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This paper will examine Jewish and Christian apocalyptic literature of the seventh-
eighth centuries to discuss a shared ‘discourse of doubt’ that cuts across different
religious traditions. This discourse is manifested in the doubts of different sections of
society regarding the end of time and their place in the future world, and the associated
requirement that major apocalyptic figures undergo tests to prove their identity, most
commonly through performing the miracle of resurrection. This discourse indicates the
need to endorse the religious claims of a given group, which in turn reflects the wider
political turmoil of the seventh century and a search for identity and clarification of
status in uncertain times. The analysis presented here not only contributes to
discussion on the relationship between Jewish and Christian apocalyptic writings of
this period, but highlights what potential contacts and conflict as evidenced in this
literature can reveal about the state of Jewish-Christian relations at a formative period
for the Abrahamic religions.
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Introduction

The seventh and eighth centuries, with the Byzantine and Sassanid conquests along with the
rise of Islam, is a crucial period in the history of the relations between Jews, Christians and
Muslims in the Eastern Mediterranean. It was a time of political change and turmoil but also
an age when religious identities were challenged and religious claims were emphasised. This
article will examine claims to religious authority through analysis of apocalyptic and
eschatological traditions as evidenced in Jewish and Christian writings of this period. Jewish
and Christian apocalyptic literature received a new impetus in the seventh-eighth centuries
when political events, including the Sassanid and then the Arab conquests, were regarded as a
sign of the messianic era. This so called ‘revival’ is highlighted, perhaps most famously, by
Sefer Zerubbabel on the Jewish side and Pseudo-Methodius on the Christian side, but these
texts are part of a broader outpouring of apocalyptic writings in the seventh-eighth centuries
that can shed light on contemporary attitudes to events, perspectives on ‘other’ socio-
religious groups, and perceptions of religious authority as manifested in theological claims.
It is with interest in the relationship between Jewish and Christian apocalypticism that
this article focuses on analysis of a particular motif shared across these different traditions:
what can be described as a ‘discourse of doubt’ reflected in the need for key apocalyptic
figures to demonstrate the validity of their identity and claims. This theme is a prominent
feature of both Jewish and Christian apocalypses from the seventh-eighth centuries, with

“ H.Spurling@southampton.ac.uk



mailto:H.Spurling@southampton.ac.uk

numerous parallels in approach albeit representing very different theological perspectives.
These traditions of doubt and testing of eschatological leaders highlight the close connections
between Jewish and Christian apocalypticism, but are also part of a wider discourse of
competing claims reflected in Jewish and Christian literature from this period. The events of
the seventh-eighth centuries prompted the wide circulation of apocalyptic ideology and
traditions, which was connected with an underlying motivation for scholars of different
traditions to validate the religious claims of their particular group or community in light of
the changing political circumstances in the Eastern Mediterranean.

Here the focus will be on examination of the Jewish sources Sefer Zerubbabel, Otot
ha-Mashiah and Pirge Mashiah.?> Produced in the aftermath of the Sassanid Persian
conquests in the early seventh century, Sefer Zerubbabel is widely acknowledged as the locus
classicus Jewish apocalyptic work of this period and sets the foundation for subsequent
apocalyptic writings. Otot ha-Mashiah also from this period offers an interesting
development of the ‘discourse of doubt’ in relation to the satanic figure of Armilos, and Pirge
Mashiah represents a fully developed exploration of doubt and testing of the Messiah in the
context of the Arab conquests. These compositions will be assessed with reference to
contemporary Christian apocalyptic sources. Pseudo-Methodius, widely dated to the seventh
century, will be examined as the foundational Christian apocalyptic text, and the Syriac
Apocalypse of Daniel will also be explored due to its development apparently without
knowledge of Pseudo-Methodius. These sources represent a selection of diverse but
influential apocalyptic traditions from the seventh-eighth centuries, which will be analysed in
terms of how they reflect the heightened need to explain and emphasise theological claims of
authority in the Eastern Mediterranean in this period, and in ways that shed light on a shared
‘discourse of doubt’.

The Despicable Messiah: Sefer Zerubbabel

Sefer Zerubbabel is Eerhaps the most widely known and discussed Jewish apocalyptic text of
the seventh century.” The apocalypse is dated to this period largely on the basis of a concern
for the role of the Persians in the final redemption of Israel. This is highlighted by the title of
the text as the ‘Book of Zerubbabel’, the governor of Judah who led the Jewish people
following their restoration by the Persians after exile in Babylonia.* Jellinek’s edition of the
text possibly alludes to Kavad Il, the Sassanid Shah who brokered a peace deal with
Heraclius in ¢.628-630 to end the current round of Byzantine-Persian warfare, restore
territory to Heraclius and secure the return of the True Cross taken from Jerusalem.®> The
apocalypse reflects the political instability of the early seventh century, and Jewish hopes and
expectations for restoration raised by the Persian conquests and then dashed by subsequent
withdrawal. Presented as a vision delivered to Zerubabbel ben Shealtiel, while in exile in
Babylonia, the apocalypse addresses the question of when the Messiah and hoped for
vindication at the end of time will come. It builds on and fully develops eschatological
themes often familiar from earlier rabbinic traditions, including material on the Messiahs of
Joseph and David, the status of Jerusalem and the Temple, the Day of the Lord and Gog and
Magog, the resurrection of the dead, and the rule and defeat of Armilos.® It is without doubt
of major significance for understanding a Jewish response to the Persian conquests and
attitudes to Christians and Christian traditions in this period.” For the purposes of this article,
the focus is on the motif of doubt, which is found in Sefer Zerubbabel in connection with the
identification of the Messiah ben David.

In Sefer Zerubbabel, the identity of the Messiah ben David appears suspect because of
his lowly and despicable appearance. Zerubbabel is taken to Rome where he sees a man who



is “despicable and wounded’ (:¢m: r21). Zerubbabel questions this individual as to his
identity and receives the response that ‘I am the Messiah of the Lord and | am bound here
until the time of the End’. Zerubbabel is taken aback and remains silent, but, upon further
questioning and encouragement by Menahem ben ‘Ami’el, Zerubbabel acknowledges that he
is indeed speaking to the Messiah ben David.® This affirmation results in the transformation
of the Messiah from a despicable character into a handsome young man.™ It is clear that
Zerubbabel’s recognition that he is in the presence of the Messiah allows him to see the true
nature of the person to whom he is speaking. Thus, the principle of the importance of
recognition is found with regard to apocalyptic leadership. Zerubbabel as governor of the
Jewish people and of the Davidic line is suitably righteous to be able to understand the
significance of who is in front of him.

In contrast, however, Zerubbabel is informed that, when it comes to the end times
and the revelation of the Messiah ben David, resistance and doubt will be the first response of
the Jewish leadership:
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(Jellinek, Bet ha-Midrasch, 2:56)

He said to me: ‘Menahem ben ‘Ami’el will come suddenly in the month of Nisan.
He will stand by the Valley of *Arb’el, and all the sages of Israel will go out to
him. Ben ‘Ami’el will say to them: “I am the Messiah sent by the Lord to bring
good tidings to you and to deliver you from the hand of your adversaries!” The
sages will look at him and will despise him, just as you despised him (gloss adds:
and they will not believe in him). Then his anger will burn within him, ‘And he
will dress in garments of vengeance as clothing’ (Isaiah 59:17), and he will enter
the gates of Jerusalem, and with him will be Elijah. They will awaken and
resurrect Nehemiah (gloss: ben Shealtiel who was killed)™* and they will believe
in him.

The text describes how Menahem ben ‘Ami’el will appear in the month of Nisan near the
Valley of *Arb’el. All the sages of Israel — those amongst the rabbinic leadership who have
survived the tribulations of the Day of the Lord and Gog and Magog — will go to meet him.
Menahem ben ‘Ami’el will announce his identity as the Messiah sent by God to deliver Israel
from the nations of the earth led by Armilos. However, the sages will ‘look at him and will
despise him’ because of his lowly appearance, which is not in keeping with traditional
conceigts of a grand messianic deliverer often associated with the final battles of the end of
time.

Further actions are then undertaken in order to convince the sages that Menahem ben
‘Ami’el is indeed the Messiah. First, the Messiah must undergo a transformation. He puts on
garments of vengeance, in accordance with the prophecy in Isaiah 59:17, thus showing that
he is indeed the expected Messiah in fulfilment of biblical prophecy.*® Secondly, Menahem is
accompanied by Elijah. The return of Elijah at the end of time, based on Malachi 3:23, to
assist the Messiah in the events of the messianic age has a long exegetical history.'* Thus, the
fact that the Messiah is accompanied by Elijah is a further affirmation of his authority and
identity. Finally, it is not until the Messiah ben David resurrects Nehemiah, the Messiah ben
Joseph who was slain, that the sages in Israel will believe in him. In this way, a simple



proclamation of the Messiah’s identity is insufficient for the Jewish leadership to accept his
claims and believe in him. It is only once Menahem ben ‘Ami’el has conducted the miracle of
resurrection that the credibility of his leadership is affirmed. Interestingly, in contrast to
Zerubbabel who recognised the Messiah even whilst disguised as a broken down man, it is
only after the Messiah’s glorious transformation that the sages of Israel are able to accept his
claims. Even then, the transformation alone is not enough and it is the miracle of resurrection
that finally convinces them. This could represent real concerns amongst the Jewish
leadership, and thus possibly a reflection of the views of a wider Jewish population of the
seventh century, as to how the Messiah may be identified, given the widespread
understanding of the seventh century as the time of the end of the world. Such concerns
should be viewed against the context of the competing religious claims of the seventh century
as manifested in Christian and subsequently Islamic writings, and the need for clarification
and “proof” of the authority held by religious claimants that may appear on the scene.™

The Trickery of Armilos: Otot ha-Mashiah

In a different way, the importance of a test of credibility is also found in Otot ha-Mashiah,
which outlines the ten signs of the messianic age. Signs of the end of time are a well-
established feature of Jewish and Christian apocalyptic writing from the Second Temple
period onwards, but in Otot ha-Mashiah a more fully developed form of older traditions,
along with innovative material, can be found. The version of the text in Jellinek’s Bet ha-
Midrasch is best described as a compilation of apocalyptic traditions, but Boustan and
Sivertsev have argued recently (with due qualifications) that it belongs to the seventh
century.'® The apocalypse describes a time of apostasy and failed leadership when the ‘evil
empire’, namely Edom, or Rome, has sovereignty.

Ten signs that this is the end of the age are outlined, including the appearance of evil
creatures, extreme heat and disease, a world filled with a dew of blood, followed by a dew of
healing, the darkening of the sun, the rule of Edom leading to the appearance of the Messiah
ben Joseph, the activities of Armilos, the revelation of the Messiah ben David and the Day of
the Lord, the resurrection of the dead and final judgement and reward. All these signs are
described in relation to the righteous and the wicked and connected to questions of religious
faithfulness, apostasy and the practices of the gentile nations. This apocalypse is of particular
interest for its portrayal of the non-Jewish ‘other’, but also its development of apocalyptic
traditions such as the description of Armilos, presented as the seventh of the ten signs, and
which portrayal is of particular relevance to the question of a discourse of doubt.

The seventh sign provides an elaborate description of the rise of Armilos the Satan
(jown oneax) who is explicitly equated with the Antichrist of the gentile nations
(owpix).” In Otot ha-Mashiah, Armilos asserts that he is the Messiah, and first the
Edomites followed by the other nations of the world believe in him. The language is critical
of their blind acceptance with an emphasis on how they ‘immediately’ accept his claims and
leadership. Armilos asks the descendants of Esau: ‘Bring before me my revelation (°>n7n)
which T gave to you!” and the text says that they will bring him their ‘frivolity’ (om®%sn).
Armilos affirms that this is indeed his revelation and his Messiahship is affirmed. This
represents an explicit critique of the religious views of the nations of the world and the
descendants of Esau in particular. As is well known, Esau is often a pseudonym for the
Christian Roman/Byzantine Empire,*® and the representation of Armilos in Otot ha-Mashiah
can be seen as a means of critiquing specifically Christian teachings.

In contrast to the nations of the world, Nehemiah the Messiah ben Joseph is
commanded to bring the Torah and declare that Armilos is God, but he reads out the



commandment ‘you shall have no other Gods before me’ (Exodus 20:3). Armilos claims,
wrongly of course, that this is not to be found in the Torah and so Nehemiah and his warriors
are able to identify him as a false Messiah. For the Jewish redactor, it is knowledge of Torah
that allows the generation of the eschatological age to identify that Armilos is not their
ultimate saviour, and is trying to deceive them. In this way, the merit of receiving Torah and
proper knowledge of it is not only a sign of the elect status of the Jewish people, but is the
means of Israel’s deliverance at the end of time. This emphasis on the importance of Torah is
clearly a standard theme throughout Jewish writings of the rabbinic era,? but takes on special
relevance in relation to Jewish election in light of the heightened tension over rival claims in
the seventh and eighth centuries.?

Interestingly, the testing of apocalyptic figures is also connected to questions of doubt
by the Jewish people in Otot ha-Mashiah. Following the death of Nehemiah at the hands of
Armilos, the Jewish people lose courage and suffer at the hands of the nations of the world.
The discourse of doubt then ensues:
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(Jellinek, Bet ha-Midrasch, 2:61)

At that moment, Michael will arise to purge the wicked from lIsrael, as it is said
‘At that time Michael, the great prince, the protector of your people, shall arise.
There shall be distress, such as has never occurred, etc.” Immediately, all Israel
will flee into the deserts, and everyone who casts doubt on his judgement will
turn to the peoples of the world and say: “Is this the redemption for which we
have been hoping, for the Messiah has been killed!” And everyone who is no
longer waiting for redemption will be ashamed on account of it and will turn to
the peoples of the world. At that moment, the Holy One, blessed be He, will test
Israel and refine them like silver and like gold, as it is said in Zechariah: ‘And |
will bring the third part into the fire, and I will refine them as one refines silver’
(Zechariah 13:9), and it is written in Ezekiel: ‘And | will purge from among you
the ones who transgress against me, etc.” (Ezekiel 20:38), and in Daniel it is
written: ‘Many will be purged and be made white and be refined, but the wicked
will behave wickedly, etc.” (Daniel 12:10).

This tradition in Otot ha-Mashiaz is an interpretation of Daniel 12:1, which states that
Michael will arise at a time of turmoil, and a righteous remnant — all those who are written in
the book — shall be delivered. This is a time of testing for the Jewish people by God to see
who will remain faithful. The text describes the wicked among Israel who explicitly ‘cast
doubt” (po10m 10%w) on redemption. They are ashamed that their hopes have come to nothing
because the Messiah is dead and as a result turn to the nations of the world. The theme of
apostasy is explicitly connected to testing through reference to a series of relevant proof texts:
Zechariah 13:9, Ezekiel 20:38 and Daniel 12:10.% Daniel 12:10 is the connecting verse here,
which refers to both purging (202) as in Ezekiel 20:38, and refining (71x) as in Zechariah
13:9, and links back to the base verse of Daniel 12:1. All three proof texts highlight that a



period of refining and testing of the people is to be expected in fulfilment of biblical
prophecy, after which the wicked will be identified (i.e. those who commit apostasy) and
purged. Only those who pass through this period of testing and remain faithful will see the
victory brought by the Messiah ben David.

Thus, Otot ha-Mashiaz explicitly addresses the problem of doubt and associated
apostasy, demonstrating a clear concern for those who do not believe or turn away from
Israel. This encouragement to stay faithful reflects the need to explain how to deal with the
turmoil facing the Jewish people in the seventh century; it is a period of testing in light of
competing religious claims before the end of the world and ultimate victory arrives.”® The
context of religious competition is explicitly acknowledged in this text through reference to
the ‘frivolity’ of the descendants of Esau, and the ‘doubts’ about their religious position
experienced by the Jewish survivors in the desert. However, Otot ha-Mashias emphasises
that, as Nehemiah’s actions proved, it is knowledge of and adherence to the Torah that will
ensure a place for the righteous in the final vindication.

Testing the Messiah: Pirge Mashiah

Pirge Mashia/ contains the most detailed elaboration of the theme of doubt and testing with
regard to apocalyptic figures.?* The text is a compilation of eschatological traditions on the
messianic age and the future world, with special focus on the status and ultimate redemption
of the Jewish people centred on Jerusalem. Although a compilation, at least a stage of
redaction can be dated to the period of the rise of Islam on the basis of historical allusions to
the Arabs (2°27) in the context of the fall of ‘Edom’, a campaign against Alexandria ( 72
7NN IROTI0PR DY XY 9173) and wars between the Persians and the Arabs ( 7ann 099 o
axva7w 9w 79bn3).%° As such, Pirge Mashia/ provides a valuable response to the changes that
came with the Arab conquests and subsequent rule from the seventh century onwards, and
provides an insight into Jewish-Christian-Muslim relations at that time.

In Pirge Mashiah, the Messiah ben David has a crucial role, and provides an arresting
illustration of the theme of doubt and testing due to detailed descriptions concerned with how
to identify the Messiah ben David when he is revealed at the end of time. These are not
simply the well-known ‘signs’ or ‘portents’ of the Messiah and the last days, but elaboration
of miraculous tests, which enable the Jewish people to have confidence that a messianic
figure is indeed who he claims to be, or, conversely, enable the people to root out false
eschatological figures. In Pirge Mashiah, Elijah and the King Messiah appear to Israel in the
desert. Elijah exhorts the people to arise, but they do not believe that the Messiah has indeed
arrived. Pirge Mashiah clearly highlights the doubts of the Jewish people over how to
identify the Messiah and we find the statement that: ‘they will not believe in him because
Nehemiah [the Messiah ben Joseph] came and was killed” ( i°an1 Xaw 5% 12 221nR» OPR)
371).%% The people even go as far as to request proof of identity, just as Moses proved the
legitimacy of his mission by means of miracles: ‘And he will say to them: “Perhaps you are
looking for a sign, as in the case of Moses?” And they will say: “Yes!”” ( Xnw a2 92K R
T SR oM AwRD M owpan anx).?

Seven miracles are conducted by the Messiah in order to prove his identity, and the
miracles performed for the Jewish people are evocative of the Exodus story, thus linking the
first redemption with a Second Exodus or redemption at the end of time.?® Those who have
survived the events of the Day of the Lord so far are in the desert searching for food, thus
recalling the first Exodus experience and drawing a parallel between Moses who needed to
perform signs in order to assuage the people’s doubts and the Messiah ben David. The
miracles performed by the Messiah are diverse, but there is a particular emphasis on the



importance of resurrection. For example, the first miracle brings Moses and his generation
from the desert and the second miracle sees the resurrection of Korah and all his assembly.
The resurrection theme is continued for the third miracle which is the revival of Nehemiah
the Messiah ben Joseph who was slain. The fourth miracle reveals the hidden jar of manna
and anointing oil with which Moses anointed the altar and vessels of the Tabernacle. Finally,
the fifth miracle brings the staff of Moses, through which the original signs were performed.
The last two miracles move onto signs of the Day of the Lord and events that mark the
transition from this age to the next; for the sixth miracle, the Messiah ‘will grind all the
mountains of Israel like chaff’, based on Isaiah 42:15, and, for the seventh miracle, ‘will
reveal to them the secret’, which is most probably the secret of the time of redemption based
on Genesis 9:12,17.%°

Interestingly, these signs do not secure the faith of the Jewish people long term, as,
following the Day of the Lord, the Jewish people question the identity of the Messiah ben
David yet again, and ask if he is the one predicted in biblical prophecy, which he confirms:
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(Jellinek, Bet ha-Midrasch 3:73)

At that moment the Holy One, blessed be He, will put a crown on the Messiah
and set ‘a helmet of salvation on his head’ (Isaiah 59:17), and he will give
splendour and glory to him, and he will adorn him with garments of honour, and
he will make him stand upon a high mountain to bear good tidings to Israel, and
he will proclaim: “Salvation is near”. And Israel will say: “Who are you?” And
he will say: “I am Ephraim”. And Israel will say: “Are you the one whom the
Holy One, blessed be He, called ‘Ephraim is my firstborn’ (Jeremiah 31:9), and
‘Ephraim is a son dear to me’ (Jeremiah 31:20)?” And he will say to them:
“Indeed”. And Israel will say to him: “Go out and bear good tidings to the
sleepers of Machpelah that they should arise first”. At that moment he will go up
and bear good tidings to the sleepers of Machpelah, and say to them: “Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob! Arise! You have slept enough!” And they will respond and say:
“Who is this who uncovers the dust from upon us?” And he will say to them: “I
am the Messiah of the Lord. Salvation is near! The hour is near!” And they will
reply: “If it is indeed so, go out and announce to the first man that he might arise
first”. At that moment they will say to the first man: “Enough of your slumber!”
And he will say: “Who is this who chases the sleep from my eyes?”” And he will
say: “I am the Messiah of the Lord from the sons of your sons”. Immediately the
first man will arise and all his generation, and Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all
the righteous and all the tribes and all the generations from one end of the world
to the other end, and they will sing loudly, as it was said, “How beautiful upon the
mountains are the feet of the one bringing good tidings’ (Isaiah 52:7).



This passage begins with an emphasis on the glorious nature of the Messiah, based on Isaiah
59:17. An image is presented that conforms to traditional connections between messianism
and royalty; the Messiah is crowned and honoured by God. However, the Messiah ben David,
despite the extensive miraculous activity previously conducted, is asked to identify himself.
The Messiah responds with the claim ‘I am Ephraim’ (279X X371 °18), to which Israel asks the
Messiah if he is the one known as Ephraim in Jeremiah 31:9 and Jeremiah 31:20, which he
confirms. In the Hebrew Bible, the name Ephraim in these verses is identified with Israel, an
identification also found in the Tg. Jeremiah 31:9 and 20, Pesigta de-Rav Kahana 24.16,
Pesigta Rabbati 10.5, 21.11 and Midrash on Psalms 77.2. The title Ephraim is also often
applied to the Messiah ben Joseph, but this is not a well-attested name for the Messiah ben
David.* In Pirge Mashiah, these verses are applied to the Messiah to show that he is acting
in fulfilment of biblical prophecy. In particular, the use of Jeremiah 31:9 and 31:20 in Pirge
Mashiah alludes to the salvation, repentance and return of the exiles, which is the context of
these verses in the Hebrew Bible. The return of exiles based on these verses is a well-attested
tradition. For example, Tg. Jeremiah 31:9 explicitly interprets these verses in relation to the
return of the exiles, Genesis Rabbah 93.12 and Exodus Rabbah 38.4 relate Jeremiah 31:9 to
the salvation and redemption of Israel, and Midrash on Psalms 18.11 connects the
resurrection with the return of exiles based on Jeremiah 31. As such, in citing these scriptural
quotations, it becomes clear that a key function of the Messiah ben David in Pirge Mashiah is
the ingathering of the Diaspora.®

To prove that he is indeed the Messiah, Israel requests that he conducts the
resurrection of the dead beginning with the ‘sleepers of Machpelah’.** The statement that the
sleepers will “arise” (mp) refers to the resurrection.® Israel claims that the Patriarchs should
be resurrected first of all. The Messiah addresses them and tells the Patriarchs that they have
slept enough (mmnn 037),>* but their first response is to ask him to explain who he is and
they say ‘Who is this who uncovers the dust from upon us?’ (\W9¥n W9y 2w 1 X7 7).%°
Thus, even the Patriarchs ask the Messiah to affirm his identity, and, when stating that Adam
should be the first to enjoy resurrection, they still provide a qualification to their request by
saying to the Messiah ‘if it is indeed so’ (35 *X712 oX). The Messiah goes to Adam who also
asks him to identify himself, but upon announcing that he is ‘the Messiah of the Lord from
the sons of your sons’, the resurrection of Adam takes place followed by the general
resurrection of the dead. Pirge Mashiah describes how the first man will arise (literally ‘stand
up’) and all his generation. The description of those who are resurrected as ‘standing up’
alludes to Ezekiel 37:10, where the dead are said to stand on their feet and live. In Pirge
Mashiah, it is Adam and his generation, the Patriarchs, the righteous, the tribes and finally all
of the generations to have existed in the world who are resurrected. There is thus a universal
or general resurrection in Pirge Mashiah, which acts as the precursor to the last judgement.*
In conducting the resurrection, the Messiah ben David has provided the ‘proof” required by
the Jewish people that he is truly the Messiah, and the appropriate rejoicing over the message
of salvation brought by the Messiah ensues in fulfilment of Isaiah 52:7.%

There is clearly a fully developed concern for the proper identification of the Messiah
ben David in Pirge Mashiah. In addition to highlighting that the actions of the Messiah are
the fulfilment of biblical prophecy and expectation, his authority and claims are further
verified through elaborate miraculous activity. Interestingly, there is a particular emphasis on
the importance of the ability to resurrect as a sign of ‘true’ authority, as seen in the first three
signs in the desert (of Moses and his generation, Korah and his assembly and the Messiah ben
Joseph) followed by the general resurrection of the dead. This need for testing of the Messiah
again reflects concerns over competing religious claims, a conclusion which is further
supported by explicit reference to disputes with a ‘gentile or a heretic’ (32 W ") within the
compilation.® The statements of the goyim and mimim are not mentioned specifically in



relation to the Messiah in Pirge Mashiah, but are cited with regard to how to respond to an
opponent’s arguments on questions of the status of Isracl and Jerusalem in the future.
Although the identity of these opponents is uncertain,® the fact that reference to rival views
has been included in Pirge Mashiah indicates that the text has been compiled to assure its
Jewish audience of their place in the world — both this one and the next — in light of
alternative religious claims.

Testing and Authority in Christian Apocalypticism

The theme of testing for genuine claims of authority in the end times can also be found in
Christian apocalypses from this period. Pseudo-Methodius is the classic Christian apocalyptic
text reflecting responses to the rise of Islam, and is dated by consensus to the seventh
century.”’ The apocalypse describes the history of the world in seven millennia with the
events of the author’s day as taking place in the seventh and final millennium as the end of
days. Pseudo-Methodius describes at length the impact of the conquests of the ‘sons of
Ishmael’, which it views as a time of chastisement for the faithful Christian: ‘People will
undergo chastisement by the Ishmaelites; they will enter into various afflictions to the point
of despairing of their lives. Honour will be taken away from priests, the Divine Office and the
Living Sacrifice will come to an end in the Church; priests will be like the people at that
time”.* The apocalypse presents a vivid concern for life and the future under Arab rule with
reference to taxation, improper Christian behaviour and potential apostasy: ‘Many people
who were members of the Church will denzy the true Faith of the Christians, along with the
holy Cross and the awesome Mysteries’.* The text famously describes the ‘King of the
Greeks’, the Last Emperor, who will bring about restoration of Christian rule and a time of
peace prior to the final events of the last days. The time of the Last Emperor will also witness
the arrival of the Son of Perdition, a false Messiah who must be defeated prior to the Second
Coming of Jesus.*

It is with regard to the false Messiah, the Son of Perdition, that the motif of doubt and
testing is found. He confounds the righteous ‘by means of the illusory and deceptive signs
which he will perform’.** These miraculous activities will lead many to follow him, which, in
a parody of the activities of Jesus, include cleansing of lepers, healing the blind and the
paralysed, and casting out demons. The Son of Perdition will also have substantial powers
over the natural world, such that he is able to turn the sun dark, change the moon to blood,
but also cause trees and vegetation to grow and springs of water to dry up. It is stated of such
miracles that ‘By means of these illusory signs he will deceive the saints themselves’.*
Based on Mark 13:22 and Matthew 24:24, Pseudo-Methodius describes how it is possible for
this satanic figure to deceive the elect. His influence will be so great that he is able to ‘enter
Jerusalem and take his seat in God's Temple, acting as if he were God’.*® This apocalypse
highlights that the theme of doubt and testing is not restricted to Jewish apocalyptic
interpretations, and the performance of miraculous signs as a means of establishing authority
to rule is part of a wider discourse across Jewish and Christian traditions.

This is further supported by the Christian Syriac Apocalypse of Daniel, which also
elaborates on similar motifs. The text has been brought to prominence by the important work
of Matthias Henze, who published an edition, introduction and commentary to the text in
2001. With appropriate caution, Henze has dated this apocalyptic work to the first half of the
seventh century, as the text must predate Pseudo-Methodius of which it does not seem to be
aware despite the enormous popularity of this text from the later seventh century onwards.*’
In particular, there is no mention of the ‘Last Emperor’ or the ‘sons of Ishmael’, the latter of
which terms also features in Pirge de-Rabbi Eliezer 30 and 32 and Nistarot Rabbi Shimon



ben Yohai as well as Pseudo-Methodius. The text presents a systematic eschatological
scheme from the downfall of the fourth kingdom to the final banquet in the heavenly
Jerusalem. The text has a historical section, closely following the biblical episodes of the
Book of Daniel with elaboration upon the material of the canonical book, followed by an
eschatological section, including description of the messianic woes, the Antichrist, the
revelation of God and return of Jesus followed by the heavenly Jerusalem, resurrection and
final banquet.*®

Apocalypse of Daniel 22 outlines the appearance of the Antichrist who claims to be
Jesus returned. He is the product of an unnatural birth and has a ferocious appearance with
horns and red hair. Apocalypse of Daniel 23-24 describe in detail the signs that he will
perform, which include the ability to control the sun and the moon and other natural elements
such as clouds, wind, rain and rivers. His great stature allows him to traverse oceans and
move from one end of the earth to the other three times in a single day. The ability of the
Antichrist to perform miracles results in apostasy from Christian communities as ‘many will
go astray after him, for many signs and wonders he will perform’.*® However, the apocalyptic
author carefully notes that this satanic individual is unable to perform the resurrection of the
dead.®® Just as noted of Otot ha-Mashiah and Pseudo-Methodius, here is a Christian
apocalyptic tradition that asserts how the activities of the Antichrist persuade many to join
him, but emphasises the importance of miraculous tests as a necessary part of the
acknowledgment, acceptance, and in this case ultimate downfall, of this satanic figure.>

In Christian sources, the role of a deceiver, who gains sway through miraculous signs
is based on exegesis of New Testament passages. For example, Revelation 13:13-14
describes the beast that comes out of the earth and: ‘/...] performed great signs, even causing
fire to come down from heaven to the earth in full view of the people. Because of the signs it
was given power to perform on behalf of the first beast, it deceived the inhabitants of the
earth’. Similarly Mark 13:22, paralleled in Matthew 24:24, in outlining the signs of the end
times states that ‘false messiahs and false prophets will appear and perform signs and omens
to deceive, if possible, even the elect’. This highlights how eschatological motifs are
frequently developed through exegesis of biblical texts to support the conclusions made about
the apocalyptic end times.

However, with regard to a possible relationship between Jewish and Christian
apocalyptic traditions, the miraculous activity of the Son of Perdition in Pseudo-Methodius
and the Antichrist in the Syriac Apocalypse of Daniel can be compared to the actions of
Armilos, as described in Otot ha-Mashiah. In all these apocalyptic sources, it is worthy of
note that it is a satanic figure that uses the performance of miracles and the required signs as a
sign of credibility in order to deceive the people. However, there are important differences
between the traditions. In Otot ha-Mashiah, it is knowledge of Torah that allows the wise to
identify a false eschatological leader, who is ultimately defeated by God; an emphasis that is
underscored by the allusion to and critique of Christian ‘frivolity’ in the text. In contrast, in
Pseudo-Methodius the Son of Perdition is only defeated and consigned to hell when Jesus
returns from heaven at the apocalyptic end time.>? Thus, descriptions of the response to the
satanic claimant and his ultimate fate highlight the divergent theological emphases of the
texts.

In addition to the motif of a satanic deceiver, other shared themes are found. Otot ha-
Mashiah refers to doubts by the Jewish people after the death of Nehemiah and specifically
refers to this as a period of testing for the Jewish people themselves, and a means of
identifying those who are truly faithful. Such concepts are closely paralleled in Pseudo-
Methodius and the notion of the end times as a period of chastisement for the Christian
community. Furthermore, alongside the need for apocalyptic figures to prove their identity is
the ability to resurrect as a key indication of authority. Of particular interest is the report of
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the Antichrist in the Syriac Apocalypse of Daniel that ‘Many will go astray after him, for
many signs and wonders he will perform. However, he is unable to raise the dead’.>® It is
clear in this Christian apocalypse that the Antichrist can be discovered specifically due to his
inability to perform the resurrection of the dead.> In contrast, Sefer Zerubbabel and Pirge
Mashiah place a particular emphasis not only on questioning the identity of the Messiah but
also on the ability to conduct resurrection as the primary miracle that will provide confidence
in the claimant. It seems that there is not only a shared exegetical context of the need for
proof of identity, but also the performance of resurrection as a primary test of authority in
these Jewish and Christian apocalyptic traditions.

Jewish and Christian Apocalypticism: A Discourse of Doubt?

This article has taken steps to explore a prevalent ‘discourse of doubt’ in apocalyptic
literature that cuts across religious boundaries and reflects heightened awareness of religious
claims and competition in the seventh-eighth centuries. Across Jewish and Christian
apocalyptic writings, the requirement of tests of identity for eschatological figures with
claims to religious authority is prevalent. Such tests are generally accompanied by
expressions of doubt by the relevant religious community, or sections within it, that lead to a
need for signs of authority. This discourse of doubt and associated testing is manifested in
different ways in Jewish and Christian apocalyptic traditions, but provides important
evidence of shared approaches to understanding the end times, albeit with very different ideas
on who will receive the final reward and punishment in the next age. Examination of
potential contacts and conflict as evidenced in Jewish and Christian apocalyptic writings of
the seventh-eighth centuries can reveal much about the state of Jewish-Christian relations at a
formative period for the Abrahamic religions.*

In Sefer Zerubbabel and Pirge Mashiah, the importance of miraculous activity as a
validation of authority to lead is clearly seen with regard to the Messiah ben David. In Sefer
Zerubbabel, it is a process of transformation of the Messiah, Elijah as his companion and his
resurrection of Nehemiah, the Messiah ben Joseph, that affirms the validity of his claims. A
very similar pattern is found in Pirge Mashiah, although with more detailed elaboration of
the theme. In this compilation, the Messiah ben David, again accompanied by Elijah,
performs seven miracles, including but not only resurrection, but is only finally accepted by
the people once he is glorified by God (based on lIsaiah 59:17 as in Sefer Zerubbabel) and
conducts the general resurrection of the dead. This proof of authority by means of miraculous
activity is accompanied by scriptural evidence to show that the expected Messiah ben David
is about to arrive and that his actions are the fulfilment of biblical prophecy. The questioning
that the Messiah undergoes from different sections of Jewish society, from the people as a
whole to specific Patriarchs, highlights the importance of ascertaining his identity as the
Messiah. This discourse of doubt in no sense represents a questioning of the possibility of the
future arrival of a Messiah ben David, but rather emphasises the importance of being wary of
false claims and the need for assurances of religious authority.

In Otot ha-Mashiah, Pseudo-Methodius and the Syriac Apocalypse of Daniel, it is
primarily a satanic figure who asserts his identity as redeemer by means of the miraculous.
Thus, even within the broadly shared discourse of doubt there are more specific points of
commonality. However, in Otot ha-Mashiah, Armilos is recognised by the ‘nations’ as their
saviours, but Nehemiah and his group are unconvinced because of their knowledge of Torah,
thus emphasising the importance of Torah even in the eschatological age. In contrast, in
Pseudo-Methodius, the Son of Perdition is only defeated by Jesus returned, which highlights
how similar traditions can conclude with very different theological positions in support of a
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religious tradition. In the Syriac Apocalypse of Daniel, it is the Antichrist who performs
miraculous signs as a means of claiming authority, but interestingly he is unable to perform
resurrection, which conversely is seen as a key test of authority for the Messiah ben David in
Sefer Zerubbabel and Pirqe Mashiah.

In Otot ha-Mashiah, the Messiah is not tested in the same way — the focus is on
Armilos — but, following the death of Nehemiah, sections of the Jewish people are presented
as having doubts about redemption that leads to apostasy. This is emphasised by the
description of the end as a period of testing of the faithful, which recalls the concept of
chastisement of the Christian community in Pseudo-Methodius. This further highlights the
theme of competing religious claims as a key motivator for the presentation of doubt and its
consequences in the texts. Interestingly, in Sefer Zerubbabel, it is specifically the sages who
express doubt, which highlights the extent of concerns over how to identify the ‘correct’
eschatological figure — and thus the ‘correct’ religious position — when presented with rival
options. This is also emphasised in Pirqe Mashiah by the repeated questioning of the Messiah
by different sections of Jewish society, including the Patriarchs. Finally, Pseudo-Methodius
and the Apocalypse of Daniel, based on New Testament exegesis, also highlight fears that the
elect can be deceived and not identify eschatological figures correctly.

The traditions analysed show that there was a shared approach across Jewish and
Christian apocalyptic writings to outline the demand for key apocalyptic figures to
demonstrate the validity of their claims. In particular, it is performance of the miracle of
resurrection that is a sign of one who holds legitimate authority. This indicates the need to
endorse the claims of a given group, which in turn reflects the wider political turmoil of the
seventh century and a search for identity and clarification of status in uncertain times. It
represents the concerns of both Jews and Christians in the face of repeated conquests and also
points to an ongoing debate amongst Jews and Christians about who has the genuine right to
religious authority as manifested in theological claims. This conclusion is highlighted
especially by the opponents who challenge the status of the Jewish people in Pirge Mashiah,
the critique of ‘frivolous revelation’ in Otot ha-Mashiah, and the use of biblical proof texts to
support the respective claims. Thus, we have a complex situation where the apocalyptic
traditions discussed provide evidence of a shared use of motifs and methods of
argumentation, whilst the theological emphases of the respective communities with regard to
claims of authority, status and vindication diverge. This speaks to a shared approach in
Jewish and Christian traditions of a ‘discourse of doubt’ accompanied by an assertion of
religious claims in their responses to the political upheavals of the seventh century.
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