Messiah Stone Scrutinized
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Media attention has recently spotlighted a sensational interpretation of what has been dubbed “Gabriel‟s
Vision” and “a Dead Sea Scroll on stone.”1 Israel Knohl, Professor at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, claims
that the 87-line Hebrew inscription, which has been dated by Ada Yardeni and Binyamin Elitzur to the late
first century B.C.,2 reflects a pre-Christian, Jewish belief in a messiah who would die, rise again after three
days, and be exalted to heaven.3
Knohl‟s reading of this tablet raises a number of questions, not the least of
which is why a similar messianic conception by Jesus would be so
unintelligible to the twelve disciples. It could be argued that if the idea of a
dying messiah was current the disciples were unwilling to accept it in
reference to Jesus,4 or that such a notion was not widespread. The impression
given by the four Gospels is that Jesus‟ death was seen by onlookers as proof
positive against any messianic claim.5 Knohl, while not directly addressing
such questions, understands Jesus‟ reference to Ps 110 (Mark 12:35-37) as a
rejection of the triumphant messiah model in favor of one that “involves
suffering and death.”6
Unfortunately, like several other sensational “discoveries” in recent years,
the messiah stone is unprovenanced. That is, instead of being excavated by
archaeologists, who would then be able to confirm where it came from, verify
its authenticity, date the inscription, and locate other clues that could shed light
on the group that produced it, the stone was uncovered by traders and sold
through the antiquities market to David Jeselsohn, a Swiss-Israeli collector.
Further, the Hebrew text on which Knohl‟s reconstruction is based is
fragmentary at critical junctures and there is no agreement on what it actually
means. As with the Dead Sea Scrolls themselves, the widely divergent readings
and resultant translations show just how problematic the work of reconstructing
such a text can be. Even when there is agreement on what words are to be
reconstructed, differing opinions on their relation can lead to opposite
conclusions as to what the text actually means.7
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The main points at issue are portions of lines 16 (“My servant, David,
asked from before Ephraim [?]”), 19 (“in three days you shall know…”), 21 (“this bad plant”), and 80-81 (“In
three days …, I, Gabri‟el …[?], / the Prince of Princes,…, narrow holes (?) …[…]…”).8 It should not be
overlooked that lines 80-81 on which Knohl‟s suggestion depends the most, are particularly difficult to
decipher as the verbs are illegible. His translation of these lines is: “by three days live….”9 Then, by an
ingenious connection of the first reference to three days with Ephraim as a suffering and dying messiah
(mostly based on ideas in later Jewish traditions)10 and “this bad plant” (line 21) with a “wicked” and “false”
messiah, Knohl argues that the person to whom Gabriel speaks “live/be resurrected!” is also a messianic figure
(151).
While Knohl‟s hypothesis is carefully-argued, each of his major points is speculative. First, the
reconstructions of “Ephraim” and “live” are questionable.11 Another serious problem is his reading of the text
in the light of Jewish traditions clearly documented only hundreds of years after the time of Jesus (ca. AD 400650).12 Finally, Knohl‟s linkage of widely separated and partial lines of text into one coherent idea rests on

1

many unproved (and largely unprovable) assumptions about the identification, meaning and connections of
words in this inscription.
It is much easier to make headlines with sensational claims than to convincingly demonstrate the truth of
those claims. Upon closer scrutiny, the stone nowhere makes reference to a messiah of any kind, good or bad.
Nor is the reference to three days clearly a reference to resurrection. In fact, the number three is mentioned a
total of at least twelve times in this short inscription, including references to three prophets (lines 15, 70), three
saints (line 65), three shepherds (line 75), and (probably) three signs (line 79). Too much weight is placed on
the reference to “three days,” a stereotypical period of time mentioned no less than 42 times in the Hebrew
Bible (more than twice as often as references to “forty days”). There are just too many gaps in the text and too
many points at which Knohl‟s hypothesis rests on gratuitous assumptions about what the text reads and what
the text means. While Jesus seems to have referred to OT prophecies of a suffering messianic figure (Mark
10:45; Luke 24:25-27), the messiah stone provides no compelling evidence for a pre-Christian, Jewish
tradition of a dying messiah resurrecting in three days.
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