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Q

 My son’s college professor says ‘messiah’ means nothing more than ‘anointed’ and that Christians stretched it into a proper name. Is this so?

Anonymous
Saluda, VA

A
Not so. The term messiah is the English translation of the Hebrew mashiyach and the Aramaic meshikhah. The Greek is christos. It is comprehensively defined as anointed, with the implication of having been consecrated of God.
Several biblical figures are qualified by the adjective use of messiah. An exception is found in a few translations where in Daniel 9:25 a substantive form of the term precedes an authoritative title - Messiah, the prince (Christ, the prince). Skeptics say the superlative is a Christian interpolation. But in 285 BC, there had emerged a Greek version of the Old Testament called the Septuagint (LXX). The LXX is the earliest extant translation of biblical Hebrew – a fact corroborated by the 1947 discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls where included in the corpus of Jewish writings were fragmentary copies dating to 3rd century BC. The pre-Christian LXX renders Daniel 9:25 as Christos hegeomai (Christ, the prince).
In the course of time, languages experience a gradual transformation. For this reason, in AD 175, Theodotion undertook a revision of the nearly five centuries old LXX to facilitate a Greek reconstruction of biblical Hebrew. He confirmed mashiyach of Daniel 9:25 to have been substantive and rendered correctly as the superlative, Christ, the prince. From the 2nd century AD record of Irenaeus we can well-ascertain that Theodotion was not prejudiced by any ties to Christianity. He was an Ephesian who had previously converted to Rabbinic Judaism.
Messiah, the prince is rendered from a 3rd century BC Hebrew variant and, therefore, cannot be the work of Christian apologists who were nonexistent until more than 300 years later. But to what can we attribute its omission from many Christian-era translations?
Daniel 9:24-27 introduces Messiah, the prince and foretells of the resolution His death was to have on the nation of Israel and Temple Judaism. By AD 160, the condemnatory prophecy was having a disturbing affect on Jewish religious leaders who had disallowed any connection between the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth in AD 33 and the timely destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Indeed, the troubles predicted by Daniel had befallen Israel. In the aftermath, and ostensibly to preserve the verity of the sacred consonantal language, rabbis ordered a centuries-long confiscation of Hebrew scrolls and embarked on a new translation called the Masoretic Text (MT). In the process, they expunged Messiah, the prince and opted for a historical ‘anointed leader’ who was to have vanished unaccountably before 167 BC. But the timeline places the prophesied events as drawing to a close beginning with the death of Our Lord and the desolation of Jerusalem not a generation later. Matthew 25:36
Even as reputable lexicographers view the LXX as a superior representation of biblical Hebrew, several contemporary translations mirror the MT’s devaluation of pivotal messianic verses, notably Isaiah 7:14 and Daniel 9:25. Admittedly, it is difficult to trust a translation that shuns the prevailing exegesis of the LXX. Still, in any case, Daniel’s message is unaffected by the stretching of adjectives or the wily devaluing of superlatives. For no matter how mashiyach is translated, the prophecy remains inalterably centered on the time-appointed finished work of a preeminent vicarious Sufferer.

your questions and comments are welcome at atime2speak.org
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