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Rachel and Leah: Two Destinies, Two Worlds1 
 
Rache] and Leah—two sisters, the two wives of Jacob, and two of the ma-
triarchs of our people. Rachel and Leah—two powerful but contrasting 
personalities, each representing a world of her own.  
Rachel was Jacob’s first love and primary wife. But Leah was the first wife 
that he actually married, the first to bear his children, and the one to 
mother the majority of his children.  
1. Leah: 

Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah ... Gad (Zilpah), Asher (Zilpah) ... Issachar, 
Zubulun  
Rachel: 
Dan (Bilhah), Naphtali (Bilhah) ... Joseph, Benjamin 

 
In Leah’s hour of need, Rachel performed the greatest act of self-sacrifice 
by relinquishing her own destined husband in order to spare Leah degra-
dation. As her swindling father veiled Leah, replacing Rachel as Jacob’s 
bride, Rachel not only remained silent, but aided her sister with the de-
ception. She did this simply so that her sister would not feel acutely em-
barrassed.  
Leah, too, despite experiencing the pain of being Jacob’s “unloved” wife, 
whose only consolation was bearing his children, demonstrated keen feel-
ings of sisterhood and sensitivity to Rachel by praying for her to have a 
child. Pregnant with her seventh child, Leah prayed that the fetus be fe-
male, so that Rachel too would have her allotted share in the tribes of 
Israel.  
Yet, despite their enormous compassion towards one another, Rachel and 
Leah were very different personalities representing two entirely different 
planes of reality, which in later times developed into actual rivalry.  
The vast gulf dividing their respective worlds not only affected their own 
lives, but continued as a rift in the lives of their descendants.  
Beginning with the rivalry between Joseph (Rachel’s child) and his broth-
ers (primarily Leah’s children), who sought to kill him but instead were 
placated by selling him as a slave to a passing caravan—the schism kept 
resurfacing.  
It was Moses, Leah’s descendant, who redeemed our people from their 
slavery in Egypt, but only Joshua—Moses’ disciple and Rachel’s descend-
ant who was able to lead the nation into the Holy Land.  

 
1 Chana Weisberg, Shabbat deLights, (Chabad.org), pp. 91-93. 

The rulership of our first national king, King Saul (descendant of Rachel) 
was cut short by King David (Leah’s descendant), through whom a dynas-
ty would be established. But the schism again resurfaced with the con-
stant strife and divisiveness between malchut Yisrael (the kingship of 
Israel) and malchut David (the Davidic dynasty).  
2. Malchut means “kingdom.” But here, Chana translates it “the kingship 

of” and “the ... dynasty” because in Jewish thought a kingdom is not 
about boundaries or territory but about the reign of the king in the 
lives of his people.  
a. Matthew 6:7-15 

7And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they 
think they will be heard because of their many words. 8Do not be 
like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask 
him. 9"This, then, is how you should pray: "'Our Father in heaven, 
hallowed be your name, 10your kingdom come, your will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven. 11Give us today our daily bread. 12 And 
forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 13And 
lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one. ' 14For 
if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heaven-
ly Father will also forgive you. 15But if you do not forgive others 
their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.  

b. Matthew 16:13-19 
13When Yeshua came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked 
his disciples, "Who do people say the Son of Man is?" 14They replied, 
"Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jere-
miah or one of the prophets." 15"But what about you?" he asked. 
"Who do you say I am?" 16Simon Peter answered, "You are the Mes-
siah, the Son of the living God." 17Yeshua replied, "Blessed are you, 
Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by flesh and 
blood, but by my Father in heaven. 18And I tell you that you are Pe-
ter, and on this rock I will build my k’hilah, and the gates of Hades 
will not overcome it. 19I will give you the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven; whatever you bind (prohibit) on earth will be bound 
(prohibited) in heaven, and whatever you loose (permit) on earth 
will be loosed (permitted) in heaven." 

 
And this schism is set to remain until the end of time. Moshiach ben 
Yosef (from Rachel) has the task of preparing the world for redemp-
tion, but it is Moshiach ben David (from Leah) who will actually ac-
complish the final redemption for eternity. 
 
 
 



3. Moshiach (Messiah) ben Yosef (from Rachel) has the task of preparing 
the world for redemption.  
a. Scholars have ... speculated about the origin of the Messiah ben Jo-

seph legend and the curious fact that the Messiah figure has ... 
been split in two. It would seem that in the early legend, the death 
of the Messiah was envisaged, perhaps as a development of the 
Suffering Servant motif. A prophecy of Daniel ... speak(s) of the 
death of a Mashiach (“Anointed”) sixty-two prophetic weeks af-
ter his coming and after the return and the rebuilding of Jerusa-
lem (Dan. 9:24-26) ... When the death of the Messiah became an 
established tenet in Talmudic times, this was felt to be irreconcil-
able with the belief in the Messiah as the Redeemer who would 
usher in the blissful millennium of the Messianic age. The dilemma 
was solved by splitting the person of the Messiah in two: one of 
them, called Messiah ben Joseph, was to raise the armies of Israel 
against their enemies, and ... fall victim to Gog and Magog. The oth-
er, Messiah ben David, will come after him ... and will lead Israel to 
ultimate victory ... and the Messianic era of bliss. This splitting of 
the Messiah in two persons, which took place in the Talmudic peri-
od, achieved another purpose ...   
According to an old tradition, the Messiah was perfectly prefigured 
in Moses. But Moses died before he could lead the Children of Is-
rael into the Land of Promise. Consequently, for the parallel to 
be complete, the Messiah, too had to die before accomplishing 
his great task of ultimate Redemption (italics added).2  
1) Numbers Rabbah 11:2 

The first redeemer was Moses, who appeared to them and then 
disappeared ... The final redeemer will also appear to them and 
then disappear.  

b. There are two very distinct lines of prophecy in the Scriptures con-
cerning the Messiah. One line portrays him as a humble suffering-
savior. The other line of prophecy depicts him as a conquering 
king-redeemer.3  
These two competing functions of the Messiah are recognized in 
Talmudic(1) and other Jewish sources.(2) One explanation invoked to 
resolve this dilemma was that there would be two Messiahs: one 
who would suffer and be humbled and one who would rule and 
be exalted. The suffering Messiah was referred to as Messiah Ben 
Yoseph. Zechariah was said to have prophesied concerning "Messi-
ah Ben Yoseph": Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout O daugh-

 
2 Raphael Patai, The Messiah Texts (Avon Books, 1979), pp. 166-167. 
3 http://www.menorah.org/tsmbj13.html 

ter of Jerusalem; behold, thy King cometh unto thee; He is just and 
having salvation; lowly and riding upon a colt ... (3) Perhaps no oth-
er prophet has summarized in such a succinct manner the humility 
of the coming Messiah. He is King of Zion yet He is lowly and rid-
ing on a humble donkey. There is little doubt that the Talmud in-
terprets the verse to refer to the Messiah. It is quoted three 
times in the Babylonian Talmud, and always with a messianic 
connotation. The first occurrence in the Talmud is a passage deal-
ing with dreams: He that sees a donkey in his dream should expect 
salvation because it says, 'Behold thy King cometh unto thee; He is 
just and having salvation; lowly and riding upon an ass.'(4)  
... In response to Rabbi Hillel's statement that "Israel can expect no 
Messiah because they consumed him in the days of Hezekiah," a re-
tort is given by citing the Zechariah scripture, and noting that it 
prophesied a coming Messiah after the days of Hezekiah; hence, 
the Messiah had not yet come(5) Finally, Rabbi Yehoshua Bar Levi,4 
referring to the Zechariah scripture, said that if Israel is not wor-
thy, then the Messiah will come in humility riding upon an ass(6). 
This is Messiah Ben Yoseph—the Suffering Messiah. A rabbinic 
commentary interprets the verse to mean that Messiah is not only 
humble but is oppressed as well.(7) Zechariah is not the only 
prophet who spoke of Messiah's humiliation. As concerning him, 
Isaiah wrote: All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned 
everyone to his own way, and the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity 
of us all. [Y]et he opened not his mouth.(8) We are all unworthy, and 
hence there was no other way for the Messiah to come but by hu-
miliation, suffering and sacrifice. Isaiah refers to this suffering 
Messiah as "servant." In one passage he says: Behold my servant, 
whom I uphold … I have put my Spirit upon Him.(9) Many Jewish 
commentators agree that this passage refers to the Messiah.(10) One 
Targum paraphrases it:  
Behold my Servant, the Messiah, I will draw Him near, 
my chosen one in whom my Memra [Logos] is well pleased.  
(1) Sukkah 52. 
(2) Raphael Patai, The Messiah Texts, p. 166. 
(3) Zechariah 9:9. 
(4) Berachot 56b. 
(5) Sanhedrin 99a. 
(6) Sanhedrin 98b. 
(7) "He is humble riding upon an ass." This refers to Messiah and He is 

called anee [poor, humble and oppressed because He was oppressed all 
these years in prison, and the sinners of Israel derided Him … For the 

 
4 Joshua ben Levi (Yehoshua ben Levi) was an amora, a scholar of the Talmud, who 
lived in the Land of Israel in the first half of the third century. 



merits of Messiah, The Holy One, blessed be He, will protect and redeem 
you." (Pesikta Rabbati, Piska 35) 

(8) Isaiah 53:6-7. 
(9) Isaiah 42:11; see also verses 2-7. 

(10) Rabbi David Kimchi5 exposits the scripture as follows: "Behold my serv-
ant. ... This is King Messiah … I have put my Spirit ... refers to what is 
said of Him, 'And the Spirit of the Lord will rest on Him' (Isaiah 11:2)." 
The commentaries Metsudat David (“Stronghold of David”)6 and Metsu-
dat Zion, also refer the chapter to Messiah.  

c. Testament of Benjamin7 3:1-8 (OPE) 
1Therefore, my children, love the Lord God of heaven, and keep His 
commandments, following the example of the good and holy man 
Joseph ... 3Fear the Lord and love your neighbor. If the spirits of Be-
liar seek to oppress you with wicked tribulation, they will not over-
come you, any more than Joseph my brother. 4Many people wished 
to kill him, but God watched over him … 6For Joseph also besought 
our father that he would pray for his brothers, that the Lord 
would not count to them as sin whatever evil they had done to 
him. 7And thus Jacob cried out: My child Joseph, my kind son, you 
have prevailed over the inner affections of your father Jacob. And he 
embraced him, and kissed him for two hours, saying: 8In you will be 
fulfilled the prophecy of heaven concerning the Lamb of God, and 
Saviour of the world, and that a blameless one will be delivered 
up for lawless men, and a sinless one will die for ungodly men in 
the blood of the covenant. For the salvation of the nations and of Is-
rael, and will destroy Beliar and his servants.  

d. 4Ezra8 7:27-30 (c. 81-96 ce) 
Chapter 7 summary—The way is narrow (v. 4). When it was made narrow (v. 
12). All shall die and rise again (v. 28). Messiah shall sit in judgement (v. 33). 
God has not made paradise in vain (v. 46), and is merciful (v. 62). 

 
5 David Kimchi (1160–1235), also known as the RaDaK (Rabbi David Kimchi), was a 

medieval rabbi, biblical commentator, philosopher, and grammarian. 
6 Rabbi David Altschuler (18th century) is commonly known by the name … 

Metzudat David. He wrote two Biblical commentaries: the Metzudat David to ex-
pound upon the meaning of the text, and Metzudat Tzion to explain words in the 
text. The Metzudat David commentary is considered basic for understanding the 
books of the prophets … They were first published in 1753. 

7 The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (c. 2nd-century BCE) purport to be the 
final utterances of the twelve sons of Jacob, on the model of Jacob's last words 
in Genesis 49. Just prior to his death, each of the sons is depicted as gathering 
around him his offspring, reflecting on aspects of his life, confessing his mis-
deeds, exhorting his family to avoid his sins and exemplify virtue, concluding 
with predictions about the future of Israel and giving instructions concerning 
his burial—James H. Charlesworth, Ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha 
(Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1983), p. 775. 

8 4Ezra (Esdras)—A late 1st century CE Jewish writing, it contains seven visions 
that God gave to Ezra the scribe/prophet. Ezra was a descendant of Pinchas and 
Aaron (Ezra 7:1-5). 

27And everyone who has been delivered from the evils that I have 
foretold shall see my wonders. 28For my son the Messiah shall be 
revealed with those who are with him, and those who remain shall 
rejoice four hundred years. 29And after these years my son the 
Messiah shall die, and all who draw human breath.  

e. THERE IS, in rabbinic literature, a figure called Messiah ben Joseph. 
This Messiah comes from Galilee to die, pierced by ruthless foes, 
at the gate of Jerusalem. Upon his death, Israel are scattered 
amidst the nations. But his death, as we shall see, confounds Sa-
tan, atones for sin, and abolishes death itself. And then he is 
raised to life again.9  
Now anyone with the least idea of what divides the Abrahamic 
faiths must find the existence of such a figure in Jewish literature 
remarkable. Yet there he is. In hundreds of passages, in scores of 
documents of every flavour: in the Targums and Talmud; in the 
homiletic (“art of preaching”) and exegetic (“critical explanation or 
interpretation of a text”) midrashim; in the apocalyptic midra-
shim10 and the geonic responsa;11 in the hekhalot literature12 and 
the Zohar; in the rishomim13 and the acharonim.13 In short, he 
features in Jewish literature of every genre and period, in docu-
ments written by Jews for Jews, passed down from generation to 

 
9 David Mitchell, Messiah ben Joseph, (Campbell Publications. Kindle Edition), pp. 1-2. 

10 The … apocalyptic midrashim (are) a distinctive genre of Jewish literature which 
flourished in the first millennium (ce). These midrashic texts generally come to 
us preserved in later rabbinic compendia, although, occasionally, as with the 
celebrated Sefer Zerubbabel, stand-alone editions are also found. Apocalyptic 
midrash was sometimes dismissed by later sages. Ibn Ezra, for instance, wrote 
of Sefer Zerubabel that such books ‘were not compiled by prophets or sages, 
and contain ideas which run counter to an appropriate understanding of Torah’. 
Yet their descriptions of the wars of the Messiah and the final redemption and 
victory of Israel had an enormous impact upon early medieval Judaism. Most of 
all, from our view-point, the value of apocalyptic midrash is in the detail of its 
traditions about Messiah ben Joseph ... 

11 The Geonim were the presidents of the two great Babylonian Talmudic Acade-
mies of Sura and Pumbedita, in the Abbasid Caliphate, and were the generally 
accepted spiritual leaders of the Jewish community worldwide in the early me-
dieval era. The Responsa are the collections of the thousands of answers sent by 
the geonim to queries received from correspondents throughout the geonic pe-
riod (c. 600-1040). 

12 The Hekhalot literature (Heb. "Palaces") is the record of visions of ascents into 
heavenly palaces. 

13 Rishomim ... Acharonim—Rishonim ("the first ones") were the leading rabbis and 
poskim (“decisor”) who lived approximately during the 11th to 15th centuries, in 
the era before the writing of the Shulchan Aruch ("Set Table"), a common printed 
code of Jewish law, 1563 ce) and following the Geonim (589-1038 ce). Rabbinic 
scholars subsequent to the Shulkhan Arukh (by R’ Yosef Karo) are generally 
known as acharonim ("the latter ones"). 



generation in Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic, and Persian, tongues 
which medieval Christendom could not read, much less write. 
In these documents, Messiah ben Joseph always appears before his 
better-known comrade, Messiah ben David. Nevertheless, Messiah 
ben Joseph is no minor figure. On the contrary, as C.C. Torrey of 
Yale wrote years ago:  
The doctrine of The two Messiahs [i.e. ben David and ben Ephraim] 
holds an important place in Jewish Theology ... It is not a theory 
imperfectly formulated or only temporarily held, but a standard 
article of faith, early and firmly established and universally ac-
cepted.(1) 

 
The Talmud says Messiah ben David cannot come till Messiah ben 
Joseph appears. The Targum on the Song of Songs says Ben Joseph 
will rule with Ben David like Aaron with Moses. The full inaugura-
tion of the Messianic Age is to begin with the death of Messiah 
ben Joseph. And to this day, observant Jews await his coming as 
the beginning of the redemption.  
Yet, despite his importance, Messiah ben Joseph is little known 
and little studied. Christian scholarship was unaware of him till a 
couple of centuries ago. Indeed, the rabbis preferred to keep the 
subject on a strictly need-to-know basis. At the Barcelona Disputa-
tion,14 the great Ramban, when pressed by the Jewish Christian fri-
ar, Pablo Cristiani, to admit that the Messiah must die, did not vol-
unteer his substantial knowledge about Ben Joseph. Instead, sens-
ing Cristiani’s ignorance of the figure, Ramban neatly side-stepped 
the question, declaring truly,  

“You Will not find anywhere in the world, in any book whatso-
ever it may be of the literature of Israel, in the Talmud or in the 
Haggadot, that the Messiah ben David will be put to death, nor 
that he will be delivered into the hands of his enemies.”(2)  

Ben Joseph remains little known even today. Many documents about 
him still remain inaccessible, untranslated, and unstudied. Commen-

 
14 The Disputation of Barcelona (July 20–24, 1263) was a formal ordered medieval 

debate between representatives of Christianity and Judaism regarding whether 
or not Yeshua was the Messiah. It was held at the royal palace of King James I of 
Aragon in the presence of the King, his court, and many prominent ecclesiastical 
dignitaries and knights, between Dominican Friar Pablo Christiani, a convert 
from Judaism to Christianity, and Nachmanides (Rabbi Moshe Ben Nachman), a 
leading medieval Jewish scholar, philosopher, physician, kabbalist, and biblical 
commentator. During the Middle Ages, there were numerous ordered disputa-
tions between Christians and Jews. They were connected with burnings of the 
Talmud at the stake and violence against Jews. At Barcelona, Jews as well as 
Christians were given absolute freedom to speak their arguments how they 
wanted, making this unique among disputations. 

tators pass him by with brief references to brief treatises written a 
century ago. This lack of attention is the more remarkable since Ben 
Joseph raises so very many questions. As Heinemann says,  
What need was there for the creation of another messianic figure? 
Why was this second Messiah ascribed to the Joseph tribes in par-
ticular? Why and when did the strange motif of the forerunner of 
the Davidic Messiah, who was doomed to fall in battle, come into 
being? Does this figure have any connection with the suffering 
servant of Isaiah or, perhaps, with the Christian Messiah, destined 
to suffer and die?(3) 
But commentators confess themselves quite baffled by these ques-
tions. They say, ‘The development of this idea is completely ob-
scure.’(4) Or, ‘How it arose has been much discussed.’(5) Or, ‘The 
origin' of this ideology is totally uncertain.’(6) And although Dalman 
said, over a hundred years ago, that Messiah ben Joseph is ‘an es-
pecially important fact for the history of religions in general, and 
for the history of the development of Christianity, that deserves—
and even demands—the most careful investigation,’(7) yet, to date, 
Dalman’s modest volume of less than 30,000 words remains the 
largest work on the subject written.(8) The book in your hand is 
therefore the first full-length text to study Messiah Ben Joseph in a 
systematic fashion and the first ever in English.  
(1) Torrey 1947: 253. 
(2) Smilévitch 1984: 35. For Ramban’s writings on Ben Joseph, see chapter 12. 
(3) Heinemann 1975: l. 
(4) Schürer 1901–09: II.625 (3rd ed. II.535—36). 
(5) Moore 1927–30: II.371. 
(6) Vermes 1973: 140. 
(7) Dalman 1888: iii. 
(8) Hurwitz 1958 is larger than Dalman. But it is less about Ben Joseph than 

about the Jewish psychological needs that gave rise to him. It shows 
limited interest in the source texts.  

4. Moshiach ben David (from Leah) (is the one) who will actually accom-
plish the final redemption for eternity.  
a. Matthew 25:31-34  

31"When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with 
him, he will sit on his glorious throne. 32All the nations will be 
gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from 
another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33He 
will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 34"Then the 
King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by 
my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you 
since the creation of the world. 


