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1. Introduction 

According to the gospel of Matthew, when Jesus was about 30 years old he came from Galilee to 

the river Jordan to be baptized by John the Baptist. After he had come up from the water a voice 

from heaven proclaimed: “This is my beloved son, with whom I am well pleased” (Matt 3:17). The 

meaning of the heavenly words ”my beloved son” was obvious for everyone who heard it. On a 

later occasion in the same gospel, Peter told Jesus that ”you are the Christ, the Son of the living 

God” (Matt 16:16). Peter confessed that Jesus was not only the Christ (Messiah) but also the son of 

God, a titular language of close intimacy with God. The elevated title ”son of God” can be found at 

multiple places in the NT referring to Jesus (Acts 9:20; Rom 1:4; Heb 4:14; 1 John 4:15; Rev 2:18). 

It describes how the authors viewed the one they assumed to be the Christ. 

     Some centuries later, controversies arose that ultimately defined the nature of Jesus as Son of 

God.  One of the central thrusts made at Nicaea against Arius in the fourth century was ”begotten 1

before all ages”, an assertion of the eternal existence of the Son which became a regular feature of 

the post-Nicene creeds. The credal formulations that were made during the third, fourth and fifth 

centuries have stamped a clear and lasting impression on Christian thought up to this day. It is a 

well known fact that most Christian denominations around the world put a special emphasis on 

Jesus as son of God.  

     It is also generally taken for granted that to confess Jesus as son of God is to confess him as 

divine, i.e. to consider him equal to God in his essence and origin. And this can sound logical at a 

first glance since the connection between a father and his son normally includes a genetic aspect. 

But is this way of thinking compatible with what the Hebrew Bible (HB) and other early Jewish 

writings teach? Must the concept ”son of God” include a genetic ingredient, and consequently refer 

to a divine son of God? One of few ancient authors who comes close to this is the Jewish 

philosopher Philo from Alexandria, Egypt, who writes about Logos (=word) as the firstborn Son of 

God and the invisible image of God.  But this should not be interpreted as a deviation from his 2

Jewish monotheistic belief in the God of Israel as the only supreme God. It was his way of 

explaining God’s Logos with the help of allegory.  

     An important thing to comprehend is that the concept ”son of God” was not something unique 

for Israel and the writings that this people produced. The king as the son of his deity was a 

widespread phenomena in the ancient Near East. From the 1st Dynasty (ca. 3000 BCE) the 

 Dunn 1996, 12-13.1

 Hadas-Lebel 2012, 186.2
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pharaohs were regarded as the ”sons of Isis”, and were represented as being suckled by her and 

sitting on her lap.  The last of pharaoh’s royal names was ”Son of Re” which he bore from the 4th 3

Dynasty (ca. 2500 BCE) onwards. The title indicated that he was the physical offspring of the sun 

god. In an inscription for Ramesses II, God says: ”I am your Father …” The meaning of this is that 

Pharaoh ruled in the place of his divine father. In the Canaanite epic about Keret, the king is called 

the ”Son of El”, and it is implied that as one of the ”gods” he is not supposed to die. In Assyria, the 

female deity Ishtar had the role of a divine mother to the king, which made him her son.  In the 4

Hellenistic period, the Ptolemies claimed to be ”son of the Sun”.  But in what way these cultures 5

have influenced Israel is a matter of debate among scholars. 

     It is therefore necessary to study the culture and history of the ancient Near East in order to 

understand Jesus’ identity as son of God. This is known among scholars as Sitz im Leben (=setting 

in life). We live in a modern world, steeped in a way of thinking that is totally foreign to the way 

people thought and expressed themselves thousands of years ago in the ancient Near East. 

Therefore, we need to travel back in history to try to understand who Jesus is as son of God from 

that perspective. We need to listen with the ears of the people who lived at that time. And by doing 

that we will try to accomplish the aim of this thesis. 

     During the course of my studies at the master’s program of theology, I read some interesting 

words by Magnus Zetterholm in his anthology The Messiah: In Early Judaism and Christianity. He 

says that extensive reorientation has taken place within New Testament scholarship regarding the 

historical setting of Jesus of Nazareth, which has resulted in an increased emphasis on Jesus’ 

Jewishness. He continues by saying that ”these new trends within New Testament scholarship imply 

that the concept of the Messiah could soon be involved in a new process of theological revision and 

development”.  When I read this I fully agreed that more research needs to be done about the titles 6

given to Jesus and what they imply concerning views of his identity. Who is this person who has 

shaped world history in a way that no other man has ever done? 

 Freedman 1992, 128.3

 Nissinen 2013, 54.4

 Collins 2008, 3-4.5
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1.1 Aim  

The aim of this thesis is to attain a deeper understanding of the concept ”son of God” from the HB 

and early Jewish literature, and to explore to what extent these writings lend support to the idea of a 

divine ”son of God”. The way to reach this goal is to study relevant HB texts and early Jewish 

literature. 

1.2 Questions 

- What does the concept ”son of God” mean in the various passages where it occurs in the HB? 

- What does the concept ”son of God” mean in the various passages in the early Jewish literature? 

- Has the concept ”son of God” changed from the passages in the HB up to the early Jewish 

literature? 

- Do we find examples of a divine son of God in this literature, that is, to a person or creature who 

is considered equal to God in essence and origin? 

1.3 Theory and Method 

The theoretical point of departure for this thesis is Hans-Georg Gadamer’s monograph Truth and 

Method, where he deals with the hermeneutical problem of fore-meaning.  He says that a person 7

who tries to understand is exposed to distraction from his or her fore-meaning that are not borne 

randomly. This makes understanding so much harder because the fore-meaning that determine the 

person’s own understanding can go entirely unnoticed. And in the case it gives rise to 

misunderstanding, how can a misunderstanding of a text be perceived at all if there is nothing to 

contradict it?      

     This does not mean of course that whenever we listen to a person or a text we must forget all our 

fore-meaning concerning all our own ideas. But we need to remain open to the meaning of the other 

person or to the other text. It is therefore important to be aware of one’s own bias, so that the words 

can present themselves in all their otherness and thus assert their own truth against one’s own fore-

meaning. This is especially true in trying to understand ancient texts. To do this with a modern, 

 Gadamer 2013, 280-281.7
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western way of thinking can easily lead to misunderstanding because of our fore-meaning. James D. 

G. Dunn has hit the nail when he says that ”in a study like this we must endeavor to attune our 

listening to hear with the ears of the first Christians’ contemporaries. We must attempt the 

exceedingly difficult task of shutting out the voices of early Fathers, Councils and dogmaticians 

down the centuries, in case they drown the earlier voices, in case the earlier voices were saying 

something different”.  This is also the task with this thesis, to try ”to hear with the ears of the first 8

Christian’ contemporaries”.      

     Historical criticism is a loose umbrella that covers a range of methods; source criticism, form 

criticism, sociological criticism etc.  Even if they may sometimes be at odds with each other, they 9

still have in common that texts should be interpreted in their historical contexts, in light of the 

literary and cultural conventions of their time. The general assumption is also that the meaning of a 

text can be established in an objective manner, even if this can be more complicated than it may 

seem. Historical critics usually assume a hierarchy of meanings but regard the historical context as 

the primary.  

     One of the assumptions of historical criticism is that texts are human products and that human 

nature has not changed beyond recognition over the centuries. Historical criticism can therefore set 

a limit to a conversation by saying what a given text could or could not mean in the ancient context. 

A text may have more than one possible meaning, but it cannot mean just anything at all. We can 

take the concept ”son of God” in the HB as an example. What did it mean two or three millennia 

ago in the ancient Middle Eastern culture? It is easy for people today to interpret it in a biological 

sense, i.e. a son being physically begotten by God. But that is hardly an interpretation Jewish 

scholars can be expected to share, if they are acquainted with their historical background.   

     This investigation is conducted within the wider field of reception studies.  It will show how the 10

authors of early Jewish writings received and interpreted the HB literature, and how they used them 

when producing their own writings. Did they stick to the literal meaning of ”son of God” in these 

texts or did they add new meanings into it when they wrote? By comparing all the various writings 

we will be able to enhance our understanding of the ancient conception of ”son of God” and if it 

changed over time. 

 Dunn 1996, 13.8

 Collins 2005, 4-10.9

 Layton 2010, 144. 10
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1.4 Selections and limitations 

Due to my strong interest in Jewish perspectives on the HB, the focus of this thesis is limited to 

Jewish writings discussing “son(s) of God”. And for practical reasons it is necessary to make further 

limitations. I have therefore decided to focus primarily on early Jewish literature up to the second 

century CE. Later Jewish writings will only be mentioned occasionally. I have included the New 

Testament because it can be regarded as an anthology containing Jewish-Christian writings. But it 

has been used only where the concept ”son of God” derives from a text in the HB. A more in-depth 

study of this concept in the NT is for the field of NT exegesis. 

     Not every text studied in this thesis has the literal wording ”son of God”. The criteria I have 

chosen are the following: the text must contain either the Hebrew or Aramaic word for ”son”, this 

together with one of the following: (1) A word for ”God/god”. (2) A divine name or designation 

(e.g. ‛elyôn). (3) A statement where God/the Lord calls someone ”my son”. 

    The two dictionaries Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament  and New International 11

Dictionary of Old Testament Theology & Exegesis  have been consulted to select which texts 12

should be considered primary texts in the analysis. They have also been used to divide the text 

corpus into different categories. Some texts speak e.g. of the Israelites as son(s) of God, while 

others mention heavenly beings or the king of Israel as God’s son. I have also selected some 

primary texts in order to facilitate the research. Both dictionaries say e.g. that 2 Sam 7 and Ps 2 are 

referring to the king as son of God. But because both texts are extensive and have been commented 

extensively by scholars I have treated them separately. Dan 3:25, on the other hand, has been treated 

together with Job 1:6; 2:1 because of its brevity, and that they both refer to heavenly beings 

according to the two dictionaries.  

     Concerning the disposition of the subtexts under every primary text, I have tried to analyse them 

in accordance with approximate time of composition. This means I have begun with the biblical 

books of the MT, and then continued with the Greek LXX and eventually the later authored 

literature. Exception has been made to the Targumim because they are Aramaic translations of the 

MT. They have therefore in most cases been analysed together with the LXX. I have put the NT 

under a separate headline just to make the text corpus more readable and thereby facilitates the 

research.  

 Botterweck and Ringgren, 1975.11

 VanGemeren 1996.12
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     Accordance Bible Software has been used as a tool in searching the HB and some of the early 

Jewish literature.  

    All abbreviations and translitterations have been done according to the SBL handbook of Style, 

2nd ed. (2014), and whenever Biblical texts are quoted they are taken from the English Standard 

Version (ESV) if nothing else is mentioned.   

1.5 bēn and bar in the HB 

In order to understand the concept ”son of God” it is of crucial importance to first study the word 

”son” in the HB literature. Because if we don’t understand how ”son” was used and understood at 

that time period, it is more or less impossible to grasp the meaning of sonship to God in later 

history. The word ”son” in Hebrew is bēn (בן) and has its Aramaic correspondence in bar (בר).  13

They both share the same meaning and have the joint plural form bānîm (בנים). bēn occurs more 

than 4 800 times and bar less than 20 times, where the latter is found exclusively in the books of 

Daniel and Ezra. As mentioned before, due to the limited space it is impossible to go through every 

text that contains these words. Restriction must therefore be made to secondary literature in order to 

reach the goal of this thesis.  

     In the majority of cases in the HB bēn and bar denote a son begotten by a father or mother: 

”Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son [בן] and called his name Seth” (Gen 4:25). Even if 

both words normally refer to a male child, the plural bānīm can also include daughters (Gen 3:16). 

But in the majority of cases the meaning is to a physically begotten son (Gen 4:17; Ex 1:16; Num 

27:8; 1 Sam 1:20; Isa 9:5[6]; Dan 5:22). On some occasions bānīm can also mean grandchildren (2 

Sam 19:25[24]; Neh 12:23). 

     Bēn can also convey the idea that a person belongs to a tribe or a people: the sons of Esau (Deut 

2:4), of Judah (Hos 1:11), of Israel (1 Kgs 8:1). It is also used to express a geographical and 

national entity: the sons of Jerusalem (Isa 60:4), of Ammon and Amalek (Judg 3:13), of Babylon 

(Ezek 23:5). It is used to express a person’s fate: bēn māwet, ”son of death,” i.e. a person who 

deserves to die (1 Sam 20:31). In other occasions bēn, in bēn ’ādām (בן־אדם), has the meaning of a 

person belonging to the human race, i.e. he is a human being. This is seen when God speaks to the 

prophet Ezekiel: ”He said to me, ’Son of man [בן־אדם], stand on your feet, and I will speak with 

you” (Ezek 2:1). The word bēn can also be used to address a student or hearer: ”My son [בן], do not 

 H. Haag 1975, 147-153; VanGemeren 1996, 672-675.13
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forget my teaching, but let your heart keep my commandments” (Prov 3:1). In this case Wisdom is 

talking to her student/hearer.  

     Bēn can refer to the offspring of an animal: ”Binding his foal to the vine and his donkey’s colt 

 to the choice vine” (Gen 49:11). The plural bānīm is used of the offspring of cows (1 Sam 6:7) [בן]

and birds (Deut 22:6). The word bēn can be applied in various figurative expressions. Sparks flying 

up from a fire are called bǝnê rešef, ”sons of fire” (Job 5:7). Arrows are called bǝnê qāšet, ”sons of 

the bow” (Job 41:20[28]). It is used to denote membership in certain social and professional groups. 

Thus bǝnê haggōlâh, ”the sons of exile,” meaning those who have been carried into exile (Ezra 

4:1), and bǝnê hamǝšorǝrîm, ”the sons of the singers” (Neh 12:28). Bēn can be used to classify men 

individually in different groups according to ethical and moral standards: bǝnê ’ōnî, ”sons of 

affliction,” i.e. those who are afflicted (Prov 31:5).  

     From these examples it is obvious that the words bēn and bar in the HB literature have a much 

broader meaning than people are familiar with today. It is therefore important to have this in mind 

when we proceed to understand ”son of God” in the HB and early Jewish writings.  

7



2. Analysis 

2.1 ”The sons of God saw that the daughters of man were attractive” (Gen 6:2) 

When man began to multiply on the face of the land and daughters were born to them, the sons 
of God [בני־האלהים] saw that the daughters of man were attractive. And they took as their wives 
any they chose. Then the LORD said, “My Spirit shall not abide in man forever, for he is flesh: 
his days shall be 120 years.” The Nephilim were on the earth in those days, and also afterward, 
when the sons of God [בני־האלהים] came in to the daughters of man and they bore children to 
them. These were the mighty men who were of old, the men of renown. The LORD saw that the 
wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart 
was only evil continually. (Gen 6:1-5) 

The prelude to this pericope is the genealogy from Adam to Noah and the birth of his three sons 

Shem, Ham and Japhet (Gen 5). Gen 6 begins with the word ויהי, a word the rabbis have put special 

emphasis on. In Talmud Megilla 10b it says that ”every place where ’and it was’ (wa-yehi) is said is 

an expression connoting suffering”. Thus, ויהי here introduces ”the LORD saw that the wickedness 

of man was great”.  Still, it is surprising that the rabbis can draw such a conclusion from ויהי. There 14

are many places in the Hebrew Bible where ויהי occurs without predicting suffering (Gen 17:1; 

24:15; 25:11). Nevertheless, in this case the suffering was about to come. 

     In the beginning of Gen 6 some unidentified ”sons of God” (בני־האלהים) show up on the scene. 

Despite the fact that the author does not explain who they are, it seems he assumes that the audience 

already knows the distinction between the sons of God and the daughters of man. Obviously, there 

are things in the HB that are not explicitly mentioned or explained but that the authors are taken for 

granted. Different suggestions have been presented over the centuries who these creatures could be. 

The oldest and most widespread interpretation is that they are non-human beings such as angels, 

demons or spirits.  According to Wenham, this interpretation was held by the earliest Jewish 15

exegeses and literature, such as 1 Enoch, The Book of Jubilees, the Dead Sea Scrolls, Philo, 

Josephus, and the NT. Even the earliest Christian writers (e.g. Justin, Irenaeus, Clement of 

Alexandria, Tertullian, Origen) interpreted it in the same way. There are three main reasons for 

supporting this view. First, at times when ”sons of God” is mentioned in the HB it refers to 

heavenly, godlike creatures (Ps 29:1; 89:7; Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7). Second, in Gen 6:1-4 the contrast is 

between ”the sons of God” and ”the daughters of man”. Why this contrast if they both come from 

 Zlotowitz 1986, 179.14

 Wenham 2006, 139.15
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the human race? Third, in Ugaritic literature “sons of God” refers to members of the divine 

pantheon, and it is argued that Genesis is using this phrase in a similar sense.  

     The Hebrew word אלהים, in the expression בני־האלהים, can refer to more than the God of the HB, 

even if this is by far the most common meaning.  It can allude to other deities as well, such as the 16

Philistine אלהים Dagon (1 Sam 5:7) and the אלהים Baal (1 Kgs 18:24). At certain times angels are 

called אלהים (Ps 97:7, cf. Hebr 1:6). Even human beings can be אלהים (Exod 4:16; 7:1; Ps 8:5[6], 

45:7-8[6-7]). 

2.1.1 Sons of God in the light of the LXX and early Jewish writings 

There is no difference between the LXX, the Greek version of the HB, and the MT. The former also 

contains the expression ”sons of God” (οι υιοι του θεου). There is one exception though and that is 

in the Alexandrine Codex where ”sons” is replaced by ”angels” (αγγελοι).  Can it be the long 17

Enoch tradition that caused such a replacement? The Book of Watchers (1 Enoch 1-36), from the 

late 3rd or early 2nd century BC, seems to be the origin of this angelic interpretation.  18

When the sons of men had multiplied, in those days, beautiful and comely daughters were born 
to them. And the watchers, the sons of heaven, saw then and desired them. And they said to one 
another, ”Come, let us choose for ourselves wives from the daughters of men, and let us beget 
children for ourselves.” … They were, all of them, two hundred, who descended in the days of 
Jared onto the peak of Mount Hermon … All the others with them took for themselves wives 
from among then such as they chose. And they began to go in to them, and to defile themselves 
through them ... They conceived from them and bore to them great giants. (1 En. 6:1-7:2) 

The text does not only say that the sons of heaven (a circumlocution for ”sons of God”) were 

angels, but also that they were 200 in numbers and descended in the days of Jared (Gen 5:15-20). 

That these angels came down in the days of Jared shows that they were already active on earth 

before they are introduced in Gen 6. This is seen in the Genesis Apocryphon (1QapGen). Lamech, 

the father of Noah, suspects that his wife has been conceived by someone else than him.   19

 Ringgren 1974, 272-284.16

 Coleran 1941, 488.17

 Nickelsburg 2012, 23-24.18

 Martínez 1996, 230.19

9



Behold, then, I thought in my heart that the conception was the work of the Watchers and the 
pregnancy, of the Holy Ones, and it belonged to the Gian[ts, …] and my heart within me was 
upset on account of this boy. […] Then I, Lamech, was frightened and turned to Bitenosh, my 
wife, [and said: …] [Swear to me] by the Most High, by the Great Lord, by the King of the 
Uni[verse, …] […] the Sons of Heaven, that you will in truth let me know everything, if […] 
You will [in truth] and without lies let me know whether this [… Swear to me] by the King of 
all the Universe that you are speaking to me frankly and without lies […] Then Bitenosh, my 
bride, spoke to me very harshly, she wep[t …] and said: Oh my bother and lord! Remember my 
pleasure […] […] the time of love, the gasping of my breath in my breast. I [shall tell you] 
everything accurately […] […] and then within me my heart was very upset. […] When 
Bitenosh my wife, realized that my countenance had altered […] then she suppressed her anger, 
speaking to me and saying to me: O my lord and [brother! Remember] my pleasure. I swear to 
you by the Great Holy One, by the King of the hea[vens …] that this seed comes from you, that 
this pregnancy comes from you, that the planting of this fruit comes from you, and not from any 
foreigner or Watcher or Son of Heaven.” (1QapGen) 

Lamech was suspicious that his wife’s conception was the work of either the Watchers or the Holy 

Ones. He confronts her to tell the truth if the seed in her is from him or not. She replies that no 

Watcher or Son of Heaven (angel) has fathered Noah. Fragments of The Book of Watchers was 

found in Aramaic among the Dead Sea Scrolls, where 4Q201 partly retells the story of these fallen 

angels.  Another fragment found mentions ”Azaz’el and the angels who [penetrated the daughters 20

of man] [and] sired giants by them” (4Q180).  What is clear is that both 1 Enoch, 4Q180 and 21

1QapGen identify the sons of God in Gen 6 with fallen angels.  

     The Book of Jubilees, written in Hebrew between the year of the accession of Hyrcanus as high 

priest in 135 BC and before his death in 105, supports the view that the expression “sons of God” 

refers in Gen 6:1-4 to fallen angels.  22

It came to pass when the children of men began to multiply on the face of the earth and 
daughters were born unto them, that the angels of God saw them on a certain year of this 
jubilee, that they were beautiful to look upon; and they took themselves wives of all whom they 
chose, and they bare unto them sons and they were giants. And lawlessness increased on the 
earth and all flesh corrupted its way, alike men and cattle and beasts and birds and everything 
that walks on the earth - all of them corrupted their ways and their orders, and they began to 
devour each other, and lawlessness increased on the earth and every imagination of the thoughts 
of all men (was) thus evil continually. (Jub. 5:1-2) 

 ibid, 247.20

 ibid, 212.21

 Charles 2007, 56-57.22
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The author of this book identifies the sons of God in Gen 6 with fallen angels and that there sons 

were giants. But the same author gives another information of these angels of God compared to 

previous literature. They descended in the days of Jared to instruct the humans, and to do judgment 

and uprightness on the earth.  23

In his (Jared) days the angels of the Lord descended on the earth, those who are named the 
Watchers, that they should instruct the children of men, and that they should do judgment and 
uprightness on the earth … He (Enoch) testified to the Watchers, who had sinned with the 
daughters of men; for these had begun to unite themselves, so as to be defiled, with the 
daughters of men, and Enoch testified against (them) all. (Jub. 4:15-22) 

This is a totally different picture of who these angels were from the beginning. The perceived 

understanding from the previous literature is that they were fallen already from their descent to the 

earth. But this is not what The Book of Jubilees seems to convey. The angels seem to have come 

with a mission from God to do good, but ultimately fell into sin with the daughters of men. In the 

following chapter it says that God ”was exceedingly wroth, and He gave commandment to root 

them out of all their dominion” (Jub. 5:6).  From being God’s servants to do good, they ended up 24

being his enemies.  

     Philo, the Hellenistic Jewish philosopher from Alexandria, followed the same pattern of 

interpretation as the previous literature, that the ”sons of God” in Gen 6 is referring to angels: ”It is 

Moses’ custom to give the name of angels to those whom other philosophers call demons (or 

spirits), souls that is which fly and hover in the air. And let no one suppose that what is here said is 

a myth.”  Philo says that Moses calls these creatures ”angels”, despite the fact that the MT has 25

 in Moses mouth (מלאכים) It seems that he put a word .(sons of angels=) בני־מלאכים and not בני־האלהים

that is more in line with the Jewish tradition than with the Hebrew text. The first-century Roman-

Jewish historian Josephus Flavius also followed this pattern in his Jewish Antiquities. Or more 

exactly, he passed on the tradition of the prevalent Jewish view: ”Many angels of God coupled with 

women, and begat sons that proved unjust, and despisers of all that was good … for the tradition is, 

that these men did what resembled the acts of those whom the Grecians call giants” (Ant 3:1).  The 26

 ibid, 52-54.23

 ibid, 57.24

 Colson 1929, 449.25

 Whiston 1999, 53.26
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many angels of God are probably referring to the 200 angels that descended in the days of Jared in 1 

Enoch.  

     Another interpretation of בני־האלהים in Gen 6 is that they are referring to superior men such as 

kings or other rulers. This royal interpretation was introduced into Jewish exegesis around the 

middle of the second century CE. One example is the Aramaic Targum Onkelos.  27

Then it came about when the sons of man began to multiply on the face of the earth, and 
daughters were born to them, that the sons of the leaders saw the daughters of man, that they 
were beautiful, so they took for themselves wives from all with whom they were pleased. Then 
the Lord said, “This evil generation will not be established before Me forever, because they are 
flesh and their deeds are evil. A prolongation shall be given to them: one hundred twenty years, 
if they should repent.” Giants were on the earth in those days, and even afterward, when the 
sons of the leaders went in to the daughters of man, and they bore giants from of old, men of 
name. 

This Targum understood בני־האלהים to be ”the sons of the leaders”, i.e. sons of kings or other rulers. 

It seems that one argument for this was the conviction that angels could not indulge in sexual 

intercourse.  28

     The third interpretation of Gen 6 is that בני־האלהים refer to the God-fearing descendants of Seth, 

where the daughters of man are the godless descendants of Cain.  Coleran argues, in favor for this 29

interpretation, that the emphasis is put upon the Sethite line in the genealogy in Gen 5. It is common 

in the HB for certain lines to have a special place in God’s plan. Another argument derives from the 

story of Cain and Abel. After Cain had murdered Abel, we are told explicitly that Seth is born in 

Abel’s place. Since we are told that Adam and Eve bore many other children, there is a special 

significance in the fact that Seth receives this designation. This hints that the Sethite line was the 

favored line of God. Coleran concludes by saying that ”the Sethite theory, however, seems the most 

probable when everything is considered”.  The only argument he has against this view is why the 30

Sethites as sons of God was not made clearer.  

 Clem 2015.27

 Wenham 2006, 140.28

 Coleran 1941, 507-509.29

 ibid, 509.30
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2.1.2 Sons of God in Gen 6:1-4 according to the NT 

In the NT there are primarily two texts that speak of fallen angels which can be traced back to Gen 

6 and the early Jewish literature.  

If God did not spare angels [αγγελων] when they sinned, but cast them into Tartarus and 
committed them to chains of gloomy darkness to be kept until the judgment; if he did not spare 
the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a herald of righteousness, with seven others, when he 
brought a flood upon the world of the ungodly. (2 Pet 2:4-6) 

I want to remind you, although you once fully knew it, that the Lord, who saved a people out of 
the land of Egypt, afterward destroyed those who did not believe. And the angels 
[αγγελους] who did not stay within their own position of authority, but left their proper 
dwelling, he has kept in eternal chains under gloomy darkness until the judgment of the great 
day. (Jude 1:5-6) 

Even if the authors of these two texts do not explicitly connect the angels with those presumed in 

Gen 6:1-4, they are most likely the same. The general consensus among scholars seems to be that 

the authors of the early Jewish tradition, including the NT, drew on or interacted with the Enoch 

tradition.  31

2.1.3 Objections to the angelic interpretation 

There is no doubt that the angelic interpretation is the most common one in the early Jewish 

literature, with the only exception of Targum Onkelos. Still, there are objections to this 

interpretation among modern scholars.  Usue says it contradicts Jesus’ response to the question 32

about marriage in Matthew 22:30 where he says that angels do not marry. Second, it takes away the 

principle of individual responsibility. That means, angels sinned but men got punished. E.g. in the 

story of the sin in the garden of Eden the serpent (a fallen angel who disguised himself as a serpent) 

was punished. But in Gen 6 there is no mention of a punishment of presupposed angels. Coleran 

adds that when angels fall in the HB there is never a hint that their sin is of a sexual nature.  The 33

 Stuckenbruck 2013, 15; Bauckham 2006, 248.31

 Usue 2005, 818-819.32

 Coleran 1941, 499-502.33
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presence of the nephilim, their progeny, is hardly an argument for making the sons of God demigods 

or angels. They are never said to be anything more than unusual human beings (Num 13:33). A 

Jewish answer to the first objection is that upon the angels descending to earth they took on human 

form, and could therefore also reproduce like human beings.  But they were then not able to return 34

to heaven and were doomed together with mankind. That an angel can take on human form, reminds 

of Hebrews that says: ”Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have 

entertained angels without knowing it” (13:2), i.e. they must have had human bodies. 

2.1.4 Conclusion  

In this section we have dealt with Gen 6:1-4, a pericope that speaks of בני־האלהים who took wives 

from the daughters of man och got children, those who became known as the giants. The oldest and 

most widespread interpretation is that they refer to angels, demons or spirits. This view was held by 

the earliest Jewish exegeses and writings such as 1 Enoch, The Book of Jubilees, the Dead Sea 

Scrolls, Philo, Josephus, and the NT. The three main reasons for this interpretation are as follows: 

(1) At times when the phrase "sons of God" is mentioned in the HB it refers to heavenly, godlike 

creatures (Ps 29:1; 89:7; Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7). (2) In Gen 6:1-4 the contrast is between ”the sons of 

God” and ”the daughters of man”. Why this contrast if they both come from the human race? (3) In 

Ugaritic literature “sons of God” refers to members of the divine pantheon, and it is argued that 

Genesis is using this phrase in a similar sense.  

     That these sons of God refer to angels is explicitly mentioned in The Book of Watchers which 

call them ”angels, the sons of heaven”. The expression ”sons of heaven” is here a circumlocution 

for ”sons of God”. And that they descended from heaven reveals that they are angelic and not earthy 

beings. The fragments of The Book of Watchers found at Qumran retells the same story, but with a 

different touch to it. The Book of Jubilees does in the same manner call them ”angels of God”. But 

it adds the interesting information that they originally descended to the earth with good intentions. 

They were to instruct the children of men and ”do judgment and uprightness on the earth”. But 

during their mission something obviously went terribly wrong. 

     It seems that this early angelic interpretation had gone through a change at the time of the 

composition of the Aramaic Targum Onkelos. In this paraphrase it says that ”the sons of the leaders 

saw the daughters of man”. The sons of God were now viewed as sons of kings or other rulers. One 

 Zlotowitz 1986, 181-182.34
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argument for this seems to have been the conviction that angels could not indulge in sexual 

intercourse.  

    These two interpretations were ultimately questioned by later Jewish and Christian scholars, who 

instead claimed that the sons of God in Gen 6 are probably referring to the God-fearing descendants 

of Seth. The two main arguments are as follows: (1) A special emphasis is put upon the Sethite line 

in the genealogy in Gen 5. Such emphasis is common in the HB if it has a special place in God’s 

plan. (2) Even if Adam and Eve bore many children, there is a special significance in that Seth was 

mentioned as being born in Abel’s place. This gives a hint that the Sethite line was the favored line 

of God. The argument against this view is that the identification of the sons of God with the Sethites 

was not made clearer.

     The narrative in Gen 6:1-4 is only alluded to twice in the NT, and that is in 2 Pet 2:4-9 and Jude 

1:5-6. The general consensus among scholars seems to be that the authors of these two letters drew 

or interacted with the Enoch tradition, a tradition that interpreted ”the sons of God” in Gen 6 as 

angelic beings.  

     There is no doubt the angelic interpretation was the prevalent one before the destruction of the 

second temple in 70 AD. But a change seems to have occurred at the time of Targum Onkelos, 

where they became more identified with sons of kings/rulers than angels. But to decide which 

interpretation should be considered the most likely one is not an easy task. If one take into account 

the vast amount of early Jewish literature that support the angelic view, then this must be considered 

the most likely one.  

     Despite the fact that these heavenly or earthy beings are mentioned as sons of God, there is no 

support for viewing them as divine. Even if the Hebrew word אלהים in most instances in the HB is 

referring to God, both foreign deities and human beings are at some occasions also called אלהים. 

The description in The Book of Jubilees that God ”was exceedingly wroth, and he gave 

commandment to root them (the sons of God) out of all their dominion”, show their subordinate 

status in relation to God himself. And if they are instead to be considered either sons of kings/other 

rulers or the God-fearing descendants of Seth, they must definitely be considered subordinate to 

God.  
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2.2 ”Israel is my son, my firstborn” (Exod 4:22) 

Moses took his wife and his sons and had them ride on a donkey, and went back to the land of 
Egypt. And Moses took the staff of God in his hand. And the LORD said to Moses, “When you 
go back to Egypt, see that you do before Pharaoh all the miracles that I have put in your power. 
But I will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people go. Then you shall say to Pharaoh, 
‘Thus says the LORD, Israel is my firstborn son [בני בכרי], and I say to you, Let my son [בני] go 
that he may serve me. If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your firstborn son.’” (Exod 
4:20-23) 

The prelude to this pericope is God’s calling to Moses to rescue the children of Israel out of Egypt 

(Exod 3:10). The text shows explicitly the Israelites’ status as God’s firstborn son, even if it does 

not reveal the full meaning of this sonship. It only says that they should leave Egypt to serve him, 

which means that one aspect of being God’s son includes servanthood. According to the context, 

God had actually already chosen them before he declared them to be his son in this pericope. When 

he called Moses, he said ”I will send you to Pharaoh that you may bring my people, the children of 

Israel, out of Egypt” (Exod 3:10). So even if God calls them ”my firstborn son” for the first time in 

Exod 4:22, they where already his people. Unfortunately, the context does not reveal when this took 

place for the first time. 

     The Hebrew word bĕkôr (בכור) has the meaning ”firstborn”, and for a son to be the firstborn 

includes an especially high status compared to his younger brothers.  Rashi makes a midrashic 35

interpretation of Israel as being God’s firstborn son: ”It is an expression meant to indicate Israel’s 

rank, as in ’I will appoint him first-born, highest of the kings of the earth’ (Ps. 89:28).”  He makes 36

a midrashic interpretation by comparing Israel’s status as God’s firstborn son with the later 

appointment of king David as his firstborn. Just as David was promised to be the highest of the 

kings of the earth, so would Israel be the highest of the peoples of the earth. Ibn Ezra says of Israel 

that he is ”the first nation that will serve Me. As Isa. 19:24–25 tells us, Egypt and Assyria too will 

one day serve God”.  In other words, Israel as the firstborn serves as a prophetic picture of what 37

other nations one day will become, i.e. nations serving God. 

 Tsevat 1975, 125-126.35

 https://www.sefaria.org/Rashi_on_Exodus.4.22.2?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en   (01-03-2020)36

 Carasik 2005.37
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2.2.1 Israel as son of God in the Pentateuch 

Israel as son of God is mentioned also at other places in the Pentateuch. In Numbers we find an 

incident where Moses complains to God because of the burden he has placed on him in leading the 

people to the promised land. He says ”did I conceive [הריתי] all this people? Did I give them birth 

 ’,that you should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a nursing child ,[ילדתיהו]

to the land that you swore to give their fathers?” (11:12). When Moses says ”did I give them 

birth?”, he implicitly says that God was the one who had given birth to Israel. The verbs הרה and ילד 

used here have the normal meaning of a sexual conception and physical begetting of a child (Gen 

4:1; 21:2; 30:23).  It is therefore interesting that the same Hebrew words are used of God 38

conceiving and begetting a whole people. And from the context it is obvious that in this case it has 

nothing to do with a sexual conception and physical begetting, but instead of a people that had been 

born metaphorically by God.  This confirms what has already been shown in 1.5. The word bēn, 39

used in Exod 4:22-23, must not always have the common genetic/biological application, but can 

instead be applied metaphorically, e.g. when it refers to a people or a geographical and national 

entity.  

     One of the texts in the Pentateuch that reveals more explicitly what it means for Israel to be the 

son of God is Deut 1:31. At the end of a thirty-eight years journey in the wilderness, the Israelites 

are finally coming to the border of the promised land. Moses is instructing and preparing this 

second generation before they are about to cross the Jordan river. But he also reminds them of their 

long and hard journey through the wilderness. He tells them that ”in the wilderness, where you have 

seen how the LORD your God carried you, as a man carries his son [כאׁשר יׂשא־איׁש את־בנו], all the 

way that you went until you came to this place” (1:31). The words ”as [כאׁשר] a man carries his son” 

shows the metaphorical language used to explain the relationship between God as Father and Israel 

as son. Some exegetes further interpret the word נׂשא (=carry) as a sign of God’s warm and loving 

concern for his son Israel.  It was God’s loving concern that carried Israel through the wilderness. 40

And even if the people did not realise it at the moment, it was nevertheless the reality. Deut 1:31 

therefore reveals another aspect of Israel being the son of God, and that is to enjoy the guidance and 

protection through hard times by a loving Father.  

 Ottosson 1978, 458; Schreiner 1990, 77.38

 Schmitt 2004, 70.39

 VanDine 2005, 47.40
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     Some chapters later in Deuteronomy Moses instructs the Israelites: ”Know then in your heart 

that, as a man disciplines his son [כאׁשר ייסר איׁש את־בנו], the LORD your God disciplines you” (8:5). 

The statement כאׁשר ייסר איׁש את־בנו is almost identical syntactically to כאׁשר יׂשא־איׁש את־בנו in 1:31. 

In both places כאׁשר conveys the metaphorical idea of fatherhood and sonship between God and the 

Israelites. But in this case it is not about guidance and protection, but of discipline. That is another 

aspect of Israel being the son of God. But why discipline? The answer is found at the end of the 

same chapter. 

The LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, 
who led you through the great and terrifying wilderness, with its fiery serpents and scorpions 
and thirsty ground where there was no water, who brought you water out of the flinty rock, who 
fed you in the wilderness with manna that your fathers did not know, that he might humble you 
and test you, to do you good in the end. (Deut 8:14-16) 

God led the Israelites through a wilderness with fiery serpents, scorpions and thirsty ground to 

humble and test them, i.e. to disciple them. But this God did with the ultimate goal to make them 

good in the end. Nachmanides does a midrashic interpretation of Deut 8:5 and says that God ”puts 

the yoke of discipline on you for your own good: ’Discipline your son while there is still hope, and 

do not set your heart on his destruction’ (Prov. 19:18)”.  This is a good summary of what the 41

message in Deut 8 tries to convey.  

2.2.2 Israel as son of God in the prophetic books 

There are some texts in the prophetic books that further display Israel’s sonship to God. In Jer 31:9 

God says ”I am a father to Israel, and Ephraim is my firstborn”. Some exegetes interpret this as a 

language of adoption: ”The language of v 9c points to adoption, a kinship by choice, as the LORD 

promised to adopt David’s son (2 Sam 7:14).”  As God would later choose David to be his son, he 42

had already chosen Israel to be his son. What is notable with 31:9 is that God is designated as 

”Father”. Lundbom says that ”’Father’ is not a common designation for Yahweh in the OT, but it 

does occur”, as is seen this verse.   43

 Carasik 2005.41

 Keown 2006, 115.42

 Lundbom 2004, 425.43
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     Another well-known text in the prophetic books that displays Israel’s sonship to God is found in 

Hosea: ”When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son” (11:1). The 

utterance ”out of Egypt I called my son” is most probably an allusion to Exod 4:22-23. Macintosh 

sees here the language of adoption: ”At the time of its bondage in Egypt, the nation was a mere 

child, small and vulnerable, incapable of independent action. At this particular moment Yahweh 

chose to set his love upon Israel and, freeing him from servitude to others, to adopt him as his own 

son.”  God adopted Israel by choice and became a loving and protecting Father at the time he 44

called them out of Egypt.  

     Stuart says that the word אהב in Hos 11:1, ”When Israel was a child, I loved [אהב] him”, has a 

dual meaning: ”It means to have deep affection for, but also to be ’loyal to,’ as in the Amarna letters 

where ’love’ is proclaimed for the Pharaoh by his vassal kings and vice versa.”  So even if God is 45

showing himself to be a loving and protecting Father, disciplining them with the ultimate goal of 

making them good in the end, he does at the same time expect their loyalty. In sum, for Israel to be 

God’s son includes more or less the same aspects of sonship that are prevalent between a father and 

his son in an ordinary family.   46

2.2.3 Israel as son of God in the light of the LXX and the earliest Targumim 

There is a certain deviation in the LXX from the wording in the MT concerning Exod 4. They both 

agree on verse 22 where the people of Israel is called ”my firstborn son” (Υιος πρωτοτοκος µου). 

But in verse 23 there is a difference between the MT and the LXX: ”Send away my people [τον 

λαον µου], that they may serve me.”  This contrast the MT version which has a more affectional 47

wording: ”Let my son [בני] go that he may serve me.” To be God’s people does not necessarily 

include his love and protection as it does of being his son. So why would a scribe substitute the 

word ”son” for ”people”, and by that diminish the affectional aspect of being God’s son? This 

change could have been done in order to avoid the anthropomorphic language of Israel being God’s 

son in a literal sense. Still, the wording ”my firstborn son” in verse 22 in the LXX, as in the MT, 

shows their status as God’s firstborn son. No major difference can be seen between the MT and 

Targum Onkelos concerning Exod 4:22-23.  

 Macintosh 1997, 437.44

 Stuart 2006, 178.45
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     In Jer 31:9 there is no difference between the MT and the LXX. They both call Israel God’s son 

and Ephraim his firstborn. But in Targum Jonathan (TJ) there is an interesting deviation compared 

to the MT.  

I will lead them by watercourses in a straight way in which they will not stumble. For My 
Memra is to Israel like a father, and Ephraim is beloved [חבב] before Me. (TJ) 

I will make them walk by brooks of water, in a straight path in which they shall not stumble, for 
I am a father to Israel, and Ephraim is my firstborn [בכור]. (MT) 

The MT says that God is Israel’s father, while this Targum says God’s Memra is like a father to 

Israel. ”Memra” is used especially in the Targumim as a substitute for the Lord when an 

anthropomorphic expression is to be avoided.  But the primary point here is that Targum Jonathan 48

has exchanged ”firstborn” with ”beloved”. The author seems to treat ”firstborn” and ”beloved” 

synonymously, which can be seen from an example of parallelism in Mic 6:7: ”Should I give my 

son, my firstborn, in exchange for my iniquities, the beloved of my bowels in exchange for my own 

sins?” The words ”my son, my firstborn” is here synonymous with ”the beloved”. This reminds of 

God’s words in Hos 11:1 where he says ”when Israel was a child, I loved him”. Again, for Israel to 

be God’s son is to be loved by him. 

     Hos 11:1 contains a significant difference between the MT and the LXX, where the latter says: 

”For Israel is a child, and I loved him, and out of Egypt have I called his children [τα τεκνα 

αυτου]”.  This while the MT says ”… out of Egypt I called my son [בני]”. Andersen and Freedman 49

draw the conclusion that this change has been done ”apparently to avoid calling Israel ’my son’”.  50

A reason could well be that the LXX wanted to avoid the anthropomorphic notion of Israel being 

God’s son in a literal sense.  

     In Targum Jonathan’s translation of Hos 11:1 there is a certain difference compared to the MT. It 

says: ”For Israel was a boy when I loved him and drew him near to My worship, and from Egypt I 

called them sons.”  The Targum calls them ”sons” instead of ”my son” in the MT. Perhaps this 51

translation was also done in order to avoid the anthropomorphic language mentioned previously.  

 http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/10618-memra   16-04-202048
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2.2.4 Israel as son of God in the light of other early Jewish writings 

There are several early Jewish writings that mention Israel as God’s son. In Ben Sira supplication is 

made to God because of the enemies of Israel, and here they are called his firstborn. 

Have mercy, O Lord, on the people called by your name, on Israel, whom you have named your 
firstborn, Have pity on the city of your sanctuary, Jerusalem, the place of your dwelling. Fill 
Zion with your majesty, and your temple with your glory. (Sir. 36:17-19) 

The text does not mention what it means for them to be God’s firstborn, except that the words ”have 

mercy, O Lord” display a confidence in a merciful God who is willing to save them from their 

enemies. And the expression ”your firstborn” is most probably an allusion to Exod 4:22.  

    The author of The Book of Jubilees mentions Moses and the Israelites when they were at mount 

Sinai, before going out in the wilderness.   52

I have chosen the seed of Jacob from amongst all that I have seen, and have written him down 
as My firstborn son, and have sanctified him unto Myself for ever and ever; and I will teach 
them the Sabbath day, that they may keep Sabbath thereon from all work. (Jub. 2:20) 

God says that ”I have … written him down as My firstborn son”. This is a clear reference to Exod 

4:22 where God says ”Israel is my firstborn son”.  

     The fragment 4Q504, also called The Words of the Heavenly Lights, adds more information of 

what Israel’s sonship to God means.  53

Behold, all the peoples are like nothing in front of you; they are reckoned as chaos and nothing 
in your presence. We have invoked only your name; for your glory you have created us; you 
have established us as your sons in the sight of all the peoples. For you called Israel «my son, 
my first-born» and have corrected us as one corrects a son. You have made us {fat} great over 
the years of our generations […] evil illnesses, famine, thirst, plague, the sword [… loy]alty of 
your covenant, for you chose us [to be your people amongst all] the earth. For this you have 

poured on us your rage [and your jea]lousy with all the intensity of your anger.  

 Charles 2010, 44. 52

 Martínez 1996, 414.53
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The words ”you have created us; you have established us as your sons … you called Israel «my son, 

my first-born»” are allusions to Exod 4:22-23. The author continues by saying that God has 

”chastised us as a man chastises his son”. This is reminiscent of Moses words to the people seen 

earlier in Deut 8:5: ”Know then in your heart that, as a man disciplines his son, the LORD your God 

disciplines you.” God as the Father and Israel as the son include, according to 4Q504, both 

discipline and chastisement. This aspect of sonship can also be found in Psalms of Solomon, written 

somewhere in the middle of the first century BC.   54

In secret the righteous are chastened, otherwise the sinner rejoice over the righteous. For He 
corrects the righteous as a beloved son, and his chastisement is as that of a firstborn. For the 
Lord spares his pious ones, and blots out their errors by his chastening. For the life of the 
righteous will be forever. (Pss. Sol. 13:8-11) 

Your love (is) toward the seed of Abraham, the children of Israel. Your chastisement is upon us 
as (upon) a first-born, only-begotten son, to turn back the obedient soul from folly (that is 
worked) in ignorance. (Pss. Sol. 18:3-4) 

These two pericopes talk about God’s chastisement of his firstborn son. The first text says that God 

”blotteth out their errors by His chastening”. And the second that his son is being chastised in order 

to ”turn back the obedient soul from folly that is worked in ignorance”. Both texts remind of 

Nachmanides’ words, as mentioned before, that God ”puts the yoke of discipline on you for your 

own good”. Chastisement is definitely a part of Israel as being God’s son. In addition of being 

identified as his firstborn son, they are also mentioned as his only-begotten son. According to The 

Jewish Encyclopedia, the expression ”only begotten son” (יחידך) is another rendering for ”beloved 

son”.  E.g. the LXX has ”the beloved one” (τον αγαπητον) in Gen 22:2 instead of ”only begotten 55

son” (יחידך) in the MT.  

     One early Jewish writing that really stands out is 4 Ezra which contains a startling statement 

about the Israelites being God’s firstborn and only-begotten son.   56

Now, O Lord, behold, these nations, which are reputed as nothing, domineer over us and 
trample upon us. But we thy people, whom thou hast called thy firstborn, only-begotten, kin, 

 Evans, 2009.54
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and dear one have been given into their hands. If the world has indeed been created for us, why 
do we not possess our world as an inheritance? How long will this be so? (4 Ezra 6:57-59) 

Supplication is made to God that ”if the world has indeed been created for us, why do we not 

possess our world as an inheritance?” From this one can get the impression that they, as God’s 

firstborn and only-begotten son, perceived themselves to be the true inheritors of the world. If this is 

really so is a matter of debate. Nevertheless, what the text definitely tells us is that they as God’s 

firstborn and only-begotten son considered themselves to have a more exalted position than others. 

2.2.5 Israel as son of God in the light of the NT 

One remarkable thing with the NT is that it never explicitly addresses the Israelites, as they are 

mentioned in the HB, as God’s son. They are instead addressed as ”sons of the kingdom” or ”sons 

of Israel” (Matt 8:12; 27:9; Rom 9:27; Rev 7:4). Matt 2:15 contains a quotation from Hos 11:1, but 

with a totally different meaning compared to the HB.  

An angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Rise, take the child and his 
mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod is about to search for the 
child, to destroy him.” And he rose and took the child and his mother by night and departed to 
Egypt and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken 
by the prophet, “Out of Egypt I called my son.” (Matt 2:13-15) 

Instead of applying the quotation to the Israelites, which is the original meaning of the text, the 

author is using it as a reference to Jesus. He has now become the one called out of Egypt. It is 

further peculiar if one considers that the context of Hos 11:1 speaks of a rebellious people: ”The 

more they were called, the more they went away; they kept sacrificing to the Baals and burning 

offerings to idols” (Hos 11:2). This can hardly refer to a righteous Messiah. Did the author of 

Matthew change the original meaning of Hos 11:1, where the context explicitly talks about a 

rebellious people, and instead applied it to Jesus? Or did he add a new meaning to the original text, 

i.e. from now on both the Israelites and Jesus had been called out of Egypt. In that case, the 

Israelites fulfilled Hos 11:1-2, while Jesus fulfilled only the first verse. This is a probable theory 

open for debate.   
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2.2.6 Conclusion 

In Exod 4:22-23 God calls the Israelites his son and firstborn for the first time in the HB. Some 

scholars interpret this designation as a language of adoption, where the Israelites became son of 

God in a metaphorical sense. Even if the text does not reveal what it means for them to be God’s 

son, it nevertheless tells of their high rank and status compared to other nations. Their sonship is 

explained more fully in the book of Deuteronomy, where God is described as a loving Father who 

carried his son Israel through the wilderness. The author explains this by using the intimate words 

”as a man carries his son”. But what is further explained in this book is that the sonship also 

includes God’s act of discipline: ”Know then in your heart that, as a man disciplines his son, the 

LORD your God disciplines you” (8:5). From a modern, Western mindset this can sound pretty 

harsh, but it says later in the same chapter that God did this with the ultimate goal of making them 

good in the end.  

     Israel is called God’s son and firstborn also in the prophetic books. In Jer 31:9 God even says ”I 

am a father to Israel”, a wording that is not found in Exod 4:22-23. In Targum Jonathan of Jer 31:9 

it says that ”Ephraim is my beloved”, while the MT says that ”Ephraim is my firstborn”. This shows 

that the author seems to have treated ”firstborn” and ”beloved” synonymously. In Hos 11:1 it says 

”when Israel was a child, I loved him”. This language of God’s love toward Israel has, according to 

Stuart, a dual meaning.  It does not only mean that God has a deep affection for his son Israel, but 57

it also includes loyalty from Israel towards his Father. An interesting difference can be seen between 

the MT and the LXX concerning Hos 11:1. While the former says ”out of Egypt I called my son”, 

the latter says ”out of Egypt have I called his children”.  Some scholars draw the conclusion that 58

this change has been done in order to avoid the anthropomorphic language of Israel being God’s son 

in a literal sense. 

     Other early Jewish writings that call the Israelites God’s son and firstborn are Ben Sira, The 

Book of Jubilees, Psalms of Solomon, the fragment 4Q504 and 4 Ezra. But it is only the latter two 

that reveal what this Father/son relationship includes. 4Q504 says ”you (God) called Israel «my son, 

my first-born» and have corrected us as one corrects a son”. It talks about the same kind of 

discipline that we have already seen in Deuteronomy 8:5. According to Psalms of Solomon, God 

chastises his son to blot out their errors and to turn them back from folly. In sum, for the Israelites to 

 Stuart 2006, 178.57
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be God’s son is not something passive, but includes the kind of love and discipline that is seen 

between a human father and his son.  

     4 Ezra calls Israel ”thy firstborn, only-begotten”, but with the startling statement ”if the world 

has indeed been created for us (Israel), why do we not possess our world as an inheritance?” If these 

words should be interpreted literally is a matter of debate. But they nevertheless reveal the Israelites 

perceived high status as God’s firstborn and only-begotten son compared to other nations. 

     One peculiar thing with the NT is that it never addresses the Israelites as God’s son in they way 

they are described in the HB. They are instead mentioned as ”sons of the kingdom” and ”sons of 

Israel”. The author of Matthew quotes from Hos 11:1, but instead of applying the verse to the 

Israelites he apply it to Jesus. Jesus has now become the son called out of Egypt. But the question is 

if the author’s intention was to substitute the original meaning of Hos 11:1, where the verse referred 

to a rebellious people, or he just wanted to give it an additional meaning. i.e. Jesus and the Israelites 

have both been called out of Egypt. Nevertheless, the original meaning of this verse can not be 

found in the NT.  

     The meaning of the concept ”son of God” did not go through a change from the passages in the 

HB up to the early Jewish literature. They all speak of a loving Father who disciplines his son. 

There is further nothing in these writings that supports a view of the Israelites as a divine people, 

which is obvious from the fact that the people is constituted of ordinary human beings who are 

disciplined by their heavenly Father. 

2.3 ”I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son” (2 Sam 7:14) 

When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring 
after you, who shall come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a 
house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be to him a 
father, and he shall be to me a son [אני אהיה־לו לאב והוא יהיה־לי לבן]. When he commits iniquity, I 
will discipline him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men, but my steadfast 
love [חסד] will not depart from him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you. 
And your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me. Your throne shall be 
established forever. In accordance with all these words, and in accordance with all this vision, 
Nathan spoke to David. (2 Sam 7:12-17) 

The prelude to this pericope is that God had given king David rest from all his enemies. A desire 

arose in David’s heart to build a house for the Lord to dwell in. But this was not what God had in 
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mind and therefore told David, through the prophet Nathan, that he had instead chosen his offspring 

for that purpose. The way the text is presented the reference is primarily to Solomon, and only by 

implication to the Davidic dynasty as a whole.  

     God made a promise to David, concerning his seed, that ”I will be to him a father, and he shall 

be to me a son”. According to Anderson, this sonship was not based on a physical descent, as was 

the belief in Egypt, but was linked with three overlapping concepts: adoption, covenant and royal 

grant.  The father-son terminology could be used in all of the three legal transactions. Although the 59

word “covenant” does not occur in Nathan’s oracle, it is nevertheless presupposed or alluded to in 

the word חסד (“steadfast love”) in verse 15.  

     It is difficult not to see the thematic connection between 2 Sam 7:14 and Ps 2:7.  In the former, 60

God says that ”I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son”, and that his throne shall be 

established forever. In the latter, he says to the anointed king that ”you are my Son; today I have 

begotten you”, and seated him on mount Zion to rule as king. According to most exegeses, as is 

already shown by Anderson (above), both texts speak the language of adoption.   61

2.3.1 Son of God in 2 Samuel 7 in the light of the Dead Sea Scrolls 

The LXX and Targum Jonathan are in accordance with the MT version of 2 Sam 7:14. They both 

convey the promise that God shall be a father to the chosen seed of David, who will be his son 

through adoption.  

     4Q174, also called Florilegium (4QFlor), is a well known fragment from the Dead Sea Scrolls, 

probably written in the late first century BCE. It has the most explicit reference to 2 Sam 7 among 

all the manuscripts found at Qumran.   62

«YHWH de[clares] to you that he will build you a house. I will raise up your seed after you and 
establish the throne of his kingdom [for ev]er. I will be a father to him and he will be a son to 
me.» This (refers to the) «branch of David [צמח דויד]», who will arise with the Interpreter of the 
Law who [will rise up] in Zi[on in] the last days. 
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What is remarkable with 4Q174 is not only that 2 Sam 7 is quoted in such an explicit way, but that 

the son of David is also mentioned as ”branch of David”. In a way, this is not surprising in itself 

because the Hebrew word used for ”branch” is ṣemaḥ (צמח),  which is utilized in the HB for the 63

promised descendant of David. Such a metaphorical language can be seen in the HB concerning the 

relationship between a father and his son (Isa 11:1). This is also found in the book of Jeremiah, in a 

well known messianic text. 

Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will raise up for David a righteous 
Branch [צמח], and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and 
righteousness in the land. (Jer 23:5) 

The branch of David is an allusion to the descendant of David. What 4Q174 also shows, perhaps 

even more explicit than 2 Sam 7, is that the promised son (branch) of David is an eschatological 

figure. The author says that this branch ”will arise with the Interpreter of the Law who [will rise up] 

in Zi[on in] the last days [באחרית הימים]”. Collins writes that this expression refers to an 

”eschatological period, the last period before the time of salvation”.   64

     A fragment from the Dead Sea Scrolls that has received much attention is the so called ”son of 

God” (4Q246), dated to the last third of the first century BCE. It says that ”he will be called son of 

God, and they will call him son of the Most High”.  These words are astonishingly similar to the 65

ones found in the infancy narrative in the gospel of Luke.  

He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to him 
the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his 
kingdom there will be no end … The child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God. 
(Luke 1:32-35) 

Collins argues that it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Luke is dependent to some degree to 

this Qumran fragment.  Due to the fact that the concept ”son of the Most High” does not occur 66

anywhere else in the Dead Sea Scrolls makes it especially appealing to see this connection. 

According to Collins, ”son of God” in 4Q246 is understood as a messianic title and has a clear 

scriptural basis in both 2 Sam 7 and Ps 2. A title which reflects the status of the Messiah rather than 
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his nature. The angel Gabriel says in Luke 1:32 that ”the Lord God will give to him the throne of 

his father David”, a promise similar to the one given to David (and his offspring): ”Your throne 

shall be established forever” (2 Sam 7:16). 

2.3.2 Son of God in 2 Samuel 7 in the light of other early Jewish writings 

The promise of a descendent to David in 2 Sam 7 is rarely seen outside the HB and the Dead Sea 

Scrolls. But one exception is 4 Ezra, a book that was written shortly after the destruction of the 

Temple in 70 CE. The Messiah, presented as a lion, speaks to the eagle and its three kings, 

symbolised as three heads.  67

In its last days the Most High will raise up three kings, and they shall renew many things in it, 
and shall rule the earth and its inhabitants more oppressively than all who were before them; 
therefore they are called the heads of the eagle … As for the lion whom you saw rousing up out 
of the forest and roaring and speaking to the eagle and reproving him for his unrighteousness, 
and as for all his words that you have heard, this is the Messiah whom the Most High has kept 
until the end of days, who will arise from the posterity of David, and will come and speak to 
them; he will denounce them for their ungodliness and for their wickedness, and will cast up 
before them their contemptuous dealings. For first he will set them living in judgment, and 
when he has reproved them, then he will destroy them.  (4 Ezra 12:23-33) 68

This Messiah who ”will arise from the posterity of David” is most surely a reference to 2 Sam 7. As 

a Davidic king and a ruler of an everlasting kingdom, he will denounce and judge his enemies. One 

peculiar thing concerning this Messiah is that ”the Most High has kept (him) until the end of days”. 

Did the author believe in a preexistent Messiah, a view hold by later rabbis?  It is an interesting 69

thought, even if such an idea cannot be found in 2 Sam 7. There the theme is not about the king’s 

past but about his future, that his throne shall be established forever.  
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2.3.3 Son of God in 2 Samuel 7 in the light of the NT 

The only time 2 Sam 7 is quoted or alluded to in the NT is in the first chapter of Hebrews, where 

the author is quoting from both Ps 2:7 and 2 Sam 7:14 in the fifth verse.  

After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having 
become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. 
For to which of the angels did God ever say, ”You are my Son, today I have begotten you”? Or 

again, ”I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son”? (Heb 1:3-5)  

The words ”he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” is a clear allusion to Ps 110:1,  70

which is a coronation psalm, and here applied to Jesus. The overall message in Hebr 1 is probably a 

reference to the coronation ceremony of Jesus on his heavenly throne. Roberts says that the words 

”You are my Son, today I have begotten you” (Ps 2:7) were quoted by the Davidic king at the day of 

his coronation.  The king became the son of God and thereby fulfilled God’s promise to David: ”I 71

will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son” (2 Sam 7:14). And this is what the author of 

Hebrews is referring to here. Jesus entered into a higher level of sonship to God than any other 

Davidic king had done before. God even made him superior to the angels. 

2.3.4 Conclusion 

In 2 Sam 7 we have dealt with the offspring that would issue from the body of David. This offspring 

was promised to be a king whose kingdom would last forever. God is using the intimate words ”I 

will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son”. But according to scholars, this should not be 

interpreted as a literal birth but as a language of adoption. David’s offspring was chosen and 

adopted by God to be his son. There is a clear thematic connection between God’s promise here, 

and the words ”you are my Son; today I have begotten you” in Ps 2:7. Both the LXX and Targum 

Jonathan are in line with the MT version of 2 Sam 7:14.  

    The fragment 4Q174 is the only manuscript from the Dead Sea Scrolls that explicitly refers to 2 

Sam 7. The promised offspring of David is here also called ”branch of David”, which is a reference 

to the righteous branch of David in Jer 23:5. Even if the fragment 4Q246 does not contain a clear 
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allusion to 2 Sam 7, Collins says the concept ”son of God” found there is a messianic title and are 

thematically connected to both 2 Sam 7 and Ps 2. He also adds that this title reflects the status of the 

Messiah rather than his nature. 

     The promised descendant of David in 2 Sam 7 is rarely mentioned outside the HB and the Dead 

Sea Scrolls. 4 Ezra and the NT are two exceptions to this. The former talks about ”the Messiah 

whom the Most High has kept until the end of days, who will arise from the posterity of David” (4 

Ezra 12:32). This is most likely a reference to 2 Sam 7 and the promised offspring of David, an 

offspring that is referred to as a preexistent Messiah.  

     In Heb 1:5 the promised son of David in 2 Sam 7:14 is quoted and applied to Jesus, probably in 

reference to his coronation ceremony on his heavenly throne. Especially if one considers that Pss 

2:7 and 110:1 are cited in the same context, both of which are considered to be coronation psalms.   

     The concept ”son of God” in 2 Sam 7:14, referring to the promised offspring of David, did not 

change from the HB up to the early Jewish writings. One can perhaps notice a stronger emphasis on 

his eschatological role in the last days (באחרית הימים), where he is expected to arrive with the 

Interpreter of the Law (4Q174). But there is more or less nothing in the writings we have studied 

that tell of a divine promised eschatological Davidic king. Instead, he is described as a chosen and 

adopted son of God. The fact that he is called ”Messiah” in 4 Ezra means that he will be an 

anointed king, i.e. someone who is not divine in himself, but will be equipped by God in order to 

function in his role as king.      

     The only text that could speak of a divine promised king is Heb 1:5. Not because of the verse in 

itself, but because of the whole chapter, which is well known for its high Christological content. But 

still, Heb 1:5 is quoting from both 2 Sam 7:14 and Ps 2:7, and none of them speak of a divine king. 

If these two texts do not convey any sign of a divine king, then it is not likely that they could mean 

something else in Hebrews. Or shall we suppose that the author came up with a new and different 

meaning of 2 Sam 7:14 and Ps 2:7 in the first chapter of his letter? Still, in Heb 1:3 it says that Jesus 

”sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high”. Is it possible for him to sit at the right hand of 

the Majesty (God), and at the same time be the Majesty himself? Especially if one considers that 

this reference to Ps 110:1 has nothing to do with a divine king. It has more to do with a human king 

on the day of his coronation. 

    

30



2.4 ”The sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD” (Job 1:6) 

There was a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job, and that man was blameless and 
upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil. There were born to him seven sons and 
three daughters. He possessed 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 500 yoke of oxen, and 500 female 
donkeys, and very many servants, so that this man was the greatest of all the people of the east. 
His sons used to go and hold a feast in the house of each one on his day, and they would send 
and invite their three sisters to eat and drink with them. And when the days of the feast had run 
their course, Job would send and consecrate them, and he would rise early in the morning and 
offer burnt offerings according to the number of them all. For Job said, “It may be that my 
children have sinned, and cursed God in their hearts.” Thus Job did continually. Now there was 
a day when the sons of God [בני האלהים] came to present themselves before the LORD, and 
Satan also came among them … Again there was a day when the sons of God [בני האלהים] came 
to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan also came among them to present himself 
before the LORD. (Job 1:1-6; 2:1) 

The book of Job is introduced by a presentation of a man called Job, but whose origin is unknown. 

His name is of uncertain meaning, and the land of Uz is further of uncertain location. The only thing 

we can know is what is revealed in the book of Job. It mentions him as a very wealthy man with 

many children, who feared God by turning away from evil.  

     The story continues with the sons of God [בני האלהים] coming to present themselves before the 

LORD. But the text does not reveal who they are, only that they are called ”sons of God”. Clines 

says that the concept of the royal council in which the king would be surrounded by his courtiers is 

familiar especially from Egypt.  The בני האלהים in Job 1:6 and 2:1 are parallelled with the ones in 72

38:7 where they are referred as the morning stars: ”The morning stars sang together and all the sons 

of God [בני אלהים] shouted for joy.”  A strong allusion to these בני האלהים can be seen in 1 Kgs 73

22:19–22, where God is envisaged by Micaiah as “sitting on a throne” with his courtiers in his 

presence. But a similar allusion can also be found in Pss 7:8(7); 82:1; 89:7–8 (6–7); Isa 6:1–8 and 

Dan 7:9–14. There seems to be a general agreement among scholars that the בני האלהים in Job 1:6; 

2:1 are angelic beings in God’s heavenly court.  Whybray adds an interesting assertion that though 74

it is ”not specifically stated in the text, it may be presumed that the Satan is one of these ’sons of 
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God’”.  This supports the view in the NT that Satan is a fallen angel: ”Even Satan disguises 75

himself as an angel of light” (2 Cor 11:14). 

2.4.1 Sons of God in the light of the LXX early Jewish literature 

The LXX shows a more explicit understanding of who the בני האלהים are in Job 1:6 and 2:1.  76

It came to pass on a day, that behold, the angels of God [οι αγγελοι του θεου] came to stand 
before the Lord, and the devil came with them … It came to pass on a certain day, that the 
angels of God [οι αγγελοι του θεου] came to stand before the Lord, and the devil came among 
them to stand before the Lord. (Job 1:6; 2:1) 

Instead of choosing the Greek equivalence of the Hebrew בני אלהים, the author uses οι αγγελοι του 

θεου which has the meaning ”angels of God” or ”messengers of God”. Also in Targum Job the      

.in Job 1:6 and 2:1 are interpreted as angelic beings  בני האלהים  77

It was the day of judgment at the beginning of the year, and the sons of the angels                   
 came to stand in judgment before the Lord, and Satan also came among them to [בני מלאכיא]
stand in judgment before the Lord … It was the day of the great judgment, the day of the 
forgiveness of sins, and the band of the angels [כתי מלאכיא] came to stand in judgment before the 
Lord, and Satan also came among them to stand in judgment before the Lord. 

The difference here compared to the LXX is that the author calls them ”sons of the angels” instead 

of ”angels of God”. But why does he call them sons of the angels? Is he referring to the offspring 

(sons) of the angels who defiled themselves with the daughters of man in Gen 6? A more likely 

answer though is that he is using a circumlocution for ”sons of God” in an effort to avoid 

anthropomorphism. Even if no particular day of assembly is envisaged by the story in Job 1, Clines 

says that the Targum identifies the day as “the day of judgment at the beginning of the year”, and 

the subsequent day in 2:1 as the Day of Atonement.  These two days are in rabbinic ideology 78

understood as the days on which the destiny of humans is determined (the first day) and then finally 
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sealed (the second day). Is it therefore the text says ”the sons of the angels came to stand in 

judgment before the Lord”, i.e. they came to be judged by God. But this is not hinted at in the MT.  

     The narrative in Job 1 and 2 is not mentioned in the Dead Sea Scrolls, but Job 38:7 is quoted in a 

fragment called The Targum of Job (11Q10): ”… when there shone together the stars of the 

morning, and all God’s angels cheered in chorus?”  If the author of this fragment interpreted them 79

as angels of God, then he probably also viewed the בני האלהים in Job 1:6 and 2:1 in the same way. 

Especially if Clines is right when saying that these heavenly beings are parallel to the ones in 

38:7.  80

2.4.2 ”The appearance of the fourth is like a son of the gods” (Dan 3:25) 

King Nebuchadnezzar was astonished and rose up in haste. He declared to his counselors, “Did 
we not cast three men bound into the fire?” They answered and said to the king, “True, O king.” 
He answered and said, “But I see four men unbound, walking in the midst of the fire, and they 
are not hurt; and the appearance of the fourth is like a son of the gods [בר־אלהין]. Then 
Nebuchadnezzar came near to the door of the burning fiery furnace; he declared, “Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego, servants of the Most High God, come out, and come here!” Then 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego came out from the fire … Nebuchadnezzar answered and 
said, “Blessed be the God of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, who has sent his angel [מלאך] 
and delivered his servants, who trusted in him, and set aside the king’s command, and yielded 
up their bodies rather than serve and worship any god except their own God.” (Dan 3:24-28) 

It needs to be emphasised that the Aramaic expression בר־אלהין can be translated either as ”son of 

the gods” or ”son of God”. But because it is the polyteist Nebuchadnezzar who is talking, the 

former version is probably the correct one. The general agreement among both Jewish and Christian 

scholars seems to be that the ”son of gods” mentioned in this text is referring to an angel.  But 81

Collins adds that historically ”Christian tradition typically identified this ’son of god’ as Christ”.  82

This is hardly supported by the LXX version which says ”the appearance of the fourth is like an 

angel of God [αγγελου θεου]”. The Greek word αγγελος has the essential meaning ”messenger”,  83

and therefore explains that it was a messenger of God and not a literal son of God that intervened 
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and saved Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. This is also in line with Nebuchadnezzar’s response 

to what happened as he said that God ”has sent his angel [מלאך] and delivered his servants”. 

2.4.3 Conclusion 

In this section we have studied Job 1:6, 2:1 and Dan 3:25. The first two passages speak of a day 

when the sons of God (בני האלהים) came to present themselves before God. Even if both texts do not 

give a description of who they are, the general agreement among scholars is that they refer to 

angelic beings in God’s heavenly court. The parallell verse 38:7 says that ”the morning stars sang 

together and all the sons of God [בני אלהים] shouted for joy”. Targum Job calls them ”sons of the 

angels”, which is probably a circumlocution for ”sons of God” made by the author in order to avoid 

anthropomorphism.  

     The LXX shows more explicitly that the sons of God in the book of Job are in fact ”angels of 

God”, but the Greek words οι αγγελοι του θεου can also be translated ”messengers of God”. There 

is a general agreement among scholars that the son of God in Dan 3:25 refers to an angel. This is 

supported by the LXX which says ”the appearance of the fourth is like an angel of God” (3:92), i.e. 

a messenger of God, and is further in line with Nebuchadnezzar’s respons to what happened.       

     In comparison with the previous texts which explain what it means for the Israelites to be son of 

God (Exod 4:22-23; Deut 1:31; 8:5; Jer 31:9; Hos 11:1), there is no such explanation in either Job 

1:6; 2:1 or Dan 3:25. They are simply called sons of God, with no Father/son relationship described.

     Did the concept ”sons of God” in the three texts change over time? Well, there are not so many 

writings to compare them with. But despite the lack of comparing manuscripts, it it doubtful that the 

its meaning changed over time. There is one important exception though, and that is Dan 3:25. 

Collins says that historically ”Christian tradition typically identified the ’son of God’ as Christ”.  84

Even if it is possible to understand the attraction of such an interpretation from a Christian 

perspective, there is actually nothing in the text that proves it. And if one takes into account the 

LXX version which explicitly says it was an angel, i.e. a messenger of God, then it could at least 

not have been a divine Christ that intervened and saved the three men. 

 

 Collins 1993, 190.84

34



2.5 ”You are my Son; today I have begotten you” (Ps 2:7) 

Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth set themselves, and 
the rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and against his Anointed [מׁשיחו], saying, 
“Let us burst their bonds apart and cast away their cords from us.” He who sits in the heavens 
laughs; the Lord holds them in derision. Then he will speak to them in his wrath, and terrify 
them in his fury, saying, “As for me, I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.” I will tell of the 
decree: The LORD said to me, “You are my Son; today I have begotten you [בני אתה אני היום 
 Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your .[ילדתיך
possession. You shall break them with a rod of iron and dash them in pieces like a potter’s 
vessel.” Now therefore, O kings, be wise; be warned, O rulers of the earth. Serve the LORD 
with fear, and rejoice with trembling. Kiss the Son [בר], lest he be angry, and you perish in the 
way, for his wrath is quickly kindled. Blessed are all who take refuge in him. (Ps 2:1-12) 

The description of the king in Ps 2 has, together with many others royal psalms, striking similarities 

with the ancient oriental view of the king.  Mowinckel says that the king was in those nations more 85

or less looked upon as ”divine”. In Egypt he was held to be a god incarnate, begotten of the queen 

by the god, who took the guise of the reigning king. He was metaphysically one with all the great 

gods. He was a god from birth, and at his death he partook of the eternal life of the gods. In 

Mesopotamia and Asia Minor the king was a man made divine. He was chosen for the kingship by 

the gods, sometimes already from this mother’s womb. And sometimes even from the beginning of 

time. He was the ”son” of the god, adopted, nursed, reared and educated by the different gods and 

goddesses. He had become holy and a partaker of divine qualities, e.g. life, eternity, splendour, 

glory and so on (Ps 21:5-6[4-5]). Both in Egypt and in Mesopotamia the god addresses the king 

with the adoption formula; ”You are my Son.” In Egypt this also included the literally implied; ”I 

have begotten you.”  

     In the HB the king is said to be God’s anointed, and as such he is endowed with the spirit of God 

(1 Sam 10:1, 12:3; 16:13).  He is chosen (1 Sam 16:1), adopted (Ps 2:7) and fostered by God (2 86

Sam 7:14). The king stands in a closer relationship than other people to God. He is given the 

faculties, gifts and powers he needs to be the rightful king. He sits at the right hand of God (Ps 

110:1). The king’s throne in Jerusalem symbolizes the world-mountain. He is figured with horns (Ps 

132:17) and is taught by God to make war (Ps 18:35[34]). God is placing the king’s enemies under 

his feet to symbolize their submission to him (Ps 110:1). These and many other special traits given 
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to the king have their closer or more distant parallels in other Eastern civilisations. But Mowinckel 

also points out that there has never existed a homogeneous general oriental royal ideology to which 

the view of the king where the same in all details, contrary to what has been supposed by several 

modern scholars.  

     Mowinckel adds that much has been borrowed from the general oriental ritual court style 

without taking over its original sense, and without giving it greater significance than that which 

agreed with the religion of God.  That the king in Israel should have been regarded as identical 87

with God is wholly improbable. The polemics of the prophets in the HB show that this was never 

the case. On more than one occasion the prophets confronted the kings for their sins. It is easy to 

imagine what they would have said if the king had really made himself equal with God or received 

worship as God in the cult. He was the representative of the deity, but not the deity himself. It is 

important to have this in mind when reading the royal psalms. 

2.5.1 Psalm 2 - A royal and coronation psalm 

The author of Ps 2, this royal and coronation psalm, is not mentioned. Ibn Ezra attributes it to a 

Levite singer who composed it about king David.  But in the Jewish tradition it has in general been 88

attested to David himself, a view that was held also by the author of Acts (4:25-26). It consists of 

four sections of approximately the same length. (1) Foreign nations and their rulers express 

rebellion against God and his anointed (2:1–3). (2) God mocks the rebellious kings by announcing 

the installation of his chosen king (2:4–6). (3) God’s king declares the words contained in his royal 

decree (2:7–9). (4) The nations and their kings are warned of God’s wrath and of the consequences 

of his anger and favour (2:10–12). 

     ”Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain?” (2:1). The death of the old king and the 

accession of the new one was frequently the signal for a rebellion among the subdued vassal kings, 

a common situation at practically every new accession in the Eastern empires.    89

     ”Against the LORD and against his Anointed” (2:2). The human king in this psalm is identified 

as God’s anointed (מׁשיח), a word derived from the verb משח which means ”to anoint”.  In the HB 90

the practise of anointing was performed for different reasons. It was used to consecrate objects such 
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as an altar (Num 7:10), the Ark (Exod 30:26) or the Tabernacle (Lev 8:10). But also individuals 

were anointed such as priests (Exod 28:41), prophets (1 Kgs 19:16) and kings (1 Sam 16:3). This 

was symbolised by pouring oil over the persons head (1 Sam 10:1). By being Gods’s anointed he or 

she was set aside for a particular service.  

     ”He will speak to them in his wrath, and terrify them in his fury” (2:5). God does not terrify the 

earthly rulers with a direct threat, but implicitly with the announcement that he has established his 

anointed king in Zion. 

     ”I will tell of the decree” (2:7). A part of the coronation ceremony was that the king gave a 

speech to his people and his vassals.  In so doing he points to the legitimate foundation of his 91

sovereignty and to the way he intends to exert it. The decree the king declares in 2:7 is a document, 

given to him during the ceremony.  It is a renewal of God’s covenant commitment to the dynasty of 92

David, and it also establishes the nature and authority of the newly crowned king.  

     ”The LORD said to me, ’You are my Son’” (2:7). The heart of this covenant between God and 

the king is the concept of sonship. Kimchi says that ”the day when he was anointed was the day 

God took him to Himself for a son”.  The human partner is son of the covenant God is Father.  A 93 94

similar principle of sonship is part of the Sinai covenant between God and Israel. As God cares for 

Israel as a father cares for his son, so God cares for the king in the same way. But this sonship also 

includes obedience to his father: ”David is called God’s son because he obeys Him and serves Him 

as a son obeys his father and is ready to serve him whenever he demands service.”  95

     ”Today I have begotten you” (2:7). The word ילדתיך in 2:7, generally translated ”I have begotten 

you”, comes from the verb ילד which means ”to beget, bring forth”.  The most common way it is 96

used in the HB is to bear children: ”Sarah conceived and bore [ילד] a son to Abraham in his old age” 

(Gen 21:2). But the word does not always have this genetic/physiological meaning. Saadiah Gaon 

interprets it in the sense of ”bringing forth, creating or forming”, as in ”before the mountains were 

born [ילד] and You formed the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting, You are 

God” (Ps 90:2).  So that the king was born by God does not force us to interpret this as a physical 97

begetting. It is more likely that he was born metaphorically.      
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     ”Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession” 

(2:8). The king as a son is the heir and since God is the Lord of all the world, the son’s inheritance 

consists of all peoples and their lands.  98

     Though the Davidic king was begotten by God and an heir of all things he was still a human and 

not a divine king.  God was the universal king, but his earthly representative was his son, the 99

Davidic king. Therefore, the designation ”son of God” reflects his status rather than his nature.  100

According to Collins ”there is no implication of virgin birth and no metaphysical speculation is 

presupposed. He may still be regarded as a human being, born of human beings, but one who stands 

in a special relationship to God”.  101

2.5.2 Psalm 45 - A wedding psalm 

Ps 45 is, in the same way as Ps 2, a royal psalm. It is further categorised as a wedding psalm, which 

is obvious from its content. It is well known for its highly divine wordings and needs therefore to be 

discussed in more detail. 

A Maskil of the sons of Korah. A love song. My heart overflows with a pleasing theme; I 
address my verses to the king; my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe. You are the most 
handsome of the sons of men; grace is poured upon your lips; therefore God has blessed you 
forever. Gird your sword on your thigh, O mighty one, in your splendor and majesty! In your 
majesty ride out victoriously for the cause of truth and meekness and righteousness; let your 
right hand teach you awesome deeds! Your arrows are sharp in the heart of the king’s enemies; 
the peoples fall under you. Your throne, O God [אלהים], is forever and ever. The scepter of your 
kingdom is a scepter of uprightness; you have loved righteousness and hated wickedness. 
Therefore God, your God [אלהים אלהיך], has anointed you with the oil of gladness beyond your 
companions. (Ps 45:1-8[0-7]) 

The king was not only the most important political figure of the realm, he was also the religious 

head of the people.  All important events in the life of the king were therefore national and 102

religious events, such as enthronement, wedding, going to war etc.  
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     ”Your throne, O God, is forever and ever” (45:7[6]). This exalted wording that addresses the 

king is exceptional, but according to Collins, it ”accords well with the designation of the king as son 

of God in Psalm 2”.  But should the Hebrew אלהים be translated ”God” or ”god”? Both options are 103

possible. The question to be asked is wether the Israelite king was regarded divine in the same 

manner as the kings of Egypt and some other ancient cultures, or an exalted human king. If Pss 2, 

89 and 110 are speaking of the same king from the Davidic line that is addressed in this psalm, then 

it is doubtful whether the king is God here but not in the other psalms. The psalmist says to the king 

that ”you are the most handsome of (from) the sons of men [מבני אדם]”. He considered him to be a 

son of man, i.e. a man from the human race (בני אדם), and not a king with a divine origin. Anderson 

says concerning this verse that ”although the Davidic king was thought to be on a very intimate 

terms with the deity (see on 2:7), he remained a man”.           104

     ”God, your God [אלהים אלהיך], has anointed you” (45:8[7]). Anderson suggests that originally 

this must have been ”Yahweh, your God [יהוה אלהיך]”.  It is a well known fact that the kings of 105

Israel were anointed in the name of Yahweh: ”Nathan said to David, ’You are the man! Thus says 

the LORD [יהוה], the God of Israel, I anointed you king over Israel’” (2 Sam 12:7). But even if  

 is the original wording, it does not mean the king was considered to be more than an אלהים אלהיך

exalted king from the sons of men. If ”God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness” 

mean that God has anointed God, one must ask the question why God needs to be anointed? Can 

God lack something, in this case gladness, and still be God? But a king from the sons of men can 

indeed be anointed, and at the same time have the exalted title אלהים (cf. 2 Exod 7:1), but still 

without being the same God who anointed him. It is also important to interpret Ps 45 in the light of 

Pss 2, 89 and 110, because they all share the same message of a highly exalted Davidic king. A king 

who is both אלהים and son of God, but nevertheless a human being. 

2.5.3 Psalm 89 - A royal psalm 

It is hard to avoid the strong thematic connection between Pss 2 and 89. They both speak of a 

Father/son relationship between God and the king.  
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I have exalted one chosen from the people. I have found David, my servant; with my holy oil I 
have anointed him, so that my hand shall be established with him; my arm also shall strengthen 
him. The enemy shall not outwit him; the wicked shall not humble him. I will crush his foes 
before him and strike down those who hate him … He shall cry to me, ‘You are my Father, my 
God, and the Rock of my salvation.’ And I will make him the firstborn, the highest of the kings 
of the earth. (Ps 89:20-28[21-27]) 

As in Ps 2 the king has become God’s anointed and received a promise of his enemies destruction. 

The words ”I have exalted one chosen from the people” shed more light on who the anointed king is 

in Ps 2. Even if he is begotten by God, he is not divine but chosen from the people. This takes away 

every assumption of a divine kingship in Ps 2. The chosen one became the anointed king. The 

expressions ”You are my Father” and ”I will make him the firstborn” are reminiscent of the sonship 

in both Ps 2 and 2 Sam 7. God has become the Father of the king by adoption.  Anderson says that 106

”the King remained a man exalted above his contemporaries by his office”.  He is further expected 107

to cry ”my God” to the one who chose, anointed and installed him into his kingship. 

     ”I will make him the firstborn” (89:28[27]). He receives the designation ”firstborn” in the same 

way as the Israelites received it in Exod 4:22 and Ephraim in Jer 31:9.  This does not denote a 108

physical relationship as may have been believed to exist between the Moabites and their god (from 

the Moabite point of view), but describes the privileged position of the king and the people. As the 

firstborn he received a double share of the inheritance, and would eventually become the head of 

the family.  

     ”The highest of the kings of the earth” (89:28[27]). The Davidic king is predicted to become the 

highest (עליון) of the kings of the earth. Although עליון (‘elyôn) is frequently used as a divine title, its 

application to the anointed king does not suggest that he is divine. In the same way as God is the 

Most High (עליון) above all beings (including the host of heaven) so is his adopted son, the king, the 

highest of all the kings of the earth. One can also compare it to the Israelites who were promised, if 

they were faithful to the covenant of God, to be ”in honor high [עליון] above all nations that he 

(God) has made” (Deut 26:19). More often than not there seems to be a strong thematic parallell 

between the Davidic king and his people, i.e. the Israelites. Both are chosen, adopted and highly 

exalted by God. 

 Anderson 1977, 641-642.106

 ibid, 642.107

 ibid.108

40



2.5.4 Psalm 110 - A royal and coronation psalm 

Pss 2 and 110 are not only royal but also coronation psalms, and are therefore thematically 

connected to each other in a special way. They both describe the day of the kings coronation. 

The LORD says to my Lord [נאם יהוה לאדני]: ”Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies 
your footstool.” The LORD sends forth from Zion your mighty scepter. Rule in the midst of 
your enemies! Your people will offer themselves freely on the day of your power, in holy 
garments; from the womb of the morning, the dew of your youth [ילדתיך] will be yours. The 
LORD has sworn and will not change his mind, “You are a priest forever after the order of 
Melchizedek.” The Lord is at your right hand; he will shatter kings on the day of his wrath. (Ps 
110:1-5) 

Verse 1 in this psalm is the most quoted verse from the HB in the NT and is interpreted 

christologically.  The majority of exegetes would regard the speaker in this psalm as a cultic 109

prophet or a priest addressing the king. Anderson argues that it is one of the most difficult psalms 

exegetically, and the problems are partly due to the textual corruption. Because it may well be one 

of the oldest ones, it is therefore possible that in the course of transmission it was re-interpreted 

more than once.      

     ”The LORD says to my Lord: ’Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your 

footstool.’” (110:1). This is a debated text in regard to the identity of the king. God says to ”my 

Lord” which is אדני in Hebrew. But is אדני referring to God or a human being? This question is not 

easy to answer without the vowels. If it should be read ֲאדֹנָי (ʾădōnâ) with a long a-vowel at the end, 

then it refers to God. But if it should be read ֲאדֹנִי (ʾădōnî) with an i-vowel at the end, then it refers 

to someone who is subordinate to God, a human or angelic being.  If the vowelisation ֲאדֹנִי in this 110

verse should be considered the correct one, then it reveals the king’s subordinate position to God. 

We are therefore dependent on the rabbis who vowelised it ֲאדֹנִי instead of ֲאדֹנָי. But nevertheless, the 

context gives enough clarity that this king is in a subordinate position to God who asks him to ”sit 

at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool” (Ps 110:1) and ”the Lord [ֲאדֹנָי] is at 

your right hand; he will shatter kings on the day of his wrath” (110:5). The king on his coronation 

day is not more divine than we have seen in Pss 2, 45 and 89. 
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     ”From the womb of the morning, the dew of your youth will be yours” (110:3). This translation 

has been made from the MT. But many exegetes follow what is proposed in the apparatus of the 

BHS which says that the word Nיְַלֻדֶתי (”your youth”) should instead be read Nיְִלְדִּתי (”I have begotten 

you”).  This proposal is in harmony with the LXX: ”I have begotten thee [εξεγεννησα σε] from 111

the womb before the morning.”  This gives a clear parallel to Ps 2:7 where God in the same 112

manner says ”I have begotten you”. That the king was begotten ”like dew” may allude to the 

invisible working of God.  Dew was believed to fall from the clouds or heaven, but its descent 113

was imperceptible.  

     ”You are a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek” (110:4). The new king, as all early 

Israelite kings, enjoyed the privileges of a priest (2 Sam 8:18). 

     ”The Lord is at your right hand; he will shatter kings on the day of his wrath.” (110:5). This 

means that God is at the kings side as his helper, and here the emphasis is upon military operations. 

In a metaphorical way, God is the king’s right hand that will crush his enemies.  

2.5.5 Son of God in the LXX 

There is no disagreement between the LXX and the MT concerning Ps 2:1-4. But in 2:5-7 a major 

difference can be seen between them.  

Then he (God) will speak to them in his wrath, and terrify them in his fury, saying, “As for me, I 
have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.” I will tell of the decree: The LORD said to me, “You 
are my Son; today I have begotten you. (MT) 

Then shall he (David) speak to them in his anger, and trouble them in his fury. But I have been 
made king by him on Sion his holy mountain, declaring the ordinance of the Lord: the Lord said 
to me, Thou art my Son, today have I begotten thee. (LXX) 

In the MT God says ”I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill”. But in the LXX it is David who 

says ”I have been made king by him on Sion his holy mountain”. According to Susan Gillingham 

the LXX plays down its messianic expectations and emphasises more on its didactic elements.  114
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Nevertheless, the common declaration ”thou art my Son, today have I begotten thee” is found in 

both versions, with the primary message that God adopted the king to become his son.  

      

2.5.6 Son of God in the light of other early Jewish writings 

The only time Ps 2 is mentioned explicitly in the Dead Sea Scrolls is in 4Q174 (4QFlor) where he is 

called the anointed of the Lord.   115

[«Why do] the nations [become agitated] and the peoples plo[t] nonsense? [The kings of the 

earth [ag]ree [and the ru]lers conspire together against YHWH and against [his anointed one 
 Inter]pretation of the saying: [the kings of the na]tions [become agitated and conspire .«[משיחו]

against] the elect of Israel [בחירי ישראל] in the last days.  

It is beyond doubt that it is Ps 2:2 that is quoted in this pericope. But what is most astonishing is 

how the community at Qumran changed its original meaning. Instead of referring משיחו to a future 

anointed king, they applied the promise to themselves. The word בחירי is in the plural construct, 

which means that ”the elect of Israel” (בחירי ישראל), i.e. the community at Qumran, have become the 

anointed one(s) spoken of in Ps 2:2. Brooke says ”at the time of 4QFlor the phrase had become a 

general appellative for the latter-days community”.  What is somewhat surprising in 4QFlor is that 116

the declaration, ”You are my Son; today I have begotten you”, is not mentioned neither in this 

fragment nor in any of the manuscripts found at Qumran. Especially if one considers that it is both 

cited and alluded to at multiple times in the NT, which will be shown below.  

     Another Jewish writing that alludes to Ps 2 is Psalms of Solomon. It is, according to John J. 

Collins, one of the strongest pieces of evidence for the interpretation of Ps 2 as messianic in Second 

Temple Judaism.   117

Behold, O Lord, and raise up to them their king, the son of David, at the time, in the which you 
choose, O God, that he may reign over Israel your servant. And gird him with strength, that he 
may shatter unrighteous rulers. And that he may purge Jerusalem from nations that trample (her) 
down to destruction … With a rod of iron he will break in pieces all their substance. He will 
destroy the godless nations with the word of his mouth. At his rebuke nations will flee before 
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him … He (shall be) a righteous king, taught of God, over them. And there will be no 
unrighteousness in his days in their midst, for all will be holy and their king the Lord’s Messiah 
… The Lord himself is his king, the hope of him that is mighty through (his) hope in God. All 
nations (shall be) in fear before him, for he will smite the earth with the word of his mouth 
forever. He will bless the people of the Lord with wisdom and gladness, And he himself (will 
be) pure from sin, so that he may rule a great people.  (Pss. Sol. 17:21-36) 118

The king of Israel shall purge Jerusalem from nations that trample her down to destruction and he 

shall destroy the godless nations with the word of his mouth. Because these two events have never 

happened they show clear eschatological messianic expectations. And the fact that the king shall do 

it with a rod of iron and is the Lord’s Messiah give clear allusions to Ps 2. The author of Pss Sol 

seems to share the same understanding of the nature of the Davidic king as the previous authors do. 

The king is totally dependent and subordinate to God. The text says that ”the Lord Himself is his 

king” and that he will put his hope in God. According to Stuckenbruck ”the Messiah is not ’divine.’ 

He has neither heavenly status nor any apparent preexistence. The sinlessness with which he is to be 

endowed (v. 36; cf. Heb 4:15) functions here to make him an ideal, righteous ruler who sets matters 

aright in accordance with God’s timing and purposes for Israel”.   119

     1 Enoch speaks of a person called ”His Messiah” which is probably an allusion to Ps 2:2. The 

section The Book of Parables (chapters 37-71), also known as Similitudes of Enoch, was probably 

written in the first century CE.  120

I asked the angel who went with me, ”What are these things that I have seen in secret?” And he 
said to me: ”All these things that you have seen will be for the authority of his Anointed One, so 
that he may be powerful and mighty on the earth.” (1 En. 52:3-4) 

Stuckenbruck says that the phrase ”His Messiah” reflects the influence of Ps 2:2.  That the 121

Messiah ”may be powerful and mighty on the earth” (52:4) has its further correspondence in Ps 2:8: 

”Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession.”  

     Also the later 4 Ezra, written shortly after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, mentions the 

Messiah who will be a posterity (offspring) of king David. 
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As for the lion whom you saw rousing up out of the forest and roaring and speaking to the eagle 
and reproving him for his unrighteousness, and as for all his words that you have heard, this is 
the Messiah whom the Most High has kept until the end of days, who will arise from the 
posterity of David, and will come and speak to them; he will denounce them for their 
ungodliness and for their wickedness, and will cast up before them their contemptuous dealings. 
For first he will set them living in judgment, and when he has reproved them, then he will 
destroy them.  (4 Ezra 12:31-33) 122

That the Messiah will be an offspring of David is most probably a reference to Ps 2 and 2 Sam 7. 

And that he ”will come and speak to them” reminds of Psalms of Solomon where he shall destroy 

the godless nations ”with the word of his mouth” (17:24). 

2.5.7 Son of God in the light of the NT 

It is well known that Ps 2:7 is both quoted and alluded to at several places in the NT. Not only that, 

but Dunn says that this verse ”is one of the more important proof texts used in earliest Christian 

apologetic”.  The first time it is alluded to in the NT is right after Jesus’ baptism. According to the 123

narrative, a voice came from heaven saying, ”You are my Son, the beloved; with you I am well 

pleased” (Mark 1:11; Luk 3:22). In the Greek text of Mark and Luke we find the exact same 

wording in the first person. The Greek text of the Matthew version however differs by being cited in 

the third person: ”This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (3:17). The words are a 

fusion of Ps 2:7 and Isa 42:1. The next time Ps 2:7 is quoted is when the apostle Paul is in Antioch, 

teaching in a synagogue on a Sabbath about the promise God had made to the fathers. 

We bring you the good news that what God promised to the fathers, this he has fulfilled to us 
their children by raising Jesus, as also it is written in the second Psalm, ”You are my Son, today I 
have begotten you.” And as for the fact that he raised him from the dead, no more to return to 
corruption, he has spoken in this way, “I will give you the holy and sure blessings of 

David.” (Acts 13:32-34)  

In contrast to the synoptic gospels which allude to Ps 2:7 in connection with Jesus’ baptism, here 

Paul applies it concerning Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, together with a quotation from Isa 
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55:3. But why did Paul use it differently compared to the previous authors? Or did he use it with the 

idea, which seems to have been prevalent at the time of the apostles, that going through a baptism 

symbolised going from death to life, i.e. resurrection from the dead (Rom 6:3-5). Otherwise, there is 

a contradiction between how Paul used it compared to the other authors which does not make any 

sense. The author of Heb 1:5 is quoting from both Ps 2:7 and 2 Sam 7:14. 

After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having 
become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. 
For to which of the angels did God ever say, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you”? Or 
again, “I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son”? (Heb 1:3-5) 

The words ”he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” is an unmistakable allusion to Ps 

110:1.  An event that occurred after Jesus had made purification for sins through his death and 124

resurrection. For the author of Hebrews there seems to be a thematic parallel between Ps 2:7 and 

Jesus’ atoning sacrifice? Dunn says that ”there is a wide measure of agreement that the earliest 

(traceable) Christian use of Ps. 2.7 was probably in reference to Jesus’ resurrection along the lines 

of Acts 13.33”.  But on the other hand, Steyn says that the author is here using Ps 2:7 in regard of 125

adoption to indicate the true sonship of Jesus.  This seems logical from the context. Just before he 126

quotes from Ps 2:7 he says ”the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs”. The name the 

author is referring to is most probably the name Yahweh (יהוה). The reason Jesus inherited this 

authoritative name may well be a part of the coronation ceremony, where the adoption of the king 

was a part of it.  

     The last time we find Ps 2:7 quoted in the NT is in Heb 5:5 where Jesus is mentioned as having 

been appointed by God as high priest after the order of Melchizedek (cf. Ps 110:4). 

Christ did not exalt himself to be made a high priest, but was appointed by him who said to him, 
“You are my Son, today I have begotten you”; as he says also in another place, “You are a priest 
forever, after the order of Melchizedek.” In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and 
supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he 
was heard because of his reverence. Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what 
he suffered. (Heb 5:5-8) 

 Lane 2006, 16.124

 Dunn 1996, 35.125
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Here the words ”you are my Son, today I have begotten you” are used in connection with Jesus’ 

instalment to the high priesthood. It is interesting that the author here connects Ps 2:7 with the 

priesthood of Melchizedek. This shows that he perceived Pss 2 and 110 as parallell texts, where the 

anointed and installed king would become ”a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek” (110:4). 

Another interesting aspect of this Melchizedek is that he in Heb 5 has become a heavenly being, in 

contrast to the HB (Gen 14:18-20; Ps 110) where he is an earthly being. This is in line with the 

Qumran fragment 11Q13 (see Psalm 82:6) which also depicts Melchizedek as a heavenly creature. 

It seems that the interpretation of the son of God in Ps 2:7 had gone through a change at the time of 

the Second Temple period. 

2.5.8 Conclusion 

Ps 2:7 has been the most exhaustive text to deal with in this thesis. It is considered to be a royal and 

coronation psalm, where God says concerning the king; ”You are my Son; today I have begotten 

you” (2:7). But even if the description of the king has strikingly similar parallels with the ancient 

oriental view of the king, Mowinckel points out that the original sense of the divine kingship was 

not fully adopted. The polemics of the prophets in the HB show that this never occurred. On more 

than one occasion the prophets confronted the kings for their sins, which would have been out of the 

question if the king had been considered equal with God. So instead of being seen as divine, he was 

looked upon as God’s representative on the earth.  

     In the HB the king is said to be chosen, adopted and fostered by God. He is anointed and stands 

in a closer relation to God than other people. The heart of the covenant between God and the king is 

the concept of sonship, which is also part of the Sinai covenant between God and Israel. As God 

cares for Israel as a father cares for his son, so God cares for the king in the same way. God was the 

universal king, but his earthly representative was his son, the Davidic king. Therefore, the 

designation ”son of God” reflects his status rather than his nature. 

    In Ps 89 we find the wordings ”you are my Father” and ”I will make him the firstborn”. They are 

reminiscent of the sonship spoken of in Ps 2:7. Even if he is begotten by God, he is nevertheless 

chosen from the people and has, according to Anderson, become God’s son through adoption. The 

designation ”firstborn” is interesting in light of Exod 4:22 where the Israelites were called God’s 

firstborn son. Ps 110 is, as Ps 2, a coronation psalm that talks about the king taking his seat on the 

right hand of God. The alternative reading of verse 3, ”I have begotten you”, supports the view of 
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the king as begotten by God. This reading is also supported by the LXX which says ”I have 

begotten thee from the womb before the morning”.  

    The only time Ps 2 is explicitly mentioned in the Dead Sea Scrolls is in 4QFlor where we find the 

words ”his anointed one” (משיחו) from Ps 2:2. Psalms of Solomon mentions the king as ”the Lord’s 

Messiah” and that he will rule with a rod of iron, which is a clear allusions to Ps 2:2. Similitudes of 

Enoch and 4 Ezra do likewise refer to the king as God’s Messiah. 4 Ezra adds that he will arise from 

the posterity of David, which is probably a reference to Ps 2 and 2 Sam 7. 

     Ps 2:7 is quoted or alluded to at several places in the NT. The first time is right after Jesus’ 

baptism in all the synoptic gospels. In Acts 13 Paul is teaching in a synagogue and quotes the words 

”you are my Son, today I have begotten you”. And they are also cited in Heb 1:5 and 5:5. The 

promise of a son of God from the Davidic line was obviously an important part of the message in 

the NT.  

     Did the concept ”son of God” in Ps 2:7 change from the passage in the HB up to the early Jewish 

literature? Most of them speak of the king in Ps 2 as God’s Messiah. One change is found in 4QFlor 

where the elect of Israel, i.e. the community at Qumran, had taken the role of the anointed one. 

What is somewhat surprising is that 4QFlor does not have the wording ”You are my Son; today I 

have begotten you”. It is not found in any of the manuscripts found at Qumran. Another interesting 

change of meaning of the son of God in Ps 2:7 can be found in Heb 5. Melchizedek, the one 

mentioned in the HB as an earthly being has here become a heavenly being. 

    Do we find any evidence for a divine son of God in the literature studied? The psalm that most 

explicitly speaks of a divine king is Ps 45 where it says ”your throne, O God, is forever and ever” 

and ”God, your God, has anointed you”. But even if these wordings seem to speak of a divine king, 

the author(s) introduces the psalm by saying ”you (the king) are the most handsome of (from) the 

sons of men [מבני אדם]”. The king was obviously considered to be a son of man, i.e. a human being, 

and not a divine person.   

     And further, if ”God, your God [אלהים אלהיך], has anointed you with the oil of gladness” means 

that God has anointed God, one must ask the question why God has a need of being anointed? Can 

God lack something, in this case gladness, and still be God? But a king from the sons of men can 

indeed be anointed, and at the same time have the exalted title אלהים (cf. 2 Exod 7:1). But still 

without being the same God who anointed him. It is also of vital importance to interpret Ps 45 in the 

light of Pss 2, 89 and 110. They all share the same message of a highly exalted Davidic king who is 

both אלהים and a son of God, but nevertheless a human being. 
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     Heb 1, where Ps 2:7 is quoted, is the passage in the NT that most clearly speaks of a divine 

Jesus. After he made purification for sins through his death and resurrection he received a highly 

exalted status. But the same chapter also says that ”the name he has inherited is more excellent than 

theirs (the angels)”. The name the author is referring to is most probably the name Yahweh (יהוה). 

And the reason Jesus inherited this authoritative name may well be a part of the coronation 

ceremony. In Heb 5:6 it says that he is a high priest after the order of Melchizedek, installed by God 

to perform a priestly service. This reveals his subordinate position towards the God who installed 

him to his priesthood. Heb 5:8 says ”he learned obedience through what he suffered”. It is doubtful 

that a divine king/priest needs to learn obedience through his suffering. 

2.6 ”You are gods, and all of you are sons of the Most High” (Ps 82:6) 

God [אלהים] has taken his place in the divine council [עדת־אל]; in the midst of the gods 
 he holds judgment: “How long will you judge unjustly and show partiality to the [אלהים]
wicked? Give justice to the weak and the fatherless; maintain the right of the afflicted and the 
destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” They have 
neither knowledge nor understanding, they walk about in darkness; all the foundations of the 
earth are shaken. I said, “You are gods [אלהים אתם], sons of the Most High [בני עליון], all of you; 
nevertheless, like men you shall die, and fall like any prince.” Arise, O God [אלהים], judge the 
earth; for you shall inherit all the nations! (Ps 82:1-8) 

The authorship of this psalm is, according to the Hebrew text, attributed to a certain Asaph. The 

psalm is not primarily concerned with the אלהים ”as such”, but with their relationship to the society. 

They had not judged the poor and weak of the society with justice, and because of that ”like men 

you shall die, and fall like any prince”. The essence of the Psalmist’s problem is the question why 

the weak and the defenceless are continually deprived of justice. But his prayer at the end of the 

psalm shows his trust in God that justice will ultimately prevail at the end. 

    ”God [אלהים] has taken his place in the divine council”. Anderson argues that אלהים should 

probably be read יהוה which must have been changed into אלהים by an Elohistic editor.  It is the 127

God of Israel who has taken his place in the divine council, ready to judge the unrighteous gods 

  .mentioned in the same verse (אלהים)

 Anderson 1977, 593.127
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     ”In the midst of the gods [אלהים] he holds judgment”. According to Anderson, the identity of the 

gods in verses 1b and 6a are the main crux with this text.  At the end of the psalm they are called 128

”sons of the Most High” (בני עליון).  

     ”Sons of the Most High”. According to Anderson, this expression need not imply an actual 

’physical’ kinship with God, as would be the case in a genuine pantheon.  It may denote ’divine 129

beings’, i.e. those who belong to the class of gods or angels.  

2.6.1 Ps 82 - A short but perplexing composition  

Who are these אלהים in verses 1b and 6a, who are later called ”sons of the Most High”? The most 

common theories among scholars are presented below. 

   (1) One theory is that they are referring to angelic beings, which can be well supported from the 

HB.  In 1 Kgs 22 and Job 1-2 God is seated on a throne and the other members of the council is 130

coming into his presence and stand before him (1 Kgs 22:19; Job 1:6; 2:1). Isaiah had a vision 

where God is seated on a throne surrounded by seraphim (Isa 6:1-3). These examples show parallels 

with Ps 82. This theory has further been strengthened with the discovery of Mesopotamian and 

Ugaritic texts depicting a divine council.  These texts present gods meeting in a assembly of gods 131

with the main god El as the president. Hossfeld says ”assemblies of the gods” or ”assemblies of El” 

are widely attested in religious history.  Anderson adds that Marduk in a similar manner convenes 132

the assembly of the great gods.  133

     Anderson says that it is possible that the stories about the pantheons of the various nations 

provided the prototype for the heavenly assemblies mentioned in the HB, but it may well be that the 

psalmist simply thought of these אלהים as servants of God.  They are probably the divine 134

intermediaries who formed God’s heavenly court, and who had responsibility for the proper 

functioning of human society (cf. Job 1:6; 2:1). But can these heavenly servants of God die (cf. Ps 

82:7)? Anderson argues that the difference between God and the heavenly beings is that the latter 

 ibid, 592.128

 ibid, 595.129

 Trotter 2012, 222.130

 ibid, 231.131

 Hossfeld 2005, 330.132

 Anderson 1977, 593.133

 ibid, 592-593.134
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are dependent upon God for their very existence, and they are also responsible before him for their 

actions. When they disregard their duties they can be sentenced to the punishment of death. 

     (2) Other scholars suggest that עדת־אל in Ps 82:1 is a reference to the council of El with Yahweh 

represented as a participant deity.  Yahweh is perceived as a subordinate deity to the chief god El. 135

An argument for this theory is נצב, in the opening phrase ”God has taken his place [נצב] in the 

divine council”. The word נצב can also have the meaning ”to stand”, an application that is frequent 

in the HB (Gen 18:2; Deut 29:10; Ps 45:10[9]). When נצב is used in the description of a group that 

includes a judge or ruler, it indicates a difference in location between the one who judges and those 

who are being judged. In Exod 18:13 Moses is seated to judge while all the people are standing 

 In gatherings of gods in the ancient Near East, the highest deity is seated while other gods are .(נצב)

standing in the presence of the seated god. This can give an indication that Ps 82 speaks of the 

council of El with Yahweh standing among the other gods in the presence of the seated El, the deity 

who presides over the assembly. And these gods are in verse 6 referred to as sons of the Most High. 

     Tsevat refutes this understanding, even if he agrees that a judge in Israel was normally seated.  136

According to the HB, it it not unusual for God to stand when he judges people: ”The Lord rises 

.to judge the peoples” (Isa 3:13) [עמד] to argue his case; he stands [נצב]  Tsevat says that even if 137

the normal posture of God is to be seated, surrounded by his servants and ministers, when he is 

described as standing it is a sign of an extraordinary event. The meaning of the opening of Ps 82 is 

that what might normally be a routine assembly, has unexpectedly turned into a tribunal where God 

has stood up to judge the assembled.  

   (3) Trotter has his own theory of who these אלהים are, a theory which most scholars seem to 

refute.  He believes אלהים are referring to divine kings, i.e. kings who were considered to have 138

divine status. For instance there is an underlying ideology of divine kingship in the Kirta text which 

provides additional linkage with Ps 82. It speaks of a divine king who will die like a mortal. Ezekiel 

28 recounts the downfall of the king of Tyre who thought of himself as a god, but then God tells 

him ”you are but a man, and no god [אל]” (28:9). Isaiah 14 describes the judgment on the king of 

Babylon who says of himself ”I will make myself like the Most High” (14:14). But God is bringing 

him down to Sheol and even denies him a proper burial. A more ”modern” example is the Syrian 

king Antiochus IV Epiphanes who also thought of himself as being divine. But there is a valid 

 Trotter 2012, 223-228.135
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objection to Trotter’s interpretation among scholars. If אלהים applies to divine kings in Ps 82, why is 

this title not otherwise applied to such kings in the HB? Trotter’s response is that there is e.g. a 

vocative use of אלהים to the king in Ps 45:7(6). Similarly, one of the honorific titles ascribed to the 

king (royal heir) in Isa 9:5(6) is אל גבור. For Trotter, it is therefore not farfetched to believe that 

 .in Ps 82 can refer to kings who thought of themselves as divine אלהים

     (4) A fourth theory that has been adopted mostly by Jewish scholars is that the אלהים mentioned 

are unrighteous human judges. This is seen in some modern Jewish translations: ”God stands in the 

Divine Assembly, in the midst of judges [אלהים] shall He judge” (Ps 82:1; cf. Exod 21:6; 22:7-8; 1 

Sam 2:25).  This view probably has its origin in Targum Jonathan, where the author translates 1 139

Sam 2:25 in the same way: ”If a man sins against a man, will they not come before the judge 

 and he hear their words and judge between them. But if a man sins before the Lord, from ,[אלהים]

whom may he seek and it be forgiven him?” When parties are in a legal procedure they are not 

expected to come before God but before judges. 

     Even if Rosenberg, together with other Jewish scholars, agrees with the Jewish translation of Ps 

82:1 and says that ”this psalm was composed concerning the corrupt judges”,  most modern 140

scholars seem to refute this interpretation. They refute it with the argument that the condemnation 

of the אלהים in v. 6 would be of no significance and even impossible.  What is so special of being 141

condemned to die like men if they are already human beings, and are expected to die anyway? For 

them to die like men reflects the loss of something they as אלהים already have possession of. And 

there are no texts that represent divinity and immortality as possessions of human judges.  

     (5) Ackerman gives a similar, yet different understanding of these אלהים.  He says there is no 142

evidence in rabbinic tradition that God named the Israelite judges אלהים. Whenever Ps 82 is used out 

of context by the rabbis, it always refers to the Israelites who are being named אלהים. According to 

the Jewish tradition, when the people received the Torah at mount Sinai they became godlike, which 

included immortality. But when they rejected the Torah-Sophia (the Wisdom of Torah), the 

immortality which had been granted them was taken away. This can be seen in the Babylonian 

Talmud, Avodah Zarah 5a.  143
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Reish Lakish explains: As it is stated about the Jewish people after the revelation at Sinai: “I 
said: You are godlike beings, and all of you sons of the Most High” (Psalms 82:6), which 
indicates that they had become like angels and would not have propagated offspring. Then, God 
states: After you ruined your deeds: “Yet you shall die like a man, and fall like one of the 
princes” (Psalms 82:7). 

Lakish in this text applies Ps 82:6-7 to every Israelite and not only to the judges. They were all 

human beings, but would still die like mortals. This refutes the argument that Ps 82:7 can only be 

applied to divine or angelic beings and not humans. If Ackerman is right, then it shows the 

importance of studying rabbinic literature even more carefully in order to fully understand the HB.    

2.6.2 Sons of God in the light of the LXX and Targum Psalms 

The Greek LXX is an important text in the pursuit of trying to understand the message of Ps 82. It 

hardly supports the view mentioned above where עדת־אל is referring to a council of the chief god El. 

God [θεος] stands in the assembly of gods [συναγωγη θεων]; and in the midst of them will judge 
gods [θεους]. How long will ye judge unrighteously, and accept the persons of sinners? … I 
have said, Ye are gods [Θεοι]; and all of you children (sons) of the Most High [υιοι υψιστου]. 
But ye die as men, and fall as of the princes. (Ps 81:1-7) 

The primary difference between the LXX and the MT is the expression synagōge theōn (συναγωγη 

θεων) in v. 1. It shows that the translator of the LXX did not understand the Hebrew עדת־אל to be an 

assembly of a singular chief god but of many gods. The noun theōn (θεων) is the plural form of the 

singular theos (θεος), which means that the author must have interpret it as an assembly of gods, 

heavenly or human beings. 

     Targum Psalms reveals the more common Jewish understanding of these אלהים as judges. 

God [אלהים], his presence abides in the assembly of the righteous [כינׁשת צדיקין] who are strong in 
Torah; he will give judgment in the midst of the righteous judges [דינין]. How long, O wicked, 
will you judge falsely, and lift up the faces of the wicked forever? … I said, “You are reckoned 
as angels [היך כמלאכיא], and all of you are like angels of the height [היך אנגלי מרומא].” But truly 
you will die like the sons of men; and like one of the leaders you will fall. (Ps 82:1-7) 
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The judges mentioned in verse 1 are referred to ”as angels” and ”like angels of the height” in verse 

6. It is common for the Targumim to substitute אלהים with דּין (dayyān), which can be seen in Exod 

21:6; 22:7(8) and 1 Sam 2:25. Therefore, it is not surprising that this is done also in this Targum. 

The Targumim seem to have a tradition of making the Biblical texts less ”angelic” and more 

”human”. The judges in this psalm were God’s representatives among the Israelites, a mission they 

failed to live up to. Another difference compared to the MT is that they are called ”righteous 

judges” and are in ”the assembly of the righteous”. It gives the impression that not all of them were 

wicked. But some were, and they were ultimately destined to ”die like the sons of men; and like one 

of the leaders you will fall”.  

2.6.3 Sons of God in the light of other early Jewish writings 

The only place where Ps 82 occurs explicitly outside the HB is in the Dead Sea Scrolls. It is found 

in the fragment 11Q13, also called Melchizedek (11QMelch), which speaks of the heavenly 

deliverer Melchizedek who will save the righteous and carry out God’s judgements at the end of 

days.  144

It is the time of the «year of grace» for Melchizedek, to exa[lt in the tri]al the holy ones of God 
through the rule of judgment, as is written about him in the songs of David, who said: … 
«Elohim [אלוהים] will stand up in the assem[bly of God [עדת־אל],] in the midst of the gods 
 he judges». And about him he said: … «Above it return to the heights, God will judge [אלוהים]
the peoples». As for what he sa[id: … «How long will yo]u judge unjustly and show partiality to 
the wicked? Selah». Its interpretation concerns Belial and the spirits of his lot who were rebels 
[all of them] turning aside from the commandments of God [to commit evil.] But, Melchizedek 
will carry out the vengeance of God’s judgements [on this day].   145

Even if the expression ”sons of the Most High” in verse 6 is not mentioned in this fragment, it is 

still part of Ps 82 and the אלוהים mentioned in verse 1 are most probably, as in the HB, referring to 

these sons of the Most High in verse 6. It says ”Elohim will stand up in the assembly of God, in the 

midst of the gods he judges”. What is so special with Ps 82 is that the Elohim who will stand up to 

judge is not God but Melchizedek, a heavenly being who is destined to ”carry out the vengeance of 

God’s judgements”. Even if the gods being judged are most probably angelic beings, the text is 

 Martínez 1996, 140.144
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nevertheless ambiguous. On the one hand the text says ”God will judge the peoples”, but on the 

other it says ”its interpretation concerns Belial and the spirits of his lot”. Either it supports the 

angelic interpretation or the wording in Targum Psalms ”he will give judgment in the midst of the 

righteous judges”. But, as already mentioned, the text is ambiguous.  

     The fragment ”son of God” (4Q246) is using the same expression as in Ps 82 concerning a future 

ruler (king). It is dated to the last third of the first century BCE. It says that ”he will be called son of 

God, and they will call him son of the Most High”.  The words are very similar to the ones found 146

in the infancy narrative in the gospel of Luke.  

He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High [υιος υψιστου]. And the Lord God 
will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob 
forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end … The child to be born will be called holy—
the Son of God. (Luke 1:32-35) 

Collins says it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Luke is dependent to some degree to this 

Qumran fragment.  Both the אלהים in Ps 82 and Jesus as an infant are called ”son(s) of the Most 147

High”. But 4Q246 and Luke 1:35 also have in common the same wording ”son of God”. Both texts 

speak of an eschatological ruler, where Luke adds the information that God ”will give to him the 

throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever”.  

2.6.4 Sons of God in the light of the NT 

The only place where Ps 82 is mentioned explicitly in the NT is in the gospel of John. Jesus is 

telling some Jews that he is the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. He explains 

that just as no one is able to snatch the sheep out of the Father’s hand, no one will snatch them out 

of his hand. 

I and the Father are one. The Jews picked up stones again to stone him. Jesus answered them, “I 
have shown you many good works from the Father; for which of them are you going to stone 
me?” The Jews answered him, “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone you but for 
blasphemy, because you, being a man, make yourself God [θεος].” Jesus answered them, “Is it 
not written in your Law, ‘I said, you are gods [θεους]’? If he called them gods [θεους] to whom 

 Martínez 1996, 138.146
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the word of God came—and Scripture cannot be broken— do you say of him whom the Father 
consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of 
God’?” (John 10:30-36) 

After Jesus said the highly debated words ”I and the Father are one”, the Jews accused him of 

making himself God (θεος). To his defense he quotes from Ps 82:6, ”is it not written in your Law, ‘I 

said, you are gods [θεους]”. Some scholars see here an allusion to what happened to the Israelites at 

mount Sinai. According to Neyrey, the author of the fourth gospel seems to understand Psalm 82 in 

a midrashic sense as referring to Israel at Sinai. He says ”if Israel, who became holy, may be called 

god, then it is not blasphemy if Jesus, whom God consecrated and sent as his apostle into the world, 

is called god and son of God”.  Just as holiness and sinlessness served as the ground for calling 148

Israel god and son of God at Sinai, it is not strange that Jesus, in his holiness and sinlessness, is also 

called god and son of God in John 10. And just as Israel’s sonship to God has to be understood in a 

metaphorical sense, this is also how we need to understand Jesus as son of God (10:36) according to 

the Gospel of John.  

2.6.5 Conclusion 

Ps 82 is the last primary text studied in this thesis. The main subjects here are called both 

”gods”  (v. 1) and ”sons of the Most High” (v. 6). But there is no general agreement among scholars 

who they are referring to. The only clue given is that they had failed to judge the poor and weak of 

the society with justice. One of the theories that has been presented is that they are referring to 

angelic beings, supported by other texts in the HB where angelic beings are coming into God’s 

presence (1 Kgs 22; Job 1-2; Isa 6). Support is also made by the discovery of Mesopotamian and 

Ugaritic texts depicting a divine council. But the vital question is if these angelic servants of God 

can die (cf. Ps 82:7). Anderson argues that the difference between God and the angelic beings is that 

the latter are dependent upon God for their very existence. If they disregard their duties they can be 

sentenced to the punishment of death. 

     Another interpretation that has been presented is that עדת־אל refers to the council of El. Yahweh 

is here viewed as subordinate to the chief god El. One argument for this is that Ps 82 depicts God as 

taking his stand in the divine council, while the normal procedure is for a judge to be seated. Tsevat 

 Neyrey 1989, 659.148
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refutes this and argues that it is not unusual for God to stand when he judges people (Isa 3:13).    

Trotter has a theory which most scholars seem to refute. He believes the אלהים are referring to 

divine kings, i.e. kings who were considered to have divine status. He takes the king of Tyre (Eze 

28) and the king of Babylon (Isa 14) as examples of such kings.  

     An interpretation that has been widely spread among earlier Jewish scholars is that the אלהים 

refer to human judges, a view that probably has its root in Targum Jonathan. But this interpretation 

seems to be refuted by most modern scholars. Ackerman holds a similar view and turns to the 

Jewish tradition, a tradition which says that when the Israelites received the Torah at mount Sinai 

they became godlike. But when they rejected the Torah-Sophia (the Wisdom of Torah), they were 

deprived of their godlike status. He therefore refutes the argument that the wording ”like men you 

shall die, and fall like any prince” can only be applied to divine beings and not humans. 

     In John 10:34 the quotation ”I said, you are gods” from Ps 82:6 is also referring to earthly 

beings. Jesus is calling a group of Jews, whether they are judges or ordinary Israelites, that they are 

gods (θεους). This is in line with the tradition of the later Targumim. 

     The fragment 11Q13 is very interesting in that it reveals an eschatological Melchizedek who will 

execute God’s judgements at the end of days against the gods mentioned in Ps 82:1, those who are 

called ”sons of the Most High” in 82:6 (in the HB). The gods being judged are probably angelic 

beings, even if the text is ambiguous. It can support either the angelic interpretation or the version 

Targum Psalms ”he will give judgment in the midst of the righteous judges”. The text can therefore 

not be used to give a definite answer to who the gods and sons of the Most High are.  

     In sum, it is difficult to give a definite answer to who the gods and sons of the Most High are in 

Ps 82. All theories presented have their strengths and weaknesses. But did the concept ”son of 

God”, or more exactly ”sons of the Most High”, in Ps 82:6 change from the passage in the HB up to 

the early Jewish writings? Neither the MT nor the LXX reveal who they actually are. So its difficult 

to say if the original meaning of ”sons of the Most High” has changed over time. 

    Do we find any support for divine sons of the Most High in the writings we have studied? 

Anderson says that this expression need not imply an actual ’physical’ kinship with God, as would 

be the case in a genuine pantheon. Just the fact that ”like men you shall die, and fall like any prince” 

shows explicitly that they can not be considered divine. 
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3. Concluding remarks 

We have now come to the Concluding remarks of the six primary texts, with their respective 

subtexts, that have been analysed in this thesis. In most cases where the concept ”son(s) of God” 

occurs there is a general agreement among scholars whom they are referring to. But regarding some 

texts they are in disagreement. Let us begin with the texts they agree about.  

     There is no doubt that the son of God in Exod 4:22-23 is referring to the Israelites as a nation. 

They are in this text called both God’s son and his firstborn. The subtexts Deut 1:31; 8:5; Jer 31:9 

and Hos 11:1 all support this view. So do the early Jewish literature Ben Sira, The Book of Jubilees, 

Psalms of Solomon, the fragment 4Q504 and 4 Ezra. The only exception is the NT which applies 

this title on Jesus instead of the Israelites. Among the primary texts dealt with in this thesis, Exod 

4:22-23 is the only that speaks of the nation of Israel as son of God.   

     When it comes to the sons of God mentioned in Gen 6:1-4, the oldest and most widespread 

interpretation is that they are referring to angelic beings. This can be seen in the earliest Jewish 

exegeses and writings such as 1 Enoch, The Book of Jubilees, the fragments 4Q180, 4Q201 and 

1QapGen, Philo, Josephus, and the NT. It was not until the time of Targum Onkelos that this view 

had gone through a change. The angelic interpretation is also the most accepted one when it comes 

to Job 1:6; 2:1 and Dan 3:25. The only exception is Dan 3:25 where Christians historically have 

used it as a reference to Christ. But still, the overall interpretation is that the son of God mentioned 

is an angel.  

     When it comes to Ps 82 the situation is much more complex. In this psalm those who are accused 

are called both ”gods” and ”sons of the Most High”. And the angelic interpretation, mostly 

supported by similar texts in the HB, is only one of many views held by scholars. A version that 

arose later refers them to gods in the divine council of El, where Yahweh is standing among the 

other gods in the presence of the chief god El. The modern scholar Ackerman interprets them 

instead as ordinary Israelites, those who rejected the Wisdom of Torah and therefore lost the 

immortality which had been granted them. Another interpretation held by a modern scholar is that 

the sons of the Most High refer to kings who were considered to have divine status. But the most 

likely interpretation seems to be the angelic one. 

     In sum, all the texts and writings discussed so far have one thing in common. They do in no way 

support the view of a divine son or sons of God, according to the criteria defined in the introduction.  

     There is a general agreement among scholars that the son of God mentioned in 2 Sam 7:14 and 

Ps 2:7 refers to a human Davidic king. It is therefore no surprise that many scholars see a thematic 
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parallell between these two texts. They both speak of a Davidic king who was chosen and adopted 

by God to be his son, a designation that reflects his status more than his nature. The fact that a 

prophet could confront the king for his sins shows without doubt that he was not looked upon as 

divine, but instead considered to be God’s representative on the earth. 

     Most of the texts and writings we have gone through give no support for a divine king in either 2 

Sam 7 or Ps 2. The early Jewish writings 1 Enoch, Psalms of Solomon, the fragment 4QFlor and 4 

Ezra mention the king as God’s Messiah, i.e. God’s anointed one. The fact that he was anointed 

reveals his subordinate status in relation to the God who had chosen and adopted him. This clearly 

shows that he could not have been a divine king. But there are a couple of pericopes that do, 

however, give some indication of divinity. The first is Ps 45 where the king is called אלהים and is 

promised to have a throne that will last forever and ever. But this psalm is introduced by the 

utterance ”you (the king) are the most handsome of (from) the sons of men [מבני אדם]”. The king 

was considered to be a son of man, i.e. a man from the human race, and not a divine person.   

     And further, if the wording ”God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness” means 

that God has anointed God, one must ask the question why God has a need of being anointed? Can 

God lack something, in this case gladness, and still be God? But a king from the sons of men can 

indeed be anointed, and at the same time have the exalted title אלהים (cf. 2 Exod 7:1). Yet without 

being the same God who anointed him. It is also of vital importance to interpret Ps 45 in the light of 

Pss 2, 89 and 110. They all share the same message of a highly exalted Davidic king who is both 

 .and a son of God, but nevertheless a human being אלהים

     The other pericope that gives some indication of a divine king is Heb 1. This chapter is well 

known for its high Christological content. There is a clear allusion to Ps 110:1 in verse 3, and both 2 

Sam 7:14 and Ps 2:7 are quoted in verse 5. In the HB, none of these texts speak of a divine king. 

But if they do not convey any sign of a divine king in the HB, then how shall we understand their 

meaning when quoted or alluded to in Heb 1? I can come up with only two conclusions: (1) They 

agree with the understanding drawn from the HB and early Jewish writings, and therefore do not 

support the divine claim that has traditionally been given this chapter. (2) The author of Hebrews 

gave these three texts a new and extended meaning, contrary to their earlier interpretation. But still, 

the author says that Jesus ”sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high”. Is it possible for 

Jesus to sit at the right hand of the Majesty (God), and at the same time be the Majesty himself?  

     In Heb 1:4 it is said that ”the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs (the angels)”. 

The name the author is referring to is most probably Yahweh (יהוה). And the reason Jesus inherited 

this authoritative name may well be a part of the coronation ceremony. Ps 2:7 is also quoted in Heb 
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5 where it says that he is a high priest after the order of Melchizedek, installed by God to perform a 

priestly service. This reveals his subordinate position towards the God who installed him to his 

priesthood. In the same chapter and context it even says ”he learned obedience through what he 

suffered” (5:8). It is doubtful whether a divine Jesus as king/priest needs to learn obedience through 

suffering. Therefore, does the author of Hebrews address a divine Jesus, or is he talking about his 

exalted status on the day of his coronation? The more one delves into this subject, the more 

questions arise.  

After this study of the concept ”son of God” in the HB and early Jewish writings, the conclusion we 

can draw is that there is virtually nothing that supports the view of a divine son of God. So the 

question needs to be asked how Jesus, from the perspective of being God’s son, can be considered 

divine. If there is nothing in the writings we have studies that support this view, how then can the 

same writings be used in support of the the later Christian claim of Jesus’ divinity? The NT says 

that Moses and all the prophets testified about Jesus as the Messiah (Luke 24:27; Joh 1:45). This 

means that the identity of Jesus, if he is to be considered the Messiah spoken of in the HB, cannot 

deviate from what these texts reveal about him.  

     In the NT there are more titles applied to Jesus than ”son of God”. Other designations as 

”Messiah”, ”son of Man” and ”king of Israel” also reveal who he is. Do they in any way support the 

later Christian claim that Jesus is divine? There is obviously a need of more study in this field, as 

Magnus Zetterholm puts it: ”These new trends within New Testament scholarship imply that the 

concept of the Messiah could soon be involved in a new process of theological revision and 

development.”  I am certain that there is much more to learn about early Christian notions of 149

Jesus' identity. But then we must, as Dunn says, ”attempt the exceedingly difficult task of shutting 

out the voices of early Fathers, Councils and dogmaticians down the centuries, in case they drown 

the earlier voices”.  This is definitely a theological revision and development I want to be a part 150

of. Even if such a revision and development of Jesus’ identity can be seen as threatening by many, 

the primary goal is to explore what is true and was is not. This should be the priority in every area 

of science, including the field of Biblical exegesis.     

 Zetterholm 2007, xxvi.149

 Dunn 1996, 13.150
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