The Legend of Messiah Ben Joseph

Ancient Hebrew traditions speak of two separate messiahs that were foreordained to arise among covenant people of the Lord – one from the tribe of Judah (the Messiah ben David or “son of” David) and one from the tribe of Joseph (the Messiah ben Joseph/Ephraim).  According to Jewish lore the Messiah ben Joseph concept first arose when Rachel, the mother of Joseph of Egypt, prophesied that Joseph would be the ancestor of a messiah who would “arise at the end of days.”  Scholars who have studied this legend have determined that it was “a standard article of faith, early and firmly established and universally accepted.”

The Messiah ben Joseph legends hold special interest for Latter-day Saints for two main reasons.  First, these Jewish legends claim that Joseph of Egypt uttered prophecies about the Messiah ben Joseph while prophecies by Joseph of Egypt found in the Book of Mormon and JST speak of a latter-day seer who would be named “Joseph” (see 2 Nephi 3:6-15; JST Genesis 50:26-33).  Second, there are several elements found in the Messiah ben Joseph legends that closely correspond to the life of the Prophet Joseph Smith.  Following are ten points of correspondence:

1. The Messiah ben Joseph is to be held in reserve to live on the earth in the “last days.”

In Doctrine and Covenants section 132 verse 7 the Lord states that He had appointed Joseph Smith to hold the keys of the sealing power of the Priesthood “in the last days.”

2. The Messiah ben Joseph is to be born through the lineage of Joseph of Egypt’s birthright son Ephraim.

In a meeting held in Nauvoo, Illinois, on 8 January 1845, President Brigham Young stated that Joseph Smith’s “descent from Joseph that was sold into Egypt was direct, and the blood was pure in him.  That is why the Lord chose him.”  On a later occasion President Young stated that “Joseph Smith was a pure Ephraimite.”

3. The Messiah ben Joseph is to live upon the earth prior to “when Messiah ben David [i.e., Jesus Christ] appears in all his glory” and is to act as His “forerunner.”

President [Lorenzo] Snow reported that on one occasion Joseph Smith was… asked who he was.  The prophet smiled kindly upon his interlocutor and replied,  “Noah came before the flood.  I have come before the fire’” – meaning the fire that will accompany the Second Coming of Christ (see D&C 29:12; 133:40-41).

The Prophet taught the following about the “Elias” principle.  “The spirit of Elias is to prepare the way for a greater revelation of God… When God sends a man into the world to prepare for a greater work, holding the keys of the power of Elias, it [is] called the doctrine of Elias…That person who holds the keys of Elias [has] a preparatory work.”  According to Parley P. Pratt,  “Joseph Smith was the Elias, the Restorer, the presiding Messenger, holding the keys of the Dispensation of the fullness of times… to prepare the way of the Lord.”

4. The Messiah ben Joseph is to be “the revealer of the true faith” of Jehovah.  In one Jewish legend Joseph of Egypt prophesies that the Messiah ben Joseph will cause some erroneous elements of religious worship that have crept in among the Israelite tribes to “vanish.”  Thus, he will perform his work after a period of apostasy.

The Lord Jesus Christ has declared:  “I have sent forth the fullness of my gospel by the hand of my servant Joseph” (D&C 35:17).  The Lord has also indicated in a modern revelation that the religious system He revealed through Joseph Smith constitutes “the only true and living Church upon the face of the whole earth” (D&C 1:30).

5. The prophet Elijah is to return to the earth, as foretold in Malachi 4:5-6, during the days of the Messiah ben Joseph.

D&C 110:13-16 records the fulfillment of this expectation.  In verses 14-15 of this passage, Elijah is represented as saying that his arrival in the Kirtland Temple fulfilled the prophecy of Malachi 4:5-6.

6. The Messiah ben Joseph is to “rebuild the temple” of Israel and restore its “true worship.”

Just as the Lord revealed the pattern for the Tabernacle to Moses (see Exodus 25:9) and the pattern of the Jerusalem Temple to David and Solomon (see 1 Chronicles 28:11-19), He also revealed the patterns for the Kirtland Temple (see D&C 94:5-6) and the Nauvoo Temple (see D&C 124:42) to the Prophet Joseph Smith.

On 19 January 1841, the Lord told Joseph Smith that the ordinances to be performed in the Nauvoo Temple were previously performed in the Tabernacle of Moses and in the Temple of Solomon (see D&C 124:37-38).  Hence, the Nauvoo Temple ordinances qualify as “restored” rituals.  The Lord said He would reveal “all things pertaining to” the Nauvoo Temple “and the priesthood thereof” to the Prophet Joseph Smith (v.  42).  His revelation of “the fullness of the priesthood” (v.  28) was to include certain “keys of the holy priesthood” (v.  34) which were “the keys whereby [one] may ask and receive” the blessings of the Lord (v.  95, 97).  In addition, the Lord would reveal to the Prophet such “ordinances” as baptism for the dead, washings, anointings, and memorials of Levitical sacrifices.  The Lord would also teach Joseph Smith of solemn assemblies, statutes, judgments, oracles in most holy places, and revelations for establishing the foundation of Zion (v.  39-40).  Altogether, these ritual elements were to serve as an “endowment” that would bestow “glory and honor” upon its recipients (v.  39).

7. The Messiah ben Joseph is to gather the children of Israel around him, including a portion of the lost ten tribes.

Joseph Smith’s father spoke the following words while administering a patriarchal blessing to this son.  “A marvelous work and a wonder has the Lord wrought by thy hand, even that which shall prepare the way for the remnants of His people to come in among the Gentiles, with their fullness, as the tribes of Israel are restored.”  In the Kirtland Temple on 3 April 1836, Joseph Smith received the keys for the gathering of the twelve tribes of Israel.  “The heavens were again opened unto us; and Moses appeared before us, and committed unto us the keys of the gathering of Israel from the four parts of the earth, and the leading of the ten tribes from the land of the north” (D&C 110:11).

8. The Messiah ben Joseph is to be a warrior.

On 10 March 1841 Thomas Carlin, Governor of the state of Illinois, commissioned Joseph Smith to the rank of Lieutenant General over the Nauvoo Legion.  By 1844 the Nauvoo Legion is estimated to have been about 5,000 men strong.  The Legion was not only the largest military unit in the state of Illinois, but it was second only in size to the United States Army.  

9. The Messiah ben Joseph is to be a king.

William Clayton relates that during a Council Of Fifty meeting held on 11 April 1844 in Nauvoo, Illinois, “President Joseph [Smith was] chosen [as] our Prophet, Priest and King by hosannas.”  George A.  Smith likewise recorded in his diary, under the date of 9 May 1844, that Joseph Smith had been installed as “King over the immediate House of Israel” by the Council of Fifty.  A revelation from the Lord to the Council of Fifty on 27 June 1882 verified that Joseph Smith had been called “to be a Prophet, Seer and Revelator to my Church and Kingdom; and to be a King and Ruler of Israel.”

Once when the Prophet was “preaching from Daniel, 2nd chapter, 44th verse, [he] said that the kingdom referred to was already set up, and that he was the king over it.”  Joseph Smith served in the capacity of a substitute sovereign over God’s earthly kingdom, just as the kings of ancient Israel did (see 1 Chronicles 29:23).

10. The Messiah ben Joseph is to die as a martyr.

John Taylor informs us that “when Joseph [Smith] went to Carthage to deliver himself up to the pretended requirements of the law, two or three days previous to his assassination, he said: ‘I am going like a lamb to the slaughter; but I am calm as a summer’s morning; I have conscience void of offense toward God and toward all men.  I shall die innocent, and it shall be said of me – He was murdered in cold blood.’”  (D&C 135:4)

While it cannot be stated with certainty that Joseph Smith and the Messiah ben Joseph  are one in the same person, it cannot be denied that the parallels between them are striking.  It also is of great interest that some of the Messiah ben Joseph  legendary elements are present in revealed scriptural texts that clearly do refer to the prophet.  (See 2 Nephi 3:6-15; JST Genesis 50:26-33)
(The material above was taken from All Things Restored by Matthew Brown, p. 34-39)

Joseph Fielding McConkie - The apocryphal Hebrew Book of Enoch, also called Third Enoch, mentions a latter-day prophet ...  He is even named.  As one would anticipate, his name is Joseph.  He is referred to as the Messiah ben Joseph, Messiah meaning "anointed one" and ben meaning "son of.”  So what we have here in our first introduction to this tradition is a prophet son of Joseph of Egypt coming on the scene to play a dominant role in these latter-day events.  In this work Enoch, seeing in vision the end of time, says: "I saw Messiah, son of Joseph, and his generation and their works and their doings that they will do against the nations of the world" (Hebrew Book of Enoch 45:5).  Hugo Odeberg, who translated this work, observes that "the end of the course of the present world is marked by the appearance of Messiah ben Joseph and Messiah ben David, in whose times there will be wars between Israel and 'Gog and Magog'; the final consummation will then, so it seems, be brought about by the Holy One Himself.”  (From his chapter titled “Joseph Smith as Found in Ancient Manuscripts” in Isaiah and the Prophets: Inspired Voices from the Old Testament, p. 13-14.)
… Leaving Isaiah, may I now suggest that Jeremiah described both Joseph Smith and the First Vision.  I take no credit for seeing what others have not seen; I got the idea from an old Jewish writer who, after reading a passage from Jeremiah, announced, "Certainly we could not blame any Jew who should see in these words a Messiah ben Joseph.”  He then added that the passage was to be fulfilled in the last days.  (p. 22)  "According to a talmudic statement the Jews believed in two Messiahs, one of the tribe of Joseph, or rather who was an Ephraimite, and the other a scion [descendant] of David.”  The Messiah ben Joseph, according to this tradition, is to be killed, following which the Messiah ben David is to make his triumphant appearance.  So then the suffering servant passages could be handled by simply being applied to the Messiah ben Joseph.

Excepting Samaritan sources, virtually every reference to the Messiah ben Joseph notes his violent death.  Since the Samaritans believed themselves to be Ephraimites, they refused to admit the possibility that their prophet-hero could be killed.  The general agreement, however, is that he was to die at the hands of the enemies of Israel.  (24-25)
Our prophet bears the right name, he was of the right lineage, he was in reality anointed, he did the right works, he taught the right doctrines, and he died the violent death anticipated by the traditions.  All of this he did without ever hearing of the legends of which we speak, and in doing so he stood singularly and uniquely alone among the religious leaders of the world.  Not since the days of the Bible has there been one like him ... (p. 29)
(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)

Presentation Notes

Write on the board before class –

· 2 Nephi 3:6-15

· JST Genesis 50:26-33 (p. 799 in the Bible appendix just before the maps)

· “ben” = son or descendant

· Numbers 1-10 with 1 filled in with “king”

Give students paper and pencils.  Have them write on their paper who you are talking about as each detail is read.  Orally list these items (can write on board as you tell them), pausing after each for the students to write their guess:  (their guesses will likely change as they go through the list)

1) He was a king. (#9 on sheet)

2) He was a warrior. (#8 on sheet)

3) He gathered the children of Israel around him. (7)

4) He rebuilt the temple and restored its true worship. (6)

5) He was a “revealer of the true faith” of Jehovah. (4)

6) He was born through the lineage of Ephraim. (2)

7) He died as a martyr. (10)

8) Elijah visited during his days. (5)

9) He would live on the Earth prior to the 2nd coming. (3)

10) He was held in reserve until the “last days”. (1)

Some will probably get it and others will be confused by at least the first couple items.  Possibly no one will get it.

Lesson flow –

1. Quiz

2. Hand out the sheet and read the first two paragraphs.

3. Have the students take turns reading from 2 Nephi and JST Genesis 

4. Have each student pick one of the ten items from the quiz to study from the sheet, and then explain to the class.  In larger classes, divide in groups and do the same.

5. Say, “Suppose you had a non-member friend who asks one day, ‘What’s all this stuff about Joseph Smith?  Why is he so important?’  What things would you say?”  Have them write their responses in their study journals or on the back of the quiz papers.

6. Say, “What things about your beliefs as a person, as a Mormon, are not due to Joseph Smith?”  (We can’t think of any that at least in part do not go back to him.)  Have them note that that is one of the things you might tell such a friend.

7. Finish with the JF McConkie material, or at least the last 3 paragraphs.

Additional Ideas

Share and discuss the scripture in Nephi (2 Nephi 3:6-15), talking (joking) about the foolishness of adding unknown details about a known person in scripture if you are making up a book that you want to pass off as truth.  These things can be too easily disputed and checked.  The Bible doesn’t tell these things about Joseph.

Cover the list on the board, then ask the students to list as many of the matching characteristics/similarities as they can remember.  Then uncover the list and let them see how they did.

Alternate flow -

1. Read the chapter heading to 2 Nephi 3.  State that Joseph of Egypt prophesied of 3 people – Moses, Jesus Christ and Joseph Smith.

2. Have the students take turn reading 2 Nephi 3:6-15.

3. After each verse, ask the class to name the clues of the identity of the person.  Write the clues on the board.

4. Eventually through reading the passages narrow out Moses and Jesus Christ.

5. Then proceed through this handout.

6. After going through the 10 points of the Messiah Ben Joseph, ask the students to name the points most interesting.  Add the points to the list from 2 Nephi 3.

Eleanor A. Chaffee - … In Hebrew and other languages "son" and "descendant" are both rendered by one very common word.  One and the same word describes a modern Jew and Father Isaac as "sons" of Abraham-the word is understood differently in each case, but is not written differently.  A person confined to a written text would have no means of knowing when ben should be taken to mean "son" in a literal sense and when it means merely "descendant.”  The ancient Hebrews knew perfectly well when to make the distinction: like the Arabs and Maoris they kept their records in their heads, and the mention of a particular patriarch assumed that the hearer was familiar with his line down to his next important descendant, the written lists being a mere outline to establish connections between particular lines-the name of a patriarch was enough to indicate his line, which did not have to be written out in full.  Sir Leonard Woolley has some interesting things to say on this subject in his book Abraham.  Now Ether proves, at least to Latter-day Saints, that "son" and "descendant" were both used in the ancient genealogies, which thus do not present an unbroken father-to-son relationship.  We are told that the genealogy in Ether belongs to the second part of a record and that "the first part of this record ...  is had among the Jews.”  (1:3).  So we may regard the Old Testament genealogies as the earlier part of this same list and are thus faced with the possibility, long suspected by many, that in Biblical genealogies ben must sometimes be read "son" and sometimes "descendant," though men have long since lost the knowledge that enabled the ancient ruler to make the necessary distinction.  The result is, of course, that our Biblical genealogies as we read them today may be much too short.  (“Country Doctor for My Grandfather”, Improvement Era, 1951)
Full version of the Joseph 
Fielding McConkie Quote
Leaving Isaiah, may I now suggest that Jeremiah described both Joseph Smith and the First Vision. I take no credit for seeing what others have not seen; I got the idea from an old Jewish writer who, after reading a passage from Jeremiah, announced, "Certainly we could not blame any Jew who should see in these words a Messiah ben Joseph." He then added that the passage was to be fulfilled in the last days. After careful examination I decided my old Jewish friend was right; Jeremiah was not one whit behind Isaiah and others of the ancient prophets in his ability to see and describe events of our day and in his knowledge of the Prophet Joseph Smith. The passage is Jeremiah 30:21, which in the King James Bible reads thus: "And their nobles shall be of themselves, and their governor shall proceed from the midst of them; and I will cause him to draw near, and he shall approach unto me: for who is this that engaged his heart to approach unto me? saith the Lord."    

How is such a conclusion drawn from this passage? First, we must look to the context from which it comes. Jeremiah chapters 30 and 31 deal with the latter-day restoration of Israel. They form a unit and should be read together. By tradition they are known as the Book of Consolation, because of the solace they extended to Israel when the prospects of the nation were at their lowest. The testimony of these chapters is that there would again be a day when Israel would return to their lands and former glory, with prophets at their head and the favor of God resting upon them. To this they are to look, and in this they are to believe. That Jeremiah's prophecy was not fulfilled in their return from the Babylonian captivity is evident from the prominent role he ascribes to Ephraim in these chapters. He clearly identifies Ephraim as the tribe of the birthright and as the moving force behind the gathering. This certainly has not been the case in any instance before our day. Ephraim is described as "the watchmen upon the mount," the tribe designated to raise the warning voice, to gather Israel, and to declare the word of the Lord. Ephraim repented and was instructed in the principles of salvation (see Jeremiah 31:19). The prophetic promise was that of a returning to the true and living God, of a restoration of ancient truths, and of "a new covenant," for the Lord said, "This shall be the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel; After those days ... I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be their God, and they shall be my people" (Jeremiah 31:33).    

In that setting we return our attention to the passage in question. The old Jewish commentator quoted it thus: "His Mighty One shall proceed from himself and his Ruler come forth from his own midst." Thus he is changing the plural "nobles" of the King James translation to the singular "Mighty One." This is in harmony with our more recent Bible translations.    

For instance, the Jerusalem Bible reads:    

Their prince will be one of their own, their ruler come from their own people. I will let him come freely into my presence and he can come close to me; who else, indeed, would risk his life by coming close to me?-it is Yahweh who speaks.    

The New English Bible Reads:    

A ruler shall appear, one of themselves, a governor shall arise from their own number. I will myself bring him near and so he shall approach me; for no one ventures of himself to approach me, says the Lord."    

Other possible renditions could be "their Glorious One" or "Leader."    

The passage promises a single "leader" from Ephraim who will be brought into the presence of the Lord Jehovah and then assume the presiding role in the latter-day gathering of Israel.    

(Monte S. Nyman, ed., Isaiah and the Prophets: Inspired Voices from the Old Testament, p. 22-23)

