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The Essenes at Qumran: The Concept of a Suffering Messiah 

The Essene community of Qumran has been of great interest to many people since the 

discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Since people have been able to dissect and examine the 

writings of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the public has received a more detailed portrayal of the 

Essene community. This particular community is unique for the fact of their living 

conditions and beliefs, especially their belief of the messiah that is to come. Instead of the 

regular singular messiah that Christians celebrate, the Essene community at Qumran believed 

that there were two messiahs that will come and bring them through the end times . This 

essay will inform the reader of how the Essene community functioned and give insight to 

their belief of the two messiahs to come. 

The community at Qumran was unique to say the least. They were a smaller “part of 

the larger Essene movement in Palestine.”1
 According to James Vanderkam’s article on the 

topic, he estimates there were only 300 at most living in this community.  The people 

believed that the coming of the Messiah would bring atonement for their sins . The leader of 

this community was someone called the Teacher of Righteousness. This leader as stated in 

the commentary of Psalm 37, was a priest and his main opponent was the Wicked Priest .2
 It 

is thought that the Teacher of Righteousness was occupying the position of high priest in the 

Temple during 159-152BC. During this time period there was no functioning high priest. It 
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could be very likely that the Teacher of Righteousness took over the Temple for this time 

period and was ousted when Jonathan Maccabee was appointed high priest . In this case, 

Jonathan may be the Wicked Priest mentioned in the Dead Sea Scrolls.  

From this community came the thought of a double messiah. One messiah would be 

of the priestly variety while the other was a king messiah. Together, these two messiahs 

would usher in the Day of Judgment. The people of Qumran were waiting for the age where 

the Law would be fulfilled completely. Both the Law and teaching were of great importance 

for the Qumran community.3
  The people believed that the coming of the Messiah would 

bring atonement for their sins.4
 “Then a duly appointed high priest and Davidic prince would 

discharge their respective functions properly.  There are mentions of these dual messiahs is 

the Damascus document. While this document was first found in Cairo, its roots are 

established in Qumran.5
 It was created at Qumran and fragments of it were found to be in 

caves four and five in addition to being found in Cairo.6
 The Damascus Document can be 

frustrating at times just because it covers so many different topics, rambles and digresses on 

different subjects. This document contains information about the lifestyles of the people of 

Qumran as well as their beliefs and practices.  
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In 1QS9:11, “the anointed one of Aaron’ figures beside the anointed one of Israel” 

demonstrates the idea of the two messiahs.7
   

“The Messiah (or, when the Messiah has been revealed among them: 

[the Priest,] as head of the entire congregation of Israel, shall enter first trailed 

by all [his] brot[hers, the Sons of] Aaron, those priests [appointed] to the 

banquet of the men of reputation. They are to sit be[fore him] by rank. Then 

the [mess]iah of Israel may en[ter], and the heads of the th[ousands of Israel] 

are to sit before him by rank, as determined by [each man’s comm]ission in 

their camps and campaigns.”8
  

This quote from the Dead Sea scrolls clearly states the community’s belief in 

two separate messiahs. As stated in the Anchor Dictionary Bible, “As expected from a 

priestly community, the future high priest is by far the most important figure, 

particularly as teacher of the law and mediator of god’s will.”9
 This is evident from 

the fact that the priestly messiah emerges into this feast first, before the messiah of 

Israel which can be assumed to be the kingly messiah.  

The concept of a suffering messiah is very popular in most messianic studies. This 

concept has developed from Isaiah 52:13-53:12. In this book of the bible, it states  
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“Through his suffering, my servant shall justify many, and their guilt 

he shall bear. Therefore I will give him his portion among the great, and he 

shall divide the spoils with the mighty, Because he surrendered himself to 

death and was counted among the wicked; And he shall take away the sins of 

many, and win pardon for their offenses.”10
 

 Through this bible verse, there has been great discussion on whether the 

messiah will suffer or not. This debate has been ongoing and new ideas and thoughts 

keep occurring on the subject.  

There are varying opinions by commentators on the Dead Sea Scrolls on 

whether the Qumran community believed in the concept of a suffering servant for 

their messiah. There are only a few places where the concept of a suffering messiah in 

the Qumran community can be expressed. These places occur in 4Q541, in particular 

fragments 9 and 24. Collins states that the alleged allusions to a suffering messiah in 

the Scrolls disappear under examination.11
 He does not believe that the community 

believed in a suffering servant. He argues that it is difficult to demonstrate the idea of 

“the suffering servant in Judaism or the influence of Isaiah 52-53 in the New 

Testament.”12
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Collins uses multiple points to enforce his belief in a non-suffering servant. 

First, he specifies that the term servant has a different meaning. In this context, he 

believes that servant is actually a synonym for the word king, either historical or 

future.13
 In all the places he turns to for credibility, there is no mention of the word 

suffering anywhere. Second, Collins claims there are four different servant songs in 

the book of Isaiah and that only the one including Isaiah 52-53 includes references to 

a suffering servant. He emphasizes that Isaiah 52-53 is an isolated writing in the 

servant songs. Here, he attaches to the phrase “the light of the nations” as seen in the 

Similitudes of Enoch referring to the Son of Man. This phrase is also used in Isaiah 

42 and 49 in reference to the servant of the Lord.14
  Collins stresses the fact that the 

Son of Man was hidden like the servant but did not endure suffering.15
 Third, in the 

texts of Ezra and Baruch, the messiah dies. In these texts however, there is no relation 

of suffering to the death of the messiah. Neither of these texts have any sort of 

relation to Isaiah 53.16
 Finally, some of the servant passages are constructed 
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messianically in the Targum.17
 This translation of the Hebrew Bible undermines the 

references to the suffering servant in Isaiah 52-53.18
 Collins states that this occurred 

because of the Christian interpretations of this passage. In order to bring the readers 

to a more Judaic understanding, the translators might have taken out some of the 

suffering parts to give themselves distance from the Christian religion. Collins 

emphasizes that there is no “Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 53 in terms of a suffering 

messiah.”19
 

Collins argues that there are only a few places where a suffering messiah can 

be argued in the Dead Sea Scrolls. These are contained in 4Q541 in fragments 9 and 

24. It is stated in fragment 9 that the figure will atone for the children of his 

generation.20
 Instead, he claims that the suffering endured by the servant was of 

mental pain, not physical as stated in Isaiah. The suffering here looks to be more 

related to the suffering of the Righteous Teacher rather than the idea of a suffering 

messiah.21
 During the messianic age, it seems that some of the people at Qumran 

believed that after his earthy career and reign, he would be elevated up to an 
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eschatological level. This is known from the Habakkuk commentary.22
 Since the 

Righteous Teacher was held in such high esteem while in power at the community of 

Qumran, it makes sense that the community would correlate his life and teachings 

into their writings. 

Collins does accept the fact that there is such a thing as a suffering messiah in 

Judaism, just not in relation to the Dead Sea Scrolls. He states that this concept came 

well after the creation of these scrolls and is different in the sense of the suffering 

messiah in Christianity.23
 

On the other hand, Israel Knohl does believe in the Essenes had the concept of 

a suffering servant. One thing that is different about Knohl is that he takes a 

somewhat Christian look on the concept of the suffering messiah. He relates that the 

Qumran messiah was a predecessor for Jesus; the Qumran messiah being the first and 

Jesus being the second of the two messiahs. Here, Knohl identifies that the Qumran 

messiah was a man named Menahem. Knohl stresses the fact that Jesus did see 

himself as the messiah and that “Jesus really was another Paraclete’ – a second 

Menahem.”24
 He drives the point that Jesus was a suffering Messiah just as Menahem 
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was and that Jesus resigned himself “to following in the footsteps of his predecessor, 

the suffering servant of the Dead Sea Scrolls.”25
 

In the first chapter of his book, Knohl gives a breakdown of the day in the life 

of the Qumran messiah.26
 In this display, it seems that the Messiah had to keep his 

identity a secret in his life at the court of Herod. This introduces the concept of the 

Messianic Secret. He relates the concept of the suffering messiah to the thanksgiving 

scroll. The only problem with this is that the thanksgiving scroll has been a cause for 

debate. When it was found, the scroll was in a peculiar condition. Some parts were 

rolled up individually while others were crumpled and torn. This could mean that 

someone in the community at Qumran disagreed with the teachings in the scroll . No 

one knows for sure why these writings were disfigured in such a way.27
 

Knohl states that in the Thanksgiving Scroll, there is a passage of the suffering 

servant. He uses both the thanksgiving scroll and the self-glorification hymn in his 

relation to the suffering servant. He sees connections between the two writings. He 

relates the messiah mentioned in the thanksgiving hymn to be the same as the speaker 

of the self-glorification hymn. It can be viewed that the speaker of the self-

glorification hymn saw himself in the light of being the suffering servant in Isaiah. He 
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was also regarded as someone whose sufferings had atoned for the sins of the 

community.28
 Here he goes on to discuss the event of Jesus’ birth a little after the 

death of King Herod. He claims that Jesus did in fact see himself as the suffering 

servant of Isaiah. Knohl also goes into the view that the idea of the suffering servant 

appeared before the creation of Christianity. He claims it was active in the community 

at Qumran. He claims that Jesus saw himself this way because he had a predecessor in 

the messiah of Qumran.29 He believes that although they may not have lived at the 

same time, the Qumranic Messiah did have some influence over Jesus . 

Looking at these two different views on the subject of a suffering messiah at 

Qumran, I would have to agree with Knohl. Since I am a Christian, it is easier to see 

Knohl’s point of view. Also, I believe his link of the Qumran Messiah and Jesus to be 

valid. Since the community existed during the period where Jesus was alive, Jesus 

could have easily been influenced by them due to the fact that he lived in the same 

region. 

The concept of two messiahs was widely accepted in the Jewish faith as well 

as the community at Qumran. It is through this belief that the people at Qumran 

developed the idea of a suffering messiah. This suffering messiah was to be their 

savior and usher in a new messianic age that would bring atonement for their sins. It 
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would also bring about a new age of law and teaching. This suffering that the messiah 

was to endure would atone for the sins of the community. 

 


