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THE IMPACT OF CHRISTIANITY
ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF
MESSIANIC JEwISH THOUGHT

1. INTRODUCTION

My subject is a challenging one,
both for myself as a Jewish be-
liever in Jesus, and for the whole
church as it searches for the most
effective ways to share the Good
News of the Messiah with both Is-
rael and the nations. The title rai-
ses the questions of the impact of
Christianity on the development of
Messianic Jewish thought, but as
we will discover, Messianic Jewish
thought also impacts on Christian
thinking generally. In line with the
theme of this Conference and the
work of this organisation, my hope
is that the following presentation
will challenge all of us in our thin-
king and in our practical witness as
we respond together to our Lord’s
challenge to ‘go and make disciples
of all nations.’(Matt: 28:18)

2. THE THEOLOGY OF MESSIANIC
JUDAISM

2.1 WHAT I1s MESSIANIC JuDAISM?

Messianic Judaism is the religion of
Jewish people who believe in Jesus as
the promised Messiah.! Itis aJewish
form of Christianity and a Christian
form of Judaism, challenging the
boundaries and beliefs of both. The
Messianic Jewish Movement? refers
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to the movement of Jewish people
who have come to believe in Jesus
(Yeshua3). Messianic Jews construct
a new social and religious identity
which they express communally in
Messianic Congregations and Syna-
gogues, and in their individual be-
liefs and practices. Since the early
1970s the significant numbers of
Jewish people coming to believe in
Jesus and the phenomenon of Mes-
sianic Judaism have raised several
questions concerning Jewish and
Christian identity and theology.*

There are some 150,000 Jewish
believers in Jesus worldwide, ac-
cording to conservative estima-
tes.®> More than 100,000 are in
the USA, approximately 5,000 in
Israel, the remainder being found
throughout the approximately 13.2
million worldwide Jewish populati-
on.® There are over 200 Messianic
groups in the USA, over 80 in Israel
and many other countries. Whilst
they are not uniform in their beliefs
and expression, the majority adhere
to orthodox Christian beliefs on the
uniqueness and deity of Christ, the
Trinity and the authority of Scrip-
ture. They express these beliefs in
a Jewish cultural and religious con-
text whilst affirming the continuing
election of Israel (the Jewish people)
with which they identify.
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To varying degrees Messianic Jews
observe the Sabbath, keep the kos-
her food laws, circumcise their sons
and celebrate the Jewish festivals.
They look to the practice of Jesus
and the early church of the book of
Acts as their model and example.
They celebrate Passover showing
how Yeshua came as the Passover
Lamb, and practice baptism, linking
it to the Jewish mikveh (ritual bath).
They worship with their own litur-
gies, based on the Synagogue ser-
vice, reading from the Torah and the
New Testament. Their hermeneutic of
scripture repudiates the tradition of
Christian Anti-Judaism that ‘the Jews
killed Christ’” and the metanarrative
of Supersessionism that the Church
replaces Israel as the ‘new Israel’.8
They argue for continued ‘Torah ob-
servance’ that witnesses to the pre-
sence of Jewish members within the
Church, and of a believing ‘remnant’
in the midst of Israel.

Despite opposition from the Jewish
community, and misunderstanding in
some Christian quarters, the Messi-
anic Jewish Movement is recognised
as an important expression of con-
textualised theology, a case study
in ethnotheology® (Conn). The Ho-
mogenous Unit Principle (McGavran)
does not precisely apply, as Jews are
far from being a homogenous unit,
yet the solidarity that Jewish belie-
vers in Jesus recognise does promote
the need for an ethnic church which
remains part of the universal Body of
Christ, and is also connected to the
majority of the Jewish people who do
not yet believe in Jesus.

2.2 WHAT 1S MESSIANIC JEWISH THOUGHT?
Messianic Jewish Theology has de-
veloped in the light of its Protestant
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Evangelical background and its en-
gagement with Jewish concerns. The
doctrinal statements of Messianic
Jewish organisations are uniformly
orthodox, but are often expressed in
Jewish rather than Hellenistic though
forms, and are more closely linked
to Jewish concepts and readings of
scripture.’® Many Messianic Jews
are influenced by the Charismatic
movement, although an increasing
number are opting for more formal
styles of worship using the resour-
ces of the Jewish prayer book, and
standard liturgical features such as
the wearing of prayer-shawls (tallit)
and the use of Torah-scrolls.

Messianic Jewish Theology is both
the process and product of theolo-
gical reflection that articulates and
explains the beliefs and practices
found within the Messianic move-
ment."" It addresses both its own
adherents and the Jewish, Christian
and wider communities to which it
relates, presenting itself as both an
authentic form of Jewish discourse
and as an expression of faith in Jesus
as Messiah. The aim of this paper
is to understand the describe the
impact of Christianity on Messianic
Judaism, and also to indicate where
Messianic Jewish theology challenges
the Church to a more effective un-
derstanding and presentation of the
Good News of the Messiah to both
Israel and the nations.

Its key concerns are the nature and
functions of the Messiah, the role
of the Torah, and the place of Israel
in the purposes of God. Its ongoing
fashioning of Messianic Jewish iden-
tity, self-definition and expression in
lifecycle and liturgy are the visible
manifestation and practical applica-
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tion of its theological activity. Mes-
sianic Jewish Theology is thus theo-
retical and theological reflection that
arises from the faith and practice of
Messianic Judaism. It is a theology
of Jewish identity linked to belief in
Jesus as Messiah.

So what does Messianic Jewish
thought say in response to its Chris-
tian and Jewish audiences? How is
it impacted by both traditions, and
how does it respond? Before consi-
dering three key topics below (God,
Jesus and Torah) we will make brief
observations on the theological me-
thod which Messianic Jews follow, in
contrast with and challenge to much
Christian thought.

Messianic Jewish thought is holis-
tic, not dualistic. Much of Western
Christian theology has been in-
fluenced by Aristotelian dualism,
Enlightenment rationalism, and
contemporary materialism. Jewish,
or Hebraic thought, does not dicho-
tomise the soul from the body, the
spiritual from the physical and the
material, or the individual from the
community. It keeps them in relati-
onship, as aspects of a whole, rather
than parts that can be divided up.
Greek thought, often described as
Hellenism, separated the body from
the soul, the idea from the mani-
festation. Although Judaism was
greatly influenced by Hellenism,
and the greatest Medieval Jewish
philosopher, Moses Maimonides
(1135-1204) combined a biblical
worldview with Aristotelian thought,
the general trend of Jewish teaching
is to put forward a holistic view of
life. We do not separate the sacred
from the secular, and the holy from
the normal.
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Like Jewish thought generally, is
not systematic, in the sense that
it is bound to abstract philoso-
phical concepts that result in tight
philosophical systems. This can be
very frustrating for those who like
their theology, like their thinking,
neatly tied up. This does not mean
that Jewish people do not engage in
philosophy or theology. Far from it!
But our thought is always practically
oriented, and it is not always clear
what the theoretical base is for much
practical discussion. Nowhere is this
more true than in the main corpus
of Jewish teaching, the Talmud.
This massive corpus of discussions
on everything from the detection
of mould in the walls of a house to
how to say prayers correctly is un-
systematic, repetitive and difficult
to follow. Studying the Talmud (an
orthodox Jew studies one page a day
and takes seven years to complete
the cycle) is like setting sail on an
ocean. You are carried along by its
discussions, but you never arrive at
your destination. It is the journey it-
self that teaches, and the composite
of hundreds of years of tradition and
the discussion of hundreds of rabbis
on a multiplicity of topics adds up to
a comprehensive, if not systematic,
presentation on God, humanity and
the world.

Messianic Jewish thought is biblical.
It sees the scriptures as God’s re-
velation in written form, with final
authority in all matters of faith and
conduct. But Messianic Jews do not
limit their hermeneutical procedures
to a historic-critical approach, which
dissects scripture on the operating
table of the human sciences without
allowing the theological vitality of the
text to challenge the reader with its
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own authority as God’s living Word
for us today. Messianic Jews bring
a theological reading to scripture,
which is both canonical (the whole
bible, not just the New Testament),
christological (seeing Yeshua [Je-
sus] as the Messiah and fulfilment
of promise) and community-based
(received and interpreted in both Je-
wish, Christian and Messianic Jewish
communities). Their hermeneutic
often employs midrashic'? methods
of exegesis and interpretation, using
the interpretive grid of the first Je-
wish believers in Jesus. They read
the Torah (the law of Moses) in the
light of the Prophetic traditions, and
the fulfilment of the promise of the
Hebrew Bible (the Tanach) in the
light of the coming of the Messiah.
But also read the whole Bible as the
story of Israel, the people of God,
with the inclusion of the nations in
the promises God makes to Israel
through belief in the Messiah. This
‘enlargement theology’ does not ex-
clude the Jewish people today from
the promises of God to Israel, but
sees the promises as fulfilled by faith
in Yeshua as Messiah.

Messianic Jewish interpretation of
the Scriptures sees Israel not just as
a concept, but a living, present re-
ality of the covenant people of God.
In order to understand the ministry
and message of Jesus, we have to
understand him in the context of
his first century Palestinian Jewish
back-ground, and in the context of
the salvation history of Israel from
the time of the Exodus from Egypt.
Reading the life and teaching of Jesus
in the context of his Jewishness is a
challenge, and many critical scho-
lars have reconstructed a Jesus who
is against the Judaism of his day, or
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aJesus who is not God and Messiah,
but just a special rabbi, prophet or
miracle worker. Messianic Jews see
Yeshua as fully Jewish, fully human
and fully divine.

Messianic Jewish thought reacts
against supersessionism and anti-
judaism. The teaching that God has
replaced the Israel of the Old Testa-
ment by the Church of the New Tes-
tament as the People of God over-
simplifies the complex relationship
between Israel and the Nations in the
body of Christ, and was often used
for polemical purposes in the early
Church’s struggle to define itself in
the Roman empire in contradistinc-
tion to the Jewish people.'3

Finally, Messianic Jewish thought is
both principle-driven and practical/
pragmatic. There is nothing as prac-
tical as a good theory, and Messianic
Jews, with there experience of 3,000
years survival as Jews, and 2,000
years of survival as the faithful
remnant within the house of Israel,
a minority within a minority, need a
theology which is clearly based on
sound biblical, missiological and
theological principles, and is cultur-
ally relevant, sensitive and practically
oriented. So practical and direct ap-
plications are needed, or our theol-
ogy is too abstract. Sound principles
are required, or our methods are too
situational. Quite a challenge!

3. GOD

3.1 THe DocTrINE OF GOD IN JUDAISM,
CHRISTIANITY AND MESSIANIC JUDAISM

We begin with God, because in both
Judaism and Christianity the doctrine
of God is central. The Shema (Deut.
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6:4) declares the existence, identity,
unity and authority of God, as do the
first five articles of Maimonides’ 13
Articles of Faith.' The Jewish under-
standing of God is seldom presen-
ted as systematic theology, but is
addressed philosophically.’™ Chris-
tian theology pursues similar investi-
gative pathways, with the doctrine of
the Trinity lying at its heart.

3.2 CREDAL STATEMENTS

Where Messianic Jews have discussed
God, the emphasis has been on the
Trinity and the Incarnation, and other
aspects of the subject have followed
the lines of Protestant Dogmatics.'®
The Creeds and Articles of Faith
produced by Messianic Jewish or-
ganisations are uniformly orthodox
from a Christian perspective. The
first modern Messianic Jewish creed,
composed by Joseph Rabinowitz for
the ‘Israelites of the New Covenant’,
affirms traditional aspects of God’s
nature.

There is but one true and living
God, not corporeal, without divisi-
ons, cannot be apprehended by the
bodily senses, of great goodness,
power and wisdom beyond compre-
hension, who creates, forms, makes
and upholds everything by His Word
and by His Holy Spirit. All things are
from Him, all things in Him, and all
things to Him.!”

Rabinowitz adopted the Hebrew
translation of the Anglican Book of
Common Prayer, omitting the phrase
‘three persons of one substance in
the godhead.’'® Whilst Gentiles, who
are accustomed to polytheism, need
instruction that the three persons in
the Holy Scriptures are one, Jews
find it very difficult to use the num-
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ber three, although they know from
Scripture that the One God is three
persons or personalities.

The believing Gentiles call the three
persons in the Godhead: ‘Father, Son
and Holy Ghost’; we name them: ‘One
God, and His Word, and His Holy Spi-
rit’, which is the same. Why should
the Christian Church burden Israel
with doctrines, which were taught
them from false conceptions of the
Godhead?'®

Messianic Jewish organisations make
similar statements. The MJAA basis
of belief affirms: GOD - We believe
that the Shema, ‘Hear O Israel, the
Lord our God, the Lord is one’ (Deut.
6:4), teaches that God is Echad, as so
declared: a united one, a composi-
te unity, eternally existent in plural
oneness.?

The UMJC similarly asserts: We be-
lieve that there is one G-d, eternally
existent in three persons.?'

3.3 DETAILED PRESENTATIONS

Five extended contributions on the
Doctrine of God available reflect
various approaches, methods and
concerns.?? Baruch Maoz begins with
God’s existence, essence and attri-
butes.?*> The fatherhood of God, the
divine and human natures of the Son
and the person of the Holy Spirit fol-
low. ‘Important but wrong views’ are
refuted,?* including heretical chris-
tologies.?®> Acknowledging his sour-
ces, Maoz invites readers to adopt a
‘Reformation approach’ to Scripture,
as found in Calvin, the Puritans, and
contemporary Reformed Dogmatics.
The Westminster Confession is in-
cluded.?® Apart from translation of
concepts into Hebrew there is little
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engagement with Jewish sources.

Arnold Fruchtenbaum expounds
God as Father of the Son, of creati-
on, heavenly beings, Israel and all
believers.?” He considers the love
and revelation of God through the
Son and the Scriptures.?® The Trinity
is explained in the light of heresy.?°
Fruchtenbaum does not interact
with Jewish philosophical tradition
or Christian theological debate. His
method is biblical exposition with
little use of secondary sources.

David Stern finds the traditional
Christian and Jewish understan-
dings of God are sufficient, up to
the point where they are seen to
divide.

In theology proper, the study of
the nature of God, one can begin
with the elements common to Je-
wish and Christian understanding
or ‘Judeo-Christian tradition, - for
example, the oneness, eternality,
omnipotence and holiness of God.
But soon one must deal with the
two chief issues which divide, the
divinity of the Messiah and the inner
nature of God.3°

For Stern the historical developments
of Judaism and Christianity bring
non-Messianic Judaism to the point
of ‘utterly denying the possibility of
the incarnation and insisting on the
absolute unity of God in a way that
negates most Christian assertions
about the trinity.’3' Yet Stern insists
that there are ‘hints within Judaism’
that the opposition ‘is not so mo-
nolithic.” Whilst Stern does not give
a systematic presentation of the
Doctrine of God, his theological re-
flections are found in comments on
several biblical passages in his Jewish
New Testament Commentary.3?
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Louis Goldberg’s chapter ‘Specific
observations on the Doctrine of God’
engages with the classical sources
of Jewish and Christian debate.33 He
first formulates and explains pro-
positions about God from the bi-
blical material. Then problems are
addressed, and the ‘practical value’
for the believer is emphasised. The
material is well-suited for disciple-
ship and catechesis.

Mark Kinzer’s unpublished lectures
on ‘God and the Messiah’ incor-
porate classical and contemporary
Jewish and Christian material, de-
monstrating a reflective approach
to the task of MJT in addition to the
articulation of the nature of God.3*
Kinzer’s published work does not
address the doctrine of God directly,
but his recent Postmissionary Mes-
sianic Judaism has a section on the
nature of Revelation.?* In the light of
this material Messianic Jewish un-
derstandings of God are presented,
with due consideration of the me-
thod, content and resources used,
and with awareness of the creativity
and originality of the discussion.

What does the Messianic Jewish un-
derstanding of God have to say to
the Church? It challenges the Aris-
totelian and Platonic formulations of
the Creeds to be directly relevant.
Jewish thought is functional, not
ontological. God is known through
his redemptive acts in history, not
through Aquinas’s five proofs for his
existence. Yes, God exists, as the
Holy One of Israel, the Ruler of all
Nations, and the Saviour of Humani-
ty. A Messianic Jewish understanding
of God sets His being in the light of
His Creation, Redemption and Con-
summation of All Things.
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4. JESUS

Jacob Jocz, a Hebrew Christian of the
last century, wrote: At the centre of
the controversy between Church and
Synagogue stands the Christological
question. This is not a question whe-
ther Jesus is the Messiah, but whe-
ther the Christian understanding of
the Messiah is admissible in view of
the Jewish concept of God. Here lies
the dividing line between Judaism
and Church. On this point neither
can afford to compromise.3®

However, most Christians, when they
understand the doctrine of the Trini-
ty, do not explain it in Jewish terms.
Lev Gillet wrote: What is needed is a
‘translation of meanings’. A re-thin-
king of Christology in Jewish terms,
i.e. not only in Hebrew words, but in
Hebrew categories of thought.3?

Today there is great discussion
about the divinity of Jesus in the
Messianic movement. Gershon Ne-
rel writes: Like in ancient times,
also the modern movement of Je-
wish Yeshua-believers is shaping its
corporate identity through theolo-
gical debates and doctrinal definiti-
ons. Particularly during the last two
years we are observing unceasing
discussions concerning the topic of
Yeshua’s divinity.38

4.1 THe NEep FOR A MESSIANIC JEWISH
CHRISTOLOGY

Messianic Jews stand astride Jocz’s
‘dividing line’, refusing the par-
tition of Judaism and Christianity
into mutually exclusive theological
systems.3? Nowhere is this more ap-
parent than in their belief in Jesus,
which appears blasphemous to Ju-
daism and heretical to Christianity,
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either clashing with the fundamental
tenets of Jewish monotheism or com-
promising the uniqueness of Christ.
The nature of Yeshua as Messiah and
Son of God has always been a mat-
ter of controversy between Jews and
Christians. It is bound to be a focal
point for MJT.

The divine nature of Yeshua was
again brought to prominence in
the Messianic movement by the
November 2002 articles in ‘Israel
Today’.*® In that issue 12 Messianic
Jews were asked their views on the
Divinity of the Messiah, and some
of the answers given ‘were made
to seem to state that Yeshua is not
God’.*" Tzvi Sadan notes the uncer-
tainty that is found in the Messianic
movement on the issue.*? Joseph
Shulam of Netivyah in Jerusalem is
also concerned at the level of heat
generated by the controversy on
the divinity of Christ,** as is Elazar
Brandt.

Those who question the deity of
Yeshua but serve him faithfully
ought not to be labelled as heretics
or unsaved for their ideas alone; li-
kewise, Trinitarians ought not be la-
belled idolaters by non-Trinitarians
if their intent is to worship and serve
one G-d. If we cannot grant each
other some room for fresh thought,
we will never advance beyond Nicea
in our concept of G-d.**

David Stern recognises the need
for Messianic Jews to develop their
Christology: | challenge Messianic
Jews, especially those of us who
feel in our gut the need for staying
Jewish, to get enough training in
theology to deal seriously with
the complex data underlying the
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Church’s affirmation of Yeshua’s
deity - which can even be supported
by material in the Talmud and other
classical Jewish writings.*>

4.2 CHrisTOLOGY IN DOCTRINAL STATEMENTS
The creeds and doctrinal statements
produced by the Messianic move-
ment reflect an orthodox Christian
understanding of Jesus and the God-
head. All are uniformly Trinitarian,
but expressed with varying degrees
of Jewish content.*® For example, the
Messianic Jewish Alliance of Ameri-
ca (MJAA) Basis of Belief affirms the
triune nature of God and the deity
of the Messiah:*”

GOD - We believe that the Shema,
‘Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the
Lord is one’ (Deut. 6:4), teaches that
God is Echad, as so declared: a uni-
ted one, a composite unity, eternally
existent in plural oneness [Gen. 1:1
(Elohim: God); Gen. 1:26 ‘Let us make
man in our image’; Gen. 2:24 Adam
& Eve were created to be as one flesh
(basar echad)], that He is a personal
God who created us (Gen. 1 & 2), and
that He exists forever in three persons:
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, as men-
tioned in Romans 8:14-17 (Father,
Spirit, and Messiah - Son) and Matt.
28:18-20 (immersing in the name of
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit).

A. GOD THE FATHER (Abba) - John
6:27b; 1 Cor. 1:3; Gal. 1:1; Rev. 3:
5, 21; Jer. 3:4, 19; 31:9; Mal. 1:6;
Matt. 6:9, 32; Luke 10:21-22; John
1:14; 4:23;5:17-26; 6:28-46; Rom.
8:14-15.

B. GOD THE SON (HaBen)

1. God does have a Son [Ps. 2; Prov.
30:4-6 (cf. Heb. 1); Luke 12:35-37;
John 1:29-34, 49; 3:14-138].
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2. The Son, called Yeshua (Jesus),
meaning salvation, came to this
world born of a virgin [Isa. 7:14 (cf.
Luke 1:30-35)].

3. The Son is God (Deity), and is
worshipped as God, having existed
eternally [Ps. 110:1 (cf. Heb. 1:13);
Isa. 9:6-7; Matt. 28:18-20; Phil. 2:
5-11; Col. 1:15-19; Rev. 3:21 (Heb.
1 - worshipped by angels); Rev. 4:
8, 5:5-14].

4. This One is the promised Mas-
hiach (Messiah) of Israel [Is. 9:6-7;
11:1; Dan. 9 (esp. verses 20-26);
Isa. 53; John 1:17, 40-41, 45, 49;
Mark 8:29].

5. He is the root and offspring of
David, the bright and morning star
(Num. 24:17; Rev. 22:16).

6. He is our Passover, the Lamb
of God (1 Cor. 5:7; Rev. 5; John 1:
29).48

4.3 THE DevELOPMENT OF CHRISTOLOGY

Christological methods and resour-
ces in the Messianic movement are
derived from previous approaches.
Amos Funkenstein has identified
five phases in the history of Je-
wish-Christian encounter and the
presentation of the Messiahship
and divinity of Yeshua.*® The first
stage was the early debate on the
interpretation of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures, the Tanach. The use of Tes-
timonia, collections of texts from
the Hebrew Scriptures confirming
the Messiahship of Jesus, may be
seen in some of sermonic material
in the New Testament writings, and
the Dialogue of Justin Martyr with
the Jew Trypho is an example of this
type of apologetic. A second phase
developed with the use of Jewish
sermonic material, the Aggadah, in
the context of mediaeval debate, as
exemplified by Raimundus Martini’s
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manual for Christian Preachers, the
Pugio Fidei.’® The debate between
Paulus Christiani and Nachmanides
in 1264 in Spain illustrates this
approach. The third development
was the use of the Jewish mystical
tradition, the Kabbalah, to prove the
Messiahship and divinity of Jesus,
which will be examined below.>'

The fourth stage combined modern
critical methods of study of scripture
with changing views of the historical
Jesus. In some cases this led to a
liberal and rationalist perspective on
Jesus, setting him within the Jewish
context of his day, but not recog-
nising his Messiahship or Divinity.>2
The Jewish reclamation of Jesus,
and the loss of confidence in the
uniqueness of Christ both emerged
in the light of this development of
19th and 20th century critical stu-
dies. At the same time, the modern
missionary movement developed,
and Hebrew-Christian apologetics
were developed and propagated
by writers such as Frey, Delitzsch,
Hengstenberg and Reichardt.>3

A fifth ‘Postmissionary’ stage can
be detected in recent presentations
Messianic Jews employing postli-
beral and postcritical readings of the
biblical and rabbinic materials.>*

4.4 EMERGING CHRISTOLOGIES

Previous studies have emphasised
the uniformity of the orthodox
(Christian) christologies within
Messianic Judaism.>®> The presence
of heterodox views has caused some
embarrassment within the move-
ment.>® It is clear that there is con-
siderable variety within Messianic
Judaism on the nature of the Mes-
siah. Five emerging christologies
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are identified which represent the
spectrum of thought within the mo-
vement. The first reflects Protestant
Reformed and Evangelical tradition.
The second recon-textualises the
Niceean formulation without losing
its substance. The third articulates
the deity of Christ in terms of the
Kabbalah and the Jewish mystical
tradition. The fourth attempts a new
Christological method in its hand-
ling of the traditional materials. The
fifth arises from Unitarian thought
that denies the deity of Jesus and
echoes adoptionist christology.®”

All these approaches accept that
Yeshua (Jesus) is the Messiah, and
are happy to base this on his ful-
filment of prophecy in the Hebrew
Scriptures. They acknowledge his
Jewishness, atoning work, and re-
surrection. The question is rather
what kind of Messiah he is, and how
to express this in response to both
Jewish tradition and Christian tea-
ching. The focus of the current de-
bate is the relationship of Yeshua's
Messiahship to the nature of God.>®
The redefinition of the Christology
of the Nicene and Chalcedonian
creeds challenges Messianic Jews
to link Jewish and Hellenistic ways
of thinking about the uniqueness of
Christ.

Transcending Hebrew and Greek
Categories

Daniel Juster recognises that: To rai-
se the question of Yeshua’s divinity
is to open one of the greatest de-
bates between Jews and Christians.
This question leads to the whole
debate about the Trinity, since the
Messiah is said to be divine as one
part of the Triune God.>?
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Juster rejects the ‘widely held con-
clusion of modern scholarship’
that sharply differentiates between
Hebraic and Hellenistic modes of
thought as functional and ontolo-
gical. For him the real question is
rather: how a metaphysic that is
implied by biblical teaching com-
pares and contrasts with a Greek
metaphysic. Because all human
beings are created in the image of
God, communication and evaluation
with regard to metaphysical views is
cross—culturally possible.®°

This recognition gives the debate on
Christology a more fruitful foundati-
on. The Nicaean statement is neither
‘totally Greek and unacceptable’ nor
an absolutely ‘accurate metaphysical
statement of biblically implied truth’.
The affirmations of Nicaa which are
implied by the Bible, are that Yeshua
is ‘Son of God’; ‘only begotten from
the Father’; ‘begotten not made (cre-
ated)’ and ‘light from light’.®!

Juster reformulates the truths safe-
guarded by Nicaa in order to better
communicate to the modern Jewish
mind. He urges Messianic Jews to
look to the original Jewish roots
that influenced the Nicene Creed
and from these roots speak afresh
to our day. Juster defends of the
plural nature of God in the Tenach,
and follows this with discussion of
the Angel of the LORD, the super-
human nature of the Messiah (Isaiah
9:6-7) and discussion of New Tes-
tament passages that show the di-
vinity of Yeshua. He then gives his
own understanding of Yeshua’s two
natures.

He is one person or aspect of that
plural manifestation of God (from
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the Tenach) who became a human
being. He, therefore, is a man who
depends on the Spirit, prays to the
Father, gets weary and dies. His
divine nature never dies, but he is
human as well as divine. As such,
prayer in the New Testament is not
primarily addressed to Yeshua but to
‘Our Father’ in the Name of Yeshua.
For Yeshua is the human revelation
of the Father.%2

Whilst there is a suggestion of pa-
tripassianism here, Juster warns
against the Christomonism that
loses sight of God the Father, cal-
ling for full recognition of Yeshua’s
divinity whilst recognising that God
is more than just Yeshua. He then
calls for a deeper expression of the
Trinity in Jewish terms.

Jewish ways of expression are nee-
ded, ways more consistent to the
New Testament, if Jews are to pe-
netrate Christian rhetoric to see the
Truth of Yeshua’s divine nature.®3

There are several reasons why it is
important to accept the ‘uni-plura-
lity of God’ and the divine nature of
Yeshua. Only a perfect man could
bring a full revelation of God, as
humanity is made in the image of
God. The revelation of God’s love
in the form of a human being is
the greatest way possible to show
God’s love. Such revelation has
unique redemptive significance,
as the Messiah’s suffering is the
revelation of the suffering love of
God himself. Because the Messiah
is divine his suffering has infinite
redemptive value. So for Juster ‘the
divinity of the Messiah is not idolat-
ry, but reflects the fullest revelation
of God.’
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The scriptures thus communicate to
us the impression of one great divine
reality of three inseparable manifes-
tations of God. The relationship of
love and accord blends the three
into eternal oneness beyond human
comprehension...The reciprocal giv-
ing relationship of love is eternally
existent within the plural unity of
God.%

Daniel Juster responds to the argu-
ment that in the distinction between
Hellenistic and Hebraic thinking Je-
rusalem and Nicaa can be so easily
juxtaposed. In reality, the interac-
tion and inter-dependence of Jewish
and Hellenistic thought is complex
and varied.

The bifurcation of Hebraic thinking
and Greek thinking as respectively
functional and metaphysical-onto-
logical is a widely held conclusion
of modern scholarship (cf. O. Cull-
man, Christ and Time, also Bishop
J.S. Spong, The Hebrew Lord). Yet,
in my view, this absolute separa-
tion of functional thinking as He-
braic and metaphysical thinking
as Greek can not be maintained.
Functional thinking at least im-
plies statements about the nature
of being or it would lend to rela-
tivism in questions concerning the
nature of reality. (This distinction
has been used to bolster relativism
in theology.) The real question is
rather one which raises the issue
of how a metaphysic that is implied
by biblical teaching compares and
contrasts with a Greek metaphysic.
Because all human beings are cre-
ated in the image of God, com-
munication and evaluation with
regard to metaphysical views is
cross—culturally possible.®®
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4.5 SUMMARY

The UMJC position paper on the Tri-
Unity of God summarises the bibli-
cal data for the plurality of God, the
basis in Jewish tradition for plura-
lity in the divinity, then goes on to
state: It has also been pointed out
that traditional Judaism has always
rejected the concept of the tri-unity
of G-d, interpreting the Shema in a
narrower sense as an absolute one-
ness. This traditional view is in no
way monolithic. The biblical data is
also [part of] Jewish thought. Within
Jewish thought, albeit mystical, the
Zohar contains a trinitarian concept
of G-d. While the Zohar is not our
authority, it does demonstrate that
the trinitarian understanding of G-
d is NOT non-Jewish. Regardless of
traditional views, we must not look
to traditional Jewish teaching to tell
us what is proper for us to believe.
Our authority is the Word of G-d.
Traditional rejection of the tri-unity
is not based upon what we believe,
but based upon their erroneous in-
terpretation of what we believe. We
in no way affirm the existence of
three gods, but ONE G-d eternally
existent in three persons.®®

It concludes with the strong affir-
mation of the deity of Jesus and the
plural unity of God: Because the tri-
unity of G-d has a central bearing
upon the rest of our theology and
the scriptures do support it as a bi-
blical doctrine, Messianic believers
need to affirm the tri-unity of G-d
as a central part of our faith and not
relegate it to secondary importance
or opinion for the sake of palatability
to others.%”

Messianic Jews need to avoid both
an ‘arid biblicism and a shallow
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Trinitarianism’®® in their search for
an appropriate Christology and Tri-
nitarian theology.®

5. TORAH

Many Jews and Christians consider
Christianity to be a religion of Grace,
and Judaism to be one of Law. Trude
Weiss-Rosmarin summarises a com-
mon misconception.

The laws of the Torah are to Judaism
the quintessence of permanent good-
ness. Christianity, on the other hand,
advances its claims on the strength
that the ‘Law’ is superseded and ab-
rogated by ‘Faith’ in Jesus.”®

Michael Schiffman notes the impor-
tance of the topic.

The relationship between Messianic
Jews and the law is an important issue
in the Messianic movement because
the law is not solely a theological is-
sue to be debated, but part of Jewish
culture, heritage and worship. At the
same time, Messianic believers recog-
nise their relationship to the law is not
the same as that of traditional Jews
because the center of a believer’s life
is not the law, but the Messiah.”

David Stern realizes that the question
of the Law is important not just for
Messianic Jews.

The lack of a correct, clear and re-
latively complete Messianic Jewish
or Gentile Christian theology of the
Law is not only a major impediment
to Christians’ understanding of their
own faith, but also the greatest bar-
rier to Jewish people’s receiving the
Gospel.”?
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The term ‘Torah’ means more than
just ‘law’.”3 It includes teaching,
instruction and revelation. It refers
both to the Pentateuch and Mosaic
Law, the Hebrew scriptures of the
Old Testament, the Jewish religious
tradition (the Mishnah, Talmud and
later Rabbinic writings) and as a
general term for revelation or tea-
ching. The intended sense of Torah
is not always clear. Jewish religious
groupings interpret Torah different-
ly. Orthodox Jews are strict in their
observance of the laws of the Penta-
teuch, which are further expanded,
interpreted and applied by Rabbinic
tradition. Conservative Jews modify
this traditional observance in the
light of modernity. Reform, Liberal
and Reconstructionist Jews adopt a
humanist and revisionary position
that looks to the Torah for moral
principles and cultural norms, but
these may be re-negotiated and
there are few absolutes. Most Jewish
people observe some aspects of the
Mosaic Law as customary and tradi-
tional rather than out of the convic-
tion that God commands them.

‘Torah’ is a both a key concept and
a matter of controversy within the
Messianic Jewish movement. There
is no agreed-upon definition, and
this leads to a lack of clarity in the
discussion. ‘Torah’ may mean one
or several of the following in Mes-
sianic Jewish discussion: the Penta-
teuch (the Mosaic Law); the Hebrew
Scriptures (the Old Testament);
the Written and Oral Law; Jewish
tradition (including its Orthodox,
Conservative, Reform, Liberal and
Reconstructionist expressions);
the New Testament and the tea-
ching of Jesus; ‘Law’ as opposed to
‘Grace’; and individual statutes and
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commandments. The term ‘Torah’
thus functions as a theological
short-hand for various of under-
standings of Jewish law, from the
most flexible to the most rigorous
halachic requirements. The relati-
onships between ‘Law’ and ‘Grace’,
between Yeshua and the Torah, and
between the practice of the early
Jewish Christians and today, are all
matters of debate.

Several rationales are given for Torah
observance. It has value in withess to
and cultural identification with the
Jewish people. It sheds light on the
life and teaching of Yeshua. For some
it has a validity of its own, in that
the Torah remains in effect as the
grounds for the life of the covenant
people, leading to ethical and spiri-
tual wholeness, and preserving the
distinct witness of Israel to her God.
For others, there is deep concern that
all talk of ‘Torah observance’ may
lead to legalism and ‘bondage to the
Law’. In this chapter the full range
of opinion on the Torah is given, as
failing to express views which some
in the MJM would exclude as ‘Hebrew
Christian’ (Baruch Maoz and Arnold
Fruchtenbaum) gives a distorted pic-
ture of the breadth and diversity of
opinion found within the movement.
At present there is ho normative view
of Torah, although all seek legitima-
cy for their position.

Messianic Jews believe that the Law
has been fulfilled by Yeshua (Matthew
5:17) and that He is the ‘goal of the
Law’ (Romans 10:4). Just as there are
different understandings of Torah in
the Jewish community, so too among
Messianic Jews. Some see the Law
of Moses as obsolete. Yeshua has
inaugurated the new covenant. The
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old has gone. The laws of sacrifice
have been fulfilled in Christ. The
civil laws were only relevant to
ancient Israel. Only the universal
moral law as exemplified in the Ten
Commandments is still applicable.
It is therefore misqguided to obser-
ve aspects of the Mosaic Law that
lead back to bondage in legalism. If
Messianic Jews observe the Mosaic
Law they are denying the grace of
God and justification by faith alone.
They rebuild the ‘middle wall of par-
tition’ (Ephesians 2:14), attempting
to justify themselves by works of
the law.

A second view affirms the cultural
and social practices of the Mosaic
Law yet this is not for ‘religious’
reasons. Customs that make up Je-
wish identity have been incorporated
into Jewish life by tradition over the
centuries, such as the calendar, cir-
cumcision and the food laws. These
are still normative for ethnic, cul-
tural and national identity but have
no theological merit and do not add
to righteousness. Consequently they
are not prescriptive on Jewish belie-
vers in Jesus, who are free to observe
them if they choose.

A third approach recognises the
continuing validity of Jewish tra-
dition as the interpretative context
for understanding the biblical Torah
of the Tenach and New Covenant.
Yeshua, in His teaching and ex-
ample, and the practice of the early
church, defined a new halacha for
the new covenant community. This
halacha is developed today following
the first Messianic Jews’ example in
the book of Acts. They observed Je-
wish lifestyle and practices, adapted
some, abandoned others and applied
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only a few to the nations. Messianic
Jews who observe Torah in this way
both acknowledge its value but chal-
lenge its interpretation by the main
branches of Judaism. They propose a
new interpretation of Torah based on
the teaching and practice of Yeshua
and the first disciples.

A fourth position argues that Messi-
anic Jews should observe the Torah
according to Orthodox or Conser-
vative tradition, with only a few
exceptions. Torah observance is a
necessary response of gratitude and
obedience in the light of God’s elec-
tion of Israel, which has not been ab-
rogated, diminished or substantially
altered with the coming of Yeshua.
Torah observance preserved the Je-
wish community through its rabbi-
nic leaders over the centuries, and
Messianic Jews should accept their
normative authority and work within
this. This will enable them to deve-
lop their primary identity within the
Jewish community rather than the
mainstream church. They should
see themselves as members of the
community of Israel, even if others
do not accept them.

This challenges Messianic Jews to
identify fully with their cultural and
religious heritage rather than deny,
ignore or approach it in an adversa-
rial manner. A few would extend this
approach to a complete identifica-
tion with non-Messianic Judaism in
its observance of Torah. The Jewish
tradition is itself the inspired, God-
given vehicle for the preservation of
the Jewish people, and should not
be criticised except from within, by
those who already adhere to it. The
problem raised by this approach is
the potential compromise on the si-
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gnificance of Yeshua, and his soteri-
ological role. Whilst such an option
may be attractive for those wishing
to receive a validation of their identi-
ty from the Jewish community, it can
lead to a diminishment of effective
testimony. The self-understanding
that may be gained from such an ap-
proach leads to isolation from other
believers. Torah observance at the
cost of the visible unity of the Body
of Messiah made up of Israel and
the Nations can only result in loss
of fellowship and faith.

MJT has yet to reflect seriously on
these options, which are still at
an early stage of presentation and
debate. The manifold values be-
hind some form of ‘Torah obser-
vance’ will continue to challenge
and inspire the movement. Living a
godly life, following the example of
Yeshua, having a culturally sensitive
lifestyle and witness, demonstrating
the freedom given to observe or not
observe aspects of halacha, taking
up the responsibilities of Israel,
reacting against assimilation, are
all motivations to be integrated in
‘taking up the yoke of Torah’. What
is needed for the future development
of MJT is further reflection on the
theological assumptions, hermeneu-
tical methods and exegetical pro-
cesses that Messianic Jews bring to
the subject of Torah. Also needed is
a systematic development and wor-
king out in detail what a Messianic
halacha will look like.

6. CONCLUSION

Messianic Jews have much to contrib-
ute to the Church’s understanding on
many matters vital to its life, faith,
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and witness. The Hebrew Bible and
the Jewish understanding sees life
lived as a member of a community,
not an isolated individual. The com-
munity has a ‘corporate personality’
and bears a corporate responsibil-
ity for its members before God. Its
holiness must be preserved collec-
tively and its sinfulness collectively
atoned for on Yom Kippur, the Day of
Atonement. The family is the building
block of this society under God, and
the family, through the clan and the
tribal unit, makes up the People of
God. The Church today urgently needs
to recover what it means to celebrate
the life of the People of God as a com-
munity, and not just a collection of
individuals.

Messianic Jews see the purpose of this
community as witness to the nations.
The community gathers for worship
and scatters for witness. It witnesses
to God’s character and standards
through its obedience to Torah, not
as an act of self-justification, but as a
response of gratitude for God’s grace,
and as an act of humble obedience
and recognition of its responsibility
to be a light to the nations. Only with
Yeshua, the light that lightens every
person, can Israel live up to this cov-
enant responsibility. Even when she
fails, God graciously forgives through
the atoning love of the Messiah.

Messianic Jews see God’s faithfulness
to his people Israel as a reminder of
His faithfulness to all who believe in
the name of Jesus. The character of
Israel as the people of God, bound
together by the Torah, is a reminder
to all those who believe that we are
called into New Covenant relationships
with God and our brothers and sisters
in the Messiah.
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Yet Messianic Jews long for their peo-
ple, and all nations, to know the Mes-
siah, and pray earnestly for that to
happen. Avenerable Jewish anecdote
describes a man hired by his shtetl to
sit at the outskirts of town and alert
his village should he see the Messiah
coming. When asked why he had ac-
cepted such a monotonous form of
employment the watchman would
invariably reply: ‘The pay is not so
good, but it’s a lifetime job.’ Judaism
considers waiting for the redeemer a
lifetime job, and Jewish people are
obligated not only to believe in the
coming of the Messiah but also to
yearn for his coming.”® But waiting
and yearning are not enough. Mes-
sianic Jews, and the whole Church,
are called to put the watchman out
of business by announcing that the
Messiah is here, and is no longer hid-
den. We can recognise Him now, and
know His presence with us. It may still
be a lifetime job (unless He returns
first), but our task has changed from
that of watchmen to being heralds of
Good News. Messianic Jews, like the
whole Church, exist to make the Good
News of the Messiah known to Israel
and all nations.
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