with the High Priest, Joshua, where the two oversaw the building of the Second Temple. 

“There are two other messianic references surrounding hopes for Zerubbabel. The first is from Zechariah 4:9-10, ‘The 
hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this house; his hands shall also finish it; and thou shalt know that the 
Lord of hosts hath sent me unto you. For who hath despised the day of small things? for they shall rejoice, and shall see 
the plummet in the hand of Zerubbabel with those seven; they are the eyes of the Lord, which run to and fro through the 
whole earth.’ The second is from Haggai 2:21-23, ‘ Speak to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, saying, I will shake the 
heavens and the earth; And I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms, and I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms of 
the heathen; and I will overthrow the chariots, and those that ride in them; and the horses and their riders shall come 
down, every one by the sword of his brother. In that day, saith the Lord of hosts, will I take thee, O Zerubbabel, my 
servant, the son of Shealtiel, saith the Lord, and will make thee as a signet: for I have chosen thee, saith the Lord of hosts.’ 

“Unfortunately for the hopes of the Jewish people, as captured by Zechariah and Haggai, things did not turn out as 
planned. In another of his scholarly deconstructions, The Scepter and the Star, Professor Collins wrote: 

Haggai and Zechariah were active in Jerusalem about 520 BCE, and were instrumental in the building of the 
Second Temple. . . . 

. . . Zechariah also reassures the High Priest Joshua by promising that “I am going to bring my servant the 
Branch.” The term Branch is an allusion to Jeremiah’s prophecy and must be understood as messianic, in the 
sense that it implies the restoration of the Davidic line. In Zechariah’s time, the hopes for such restoration 
rested with Zerubbabel. . . . 

. . . There is, of course, no evidence that Zerubbabel ever played the role for which Haggai and Zechariah 
cast him, but the prophetic texts attest to hopes that can reasonably be called messianic. They would entail 
the fulfillment of the promise to David and the dawn of a new, utopian age. . . . 

. . . There is good reason, then, to hold that Haggai and Zechariah regarded Zerubbabel as a messianic 
figure. . . . 

. . . Zerubbabel is the only potential Jewish messiah of whom we hear in the Persian period. For another 
Jewish figure for whom messianic status is claimed we have to come all the way down to the Roman era. . . . 
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. . . After the time of Zerubbabel, messianism does not figure prominently in Second Temple Judaism. . . . 

. . . In all, then, we have very little evidence of messianism in Judaism in the period 500-200 BCE. . . . 

. . . The hopes of most Jews in the period 550-150 BCE were for a benevolent overlord who would protect 
and promote the Jewish people, rather than for national independence. . . . 

. . . It is often assumed that there was an unbroken tradition of Jewish messianism from the biblical period 
to postbiblical Judaism. . . . But the emergence of messianism in the first century BCE does not warrant any 
inference about a messianic movement at an earlier time. As we have seen, the evidence suggests that 
messianism was virtually dormant from the early fifth to the late second century BCE. 

“Therefore, messianism at its inception was barely on the radar of Jewish consciousness beyond the initial hopes for 
Zerubbabel. Not until late Second Temple Judaism did it reemerge and evolve into a completely different belief held by 
Jews, which was then subsequently reimagined entirely by later Christians. The passages Christians cite come primarily 
from books that not only predate the origins of messianism, but from post-exilic insertions into pre-exilic books. For 
example, Micah 5:2 stating that the messiah was to be born in Bethlehem, the traditional birthplace of David, is considered 
suspect by biblical scholars. Micah was written in the Assyrian period, and only the first three chapters are thought to be 
the original work of the prophet, as the later chapters imply the Temple had been rebuilt in the post-exile era and are thus 
later editorial additions. 

“Similar to the latter half of Micah, biblical scholars have the same view of the book they named 1 Isaiah, chapters one 
to thirty-nine, for the same reason that it also deals with Assyria in the time of the actual prophet. Therefore, Isaiah 7:14 
which Matthew used in conjunction with Micah 5—not to mention that it is about a different historical figure entirely—
can also be dismissed from the list of authentic messianic passages. Regarding another out-of-place insertion into a pre-
exilic text, Professor Collins stated, ‘The authenticity of Isaiah 11:1-9 (“A shoot shall come out of the stump of Jesse”) is 
also widely disputed. The reference to the “stump” of Jesse naturally leads one to suppose that the line had been cut off 
when this oracle was composed.’ Isaiah 11 parallels Jeremiah 23, and Professor Collins continued, ‘A similar uncertainty 
surrounds the messianic oracles in the books of Jeremiah and Ezekiel.’ However, this could explain the contradiction with 
the curse upon Jeconiah in Jeremiah 22; which, perhaps was the original and the prophecy in the following chapter was the 
insertion. 

“Micah and Isaiah, living in the eighth century, would not have written passages about a restoration of the House of 
David while a Davidic king still sat on the throne; and recall prophecy was about interpreting the divine will of 
contemporary events, not future predictions. These passages prefigure a political situation and religious ideology that did 
not arise until hundreds of years after the prophets died, and are obvious forgeries to anyone paying attention. These 
sections retroactively inserted into the actual books written by the real Isaiah and Micah had extremely important impacts 
on the later development of Christian doctrines. Clearly, the passage in Isaiah 11 was anachronistically inserted into the 
Assyrian section of the book and somebody just tacked on more chapters to Micah, many centuries later, to suit a 
messianic agenda.” 
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