Judaism
А. Definition of Judaism

What exactly is a Jew?  We must distinguish the ethnic and religious usages of the term.  From an ethnic point of view, a Jew is defined as the child of a Jewish woman.  However, 20% of ethnic Jews do not embrace the Jewish faith.  The religion of Judaism consists of a worldview and lifestyle based on the Tanakh (the Hebrew Bible) and the teachings of the rabbis.  Religious Jews view Israel as God’s chosen people, with whom God has made an eternal covenant.
  Judaism is thus distinguished from Jewish ethnicity in that most Jews also embrace Judaism, but not all.  On the other hand, some adherents of Judaism are not ethnic Jews, but Gentiles converted to Judaism.   

Where do most ethnic Jews live?  The nation of Israel hosts over 6 million, as does North America.  Europe hosts 1-2 million, and the remaining countries – about 1 million.  The total world population of Jews numbers about 15 million.  Interestingly, the adherents of Judaism number about the same, even though they are not all ethnic Jews.
  This means that the number of unbelieving Jews about equals the number of believing Gentiles.  

Ethnic Jews exist in two major groups: the Sephardi and the Ashkenazi.
  Sephardi Jews trace their European origins to Spain and Portugal, while Ashkenazi Jews come from Germany.  Ashkenazi make up 80% of all ethnic Jews, and Sephardi – about 16%.  It is thought that the term Ashkenazi derives from the name Ashkenaz, son of Gomer (Gen 10:3), who reportedly settled in Central Europe.  The term Sephardi is related to the place name Sepharad (Obad 20), which is associated with Spain.  The two groups differ in several ways: their pronunciation of the Hebrew language, how they conduct their liturgy, and various customs.  Both have a leading rabbi, elected every 10 years, who bases his headquarters in Israel.
  

For the sake of convenience, in the following sections we will use the term “Jew” in its religious sense, for adherents of Judaism.  

B. Branches of Judaism 

Various branches of Judaism differ from one another in both faith and practice.  The main branches are Orthodox Judaism, Reform Judaism, and Conservative Judaism.  There exists also smaller movements: Karaite Judaism and the mystical groups: Hasidic Judaism and Kabbalah.
 

1. Orthodox Judaism

Orthodox Judaism is the classical, historical form of Judaism, but commands only 14% of all Jewry.  Orthodox Jews strictly observe halakha (Jewish Law) and the Old Testament feasts.  Halakha consist of the teaching of the Tanakh (Torah, Prophets and Writings), the Mishna, and the Talmud.  As a rule, they also honor the 13 Principles of Maimonides, which, together with the halakha, is described more in detail later. 

An important feature of Orthodox Judaism is the observance of halakha and feast days as “ritual,” which means that their observance positively affects one’s relationship with God and merits His blessing.  They are considered acts of worship that please Him.  Accordingly, the halakha and feast days are observed to the letter.
  

For the Orthodox Jews, Jewish Law (halakha) defines his/her lifestyle in every respect, as Wilson writes, “Every aspect of the orthodox Jew’s life is to be governed by the commandments.”
  This includes diet.  Hence, Orthodox Jews eat only kosher foods.  Previously, Jews of this persuasion separated themselves from society, but in recent years, they exercise more freedom to engage in secular affairs.  Yet, their attitude toward the other branches of Judaism remains critical.
 

The prominent figure in the life of an orthodox Jew (and, most likely, in all Jewry) is the rabbi, who teaches Jewish Law and interprets it for the local synagogue.  Previously, the rabbis also performed a civil function in Jewish society, but in modern times, they are limited to pastoral care.
  In theory, all rabbis exercise equal authority, but, in practice, each country has its own chief rabbi.  There is also a chief rabbinate in Israel.  All rabbis must complete an educational program in a rabbinical seminary.  Orthodox Judaism ordains only men to the rabbinical post.

For all Jews, including the Orthodox, the center of religious life is the synagogue.  It is the primary place of study, prayer, gathering and fellowship.
   

In conclusion, we may make mention of those Orthodox Jews belonging to Haredi Judaism.
  They follow a very strict regime, which includes wearing modest black attire, separating from society (and often from other Jews as well), and abstaining from mass media and secular education. 

2. Reform Judaism

The Reform branch of Judaism arose in Germany in the 19th century, and Abraham Geiger was its founder.  It is especially popular in the United States.  Reform Jews seek to adapt their ancient religion to modern times in line with modern societal norms and practices.  Their primary aim is to preserve the ethnic and cultural aspects of Judaism.  Correspondingly, Jewish feasts receive much attention.  If desired, one may also observe the religious aspects of Judaism, such as kosher laws, but it is not required.
  

Reform Judaism arose at a time in European culture when Jews were enjoying more freedom and acceptance in secular society.  This came about as a result of the Enlightenment, when European society placed a higher value on the power of reason, than on religious affiliation.  Consequently, some Jews of that period took advantage of the opportunity to intermix Jewish faith with the standards of modernity.
  

Unlike Orthodox Judaism, Reformed Jews observe Jewish traditions not as “ritual,” but as “ceremony.”  In other words, they do not believe that observing Jewish traditions affects one’s relationship with God.  They are observed not for God’s sake, but for the sake of the Jewish community, in order to preserve ethnicity.
  Therefore, observance of Jewish Law is less strict, and greater freedom of lifestyle is enjoyed.  To determine appropriate behavior, adherents of this branch of Judaism appeal more to reason and common sense, than to halakha.  Additionally, they pursue not only personal moral development, but the improvement of society as well.
  

Reform Jews give preference to the writings of the Prophets over studying the Torah.  One may also note syncretistic tendencies – convictions are not always based on biblical revelation, but may include aspects of other religions as well.
  According to the Reform faith, humans are basically good.  They do not need salvation from sin, but only personal moral development along with improvements in society.  The “Messiah” is not a great future king and deliverer, but a symbol of a future Golden Age.  The Tanakh is not inerrant Scripture, but a human creation that needs contemporary application.

In Reform worship services, men and women sit together.  Women exercise greater freedom in religions life in general.
  Prayer is offered in the congregation’s native language, not in Hebrew as the Orthodox do.
  

3. Conservative Judaism (Masortim)

Along with the Reform branch, Conservative Judaism also arose in 19th century Germany.  It, too, enjoys great popularity in the United States.  Outside the USA, it goes by the designation Masortim.  Conservative Judaism traces its roots to the European Enlightenment as well, when Jews began to enjoy a more privileged position in European society.  However, in distinction from Reform Judaism, the Conservative branch proposes less radical changes to traditional Jewish faith.
  One might consider Conservative Judaism a moderate form of Judaism.  

As in Orthodox Judaism, the Tanakh is accepted as God’s Word.  On the other hand, unlike Orthodoxy, the interpretation of the Scriptures relies more on rationalistic methodology, than on rabbinic tradition.
  Conservative Jews observe the Sabbath, but the rules for its observance are more lenient.  For example, they may drive to a Sabbath worship service.  The worship service is conducted in the local language.  Men and women may sit together, and women more actively participate in the religious life of the community.  The kosher diet is more flexible as well.  As in Reform Judaism, Messiah is not a person, but a symbol of a future Golden Age of peace and righteousness.

4. Karaite Judaism 

The Karaite movement occupies a unique place among the branches of Judaism.  It began about the ninth century in the Middle East.
  The meaning of “Karaite” is “readers (of Scripture),” which well characterizes this movement.  Unlike Orthodox Judaism, Karaites reject the authority of the Talmud.  Only the Tanakh is authoritative.  In addition, in interpreting the Tanakh, Karaites seek the literal sense of the text, the one intended by the original author, instead of employing rabbinic methods of midrash or rabbinic tradition.  

5. Kabbalah

Kabbalah is the primary mystical branch of Judaism.  It shares many common features with mystical movements in other religions and traces it roots to Eastern mysticism, in particular, to the ancient philosophy of Neoplatonism.
  

Kabbalah arose in Spain in the 12th-13th centuries,
 yet mysticism in Judaism originated in antiquity.  It is claimed that the famous Rabbi Akiva (first-second century AD) possessed a mystical frame of mind, as did his disciple Shimon bar Yochai.
  The term “Kabbalah,” meaning “tradition,” was coined by the 11th century by the Spanish mystic Solomon ibn Gabirol.
 

Besides the Torah, Kabbalists revere other literary works, particularly the Zohar, which supposedly reveals the hidden meaning of the Torah.
  It is claimed that the above-mentioned disciple of Akiva, Shimon bar Yochai, wrote the Zohar.  Others feel it was written by an unknown Spanish author in the 13th century.
  Although these written sources exist, one must remember that Kabbalist teaching is mystical and is passed down by oral tradition from generation to generation.

According to the Kabbalah worldview (in common with Neoplatonism), God exists separately from the world, but communicates with it by means of mediators called “emanations.”  They constitute an “ontological bridge” between God and the world.

In Kabbalah, God is known as Ein Sof.  His “emanations” form the “cosmic tree of life,” made up of ten sefirot, or aspects of God’s character: sovereignty, foundation, endurance, majesty, beauty, lovingkindness, judgment, wisdom, understanding, and crown.  The mystic’s goal is to ascend the cosmic tree of life toward mystical union with Ein Sof, as Werblowsky writes, “Meditation on the sefirot also serves as a mystical ‘ladder of ascent.’”
  It is claimed that the sefirot contain divine light, but the final six could not contain it, and it was dispersed.  By meditating on the sefirot, the mystic can regather this dispersed light and restore it to Ein Sof.
  

As the mystic seeks unification with Ein Sof, he accomplishes not only that, but also the unification of the universe with Him.  In his mystical contemplation, the mystic takes “all the worlds with him.”
 He “brings the godly influence into the imperfect world of men.”
 
For the practice of Kabbalah, the Kabbalist uses imagination to achieve mystical experience with God.  The initial mystical experience consists of meditating on the sefirot.  Next, the mystic advances to imagining God in a bodily form, sitting on his throne.  In addition, the Hebrew letters for God’s name, YHWH, are used as objects for meditation, as are the letters in “Torah.”  The highest level of mystical experience is develkuth, or “cleaving to God.”
 

Having attained the highest level of mystical experience, it is claimed that the mystic can possess supernatural abilities, for example, control over natural phenomena.  It is thought that in this way, Moses was able to part the Red Sea, and Joshua stopped the “movement” of the sun.  It is also claimed that celestial messengers, maggidim, can speak through the Kabbalist.
  

These mystical experiences require special preparation.  They require rejection of all worldly thinking, so that one may reflect on spiritual things.  Some recommend asceticism, specifically: “eat bread with salt, drink water moderately, sleep on the ground, lead a close life, and study hard.”
  Prayer with fasting allegedly aids in meditation as well.  A special bodily position for meditation and control of breathing are part of the technique, as in all mystical movements.  A mystic must also lead a moral life.  Meditation takes place under the tutelage of a rebbe, or tsaddik, who fulfills the function of a guru in Kabbalah.
 

6. Hasidic Judaism 

In comparison with Kabbalah, Hasidic Judaism presents itself as a more moderate mystical movement in Judaism.  Its founder was Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer (1698-1760), usually known as Baal Shem Tov, or more simply by the abbreviation “Besht.”  He was born in the Ternopil region of Ukraine, where his follows to this day travel on pilgrimage.  Many consider his movement a revival of Kabbalah after it waned in the 17th century.  There are, indeed, common features between the mystical systems.  Tov’s history is remarkable for his demonstration of superb leadership abilities, his deep humility, his God-consciousness, and for supernatural manifestations attributed to his ministry, like healing the sick and predicting the future.
  

The main thrust of Hasidic Judaism is the conviction that God is known not only through studying the Torah, but also by experiencing him is everyday life.  Since God’s immanence and omnipresence is emphasized, that is, his presence in the world, it follows that people can experience God in everyday events and activities.  Epstein writes that Hasidim seek him “through joyful celebration of the Divine in everyday life.”
  The Hasid’s joy can find expression during public worship, when worshippers dance before the Lord.
  Yet, it is said that in more recent times, emphasis is placed more on traditional meditative techniques, than on “joyful celebration.”
 

In order to develop one’s awareness of God’s presence, one needs to develop the art of concentration.  Epstein describes this meditation as “man’s delighted awareness of himself in the midst of living,” or “concentrated awareness directed toward selflessness.”
  Hasidim practice more Kabbalah-like methods of meditation as well, such as reflection on God’s name and on Hebrew letters.  The end result of this striving for God is attaining develkuth, or “cleaving to God,” that is, close fellowship with Him.
 

On a more philosophical level, Tov taught, along with the Kabbalists, that “sparks of light” are scattered throughout creation, which the mystic “gathers” by exercising concentrated awareness of God’s presence in creation.
  In this way, the devotee restores these sparks to their source and draws “the animal, mineral, and vegetable kingdoms back to God.”

Hasidic Judaism not only shares with Kabbalah mystical experience, but also has much in common with Orthodox Judaism.  Hasidim strictly observe the Jewish Law and, like the followers of Haredi Judaism (see above), wear black clothing and separate themselves from others, practicing communal living.
  In addition, in Hasidic Judaism, women play an insignificant public role.  As Cowling states, “Hasidism is a man’s world.”

Hasidism lacks a centralizing structure.  Each congregation manages its own affairs under the leadership of a rebbe or tsaddik, who functions more as a guru, than a rabbi.  He enjoys great respect in his community and functions as its administrative chief, teacher and mystic.
 

C. Scriptures of Judaism

The sacred writings of Judaism include: the Tanakh, i.e. the Hebrew Bible (with preference given to the Torah), the Mishna, which contains the oral traditions of Judaism, and the Talmud, which is the Mishna with commentary (the Gemara).
  

After the canon of the Tanakh was fixed, commentators began their work.  The earliest group of commentators were the Tanna, who labored from the first to the third centuries AD.  Their work was codified in 250 AD by Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi from the rabbinic school of Hillel, and became the “Mishna.”
 

The Mishna supposedly contains the oral traditions of the Jews, which date back to the beginning of Jewish history, and which transversed history in parallel with the written scriptures.
  Thus, it is felt that God’s revelation came in two parallel streams.  Moses and the prophets recorded some aspects of God’s truth, while others were verbally transmitted from Moses to subsequent generations.  This oral tradition is allegedly preserved in the Mishna.

A latter group of scholars, the Amora (third-fourth centuries), created a commentary to the Mishna, the Gemara, and joined it to the Mishna to form the Talmud.  The Talmud comes in two major editions: Babylonian and Palestinian, the first of which is considered more authoritative.

Although the Torah forbids adding to its contents (Deut 4:2; 12:32), rabbis respond that in composing the Talmud they were not adding to the Torah, but simply defending it.  They appeal to the following scriptures in support of their actions:
 

You shall do according to the terms of the verdict which they declare to you from that place which the LORD chooses; and you shall be careful to observe according to all that they teach you.  According to the terms of the law which they teach you, and according to the verdict which they tell you, you shall do; you shall not turn aside from the word which they declare to you, to the right or the left (Deut. 17:10-11).

Remember the days of old, Consider the years of all generations.  Ask your father, and he will inform you, your elders, and they will tell you (Deut 32:7). 

Among those speaking out in favor of observing the Talmud, we may cite the following.  Tannaitic master Simeon b. Yohai writes, “Our Rabbis taught: They who occupy themselves with the Bible [alone] are but of indifferent merit; with Mishnah, are indeed meritorious, and are rewarded for it; with Gemara – there can be nothing more meritorious” (b. Baba Metziah, 33a).
  Maimonides echoes this thought: 

All Israel is obligated to follow the matters stated in the Babylonian Talmud.  Every city and every province are to be coerced to follow all the customs that the sages of the Talmud followed and to obey their decisions and follow their enactments since all the matters in the Talmud have been accepted by all Israel.

There are six parts to the Mishna.  The first addresses laws related to use of land and paying tithes.  The second is devoted to laws concerning conducting feasts.  The third – to laws about marriage and sexual conduct.  The fourth contain laws relating to economic and legal matters.  The fifth concerns laws relating to sacrifices and similar religious practices.  Finally, the sixth part deals with laws regarding purification.

The material in the Mishna and Talmud that concern Jewish Law is called halakha.  Material that better fits into other genres (history, poetry, legends, or prayers) is termed aggadah.  Jewish literature also includes scripture commentaries, sometime written by the allegorical method (midrash), and sometime by the historico-grammatical method (peshat).  The most well accepted commentaries belong to the pen of Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040-1105), or “Rashi.”
  

Besides the Mishna, the Tosefta claims to contain Jewish oral tradition as well.
  In many ways, its contents overlap with the Mishna, but differences exists.  The origins of the Tosefta are unclear, and it is less authoritative than the Mishna.  Nonetheless, the Talmudic writers sometimes cite material from the Tosefta.
 

The compilation of the Talmud did not result in the final formation of Jewish Law.  In the Middle Ages, scholars attempted to codify all the laws of the halakha by topic.  Maimonides made one of the first attempts in the 12th century with his publication of Mishneh Torah. 

Joseph Caro, however, composed the most authoritative codex of halakha in the 16th century – the Shulchan Aruch.  It contains sections devoted to laws for rituals and feasts, family laws, financial laws, food laws, and miscellaneous laws.  However, even the publication of the Shulchan Aruch did not put an end to the debates.  Subsequent scholars have written commentaries on the Shulchan Aruch and its application.  In addition, the Sephardi and the Ashkenazi have their own rabbinical schools of thought for its interpretation.

Without doubt, the rabbis played the major role in forming the Jewish understanding of scripture.  They not only passed down the oral tradition, but gave the accepted reading and interpretation of the sacred text.  The original Tanakh, for example, contained only consonants.  Rabbis knew by memory which vowels corresponded to the consonantal text, what the proper intonation was, and which corrections were needed in the text.

In addition, interpretation of individual passages depended not so much on a thorough exegetical examination of the text, as much as on the general understanding of God’s plan the rabbis proposed to have.  Moreover, the rabbis based their theology not only on Holy Scripture, but also on their own theological creativity.

How did rabbis ever achieve such a privileged position?  In the early years of Israel’s history, the priesthood directed the nation’s religious affairs.  However, after the temple’s destruction by Babylon, the scribes (specialists in the Law) began to occupy a more influential position, since the priests, who conducted the temple rituals, no longer had a place to serve.

 Nevertheless, after the temple’s reconstruction, the priesthood’s status and occupation was restored.  The scribes, though, continued to fill an important role along with the priests.  After the destruction of the temple by Rome in 70 AD, the priests’ role again declined, and the scribes became the primary authorities in the religious life of Israel.  Eventually, the scribes were called “rabbis.”  

Jews show deep reverence not only for the text of scripture, but also for the scroll it is written on.  Certain rules apply to its handling.  In the presence of the scroll, all must stand.  It is improper to touch the scroll with bare hands.  One may not set another scroll on top of the scripture scroll.  The scrolls are stored in a special “ark.”  Rabbis must tear their clothes if they see a damaged scroll.
  

D. Beliefs of Judaism

As mentioned earlier, the famous mediaeval Jewish scholar Maimonides proposed 13 principles to summarize the faith of Judaism.  These will serve as a helpful introduction to the beliefs of Judaism.  One must keep in mind, though, that although these principles are generally accepted in Judaism, they have never been officially ratified by the rabbis.
 

1. God is the author and guide of everything that has been and will be created.

2. God is Unity, there is none like unto His Unity and He alone is our God.

3. God is not body and He has no form whatsoever.

4. God is the first and the last.

5. We must pray to God alone and to no one else.

6. All the words of the prophets are true.

7. Moses is the chief of all prophets whose prophecy is true.

8. The Torah which we possess is the same that was given to Moses.

9. The Torah will never be changed and there will never be any other law of God.

10. God discerns the hearts of all men, knows all their thoughts and deeds.

11. God rewards those who keep His commandments and punishes those who transgress them.

12. Messiah, though he tarry, will come.

13. There will be resurrection of the dead. 

1. God

The distinguishing mark of Judaism, in contrast with other religions of antiquity, is its emphasis on God’s oneness.  Jewish monotheism finds its classic expression in the Shma, taken from Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!”  Jacob Neusner summarizes, “God is one and unique, transcendent.”
  Thanks to the influence of Judaism, the majority of the world’s adherents to religious faith today embrace monotheism.
2. Sin and Salvation

In Judaism, sin is violating one’s covenant with God.  The preferred word to describe sin is ‘averot, which means “to transgress.”  Sin, therefore, is a transgression of God’s Law.  The most serious sins are shedding innocent blood, adultery and idolatry.  Three categories of sin are delimitated: sins of ignorance, intentional sins, and sins of rebellion.  Judaism does not recognize an “unforgivable sin.”
 
According to the teachings of the rabbis, all people sin.  A person’s sin affects not only the sinner personally, but has repercussions for the community of faith as well.  Any violation of the covenant carries with it negative consequences for all who are in the covenant.

 People sin because of a natural predisposition to sin, inherent to all humans.  Judaism teaches that when God created humans, he instilled in them an impulse for good, and an impulse for evil.  The evil impulse is called yetser-ha-ra.  In support of this theory, rabbis cite Genesis 8:21: “The intent (yetser) of man's heart is evil (ra) from his youth.”  Concerning the evil impulse, Rabbi R. Hana bar Aha wrote, “It was said at the schoolhouse, there are four things of which the Holy One, blessed be He, repents that He had created them, and they are the following: Exile, the Chaldeans, the Ishmaelites and Evil Inclination” (b. Succah, 52b).
  God, who understands the human condition, is condescending toward people, and does not require more than they are able to do.
 

Does Adam’s sin have an effect on humanity?  Rabbis concede that people receive their mortality from Adam, and that Adam’s sin brought a curse on the natural world.  The sinful impulse, however, came not from Adam, but from God.
  Yet, people bear the responsibility for overcoming the yetser-ha-ra.  They must strive to do good and suppress sinful desires.  It is felt that the struggle against the yetser-ha-ra is actually beneficial.  According to the Midrashic commentary Genesis Rabbah, “Were it not for the yetser ha-ra, people would not be motivated to engage in business, marry, raise a family, or construct a house.”

One may gain the victory over the yetser ha-ra by studying the Torah.  In the Babylonian Talmud, we encounter the claim, “My children!  I created the Evil Desire, but I [also] created the Torah, as its antidote; if you occupy yourselves with the Torah, you will not be delivered into his hand” (b. Kid. 30b).
  Rackman states, “For many Jews, even in modern times, this is the ideal, to spend one’s life studying Torah.”

God grants forgiveness on the basis of repentance.  He requires confession of sin, a promise not to continue in it, and reconciliation with the one against the sin was committed.  Since there is no temple to bring a sin-offering to, the repentant sinner must perform some act of mercy.

So then, in general, salvation is a reward granted for obedience, i.e. for keeping God’s commandments.
  Concerning God’s provision of forgiveness, Werblowsky comments, “Generally speaking, the doctrine of vicarious atonement plays very little role in Judaism, although suggestions of it are not entirely absent.”

3. Evil and Suffering

Judaism relegates the doctrine of demons and Satan to secondary status.  Since God is in absolute control, this is little reason to be concerned about them.  Demons are thought to be descendants of fallen angels, who, according to Judaism’s interpretation of Genesis 6:1-4, went into the “daughters of men.”  Satan stands at the head of the demons.  Demons possess certain physical characteristics, like the ability to eat, reproduce, and die.  Most demons are evil; some are not.

What about the meaning of suffering?  In general, people suffer due to personal sin, yet there are some exceptions.  For example, suffering may come from neglecting study of the Torah.  In addition, through suffering a righteous person may redeem not only his/her sins, but also the sins of others.
 

4. The Messiah 

The idea of “Messiah” stems from God’s promise to David about the continuation of his dynasty (2 Sam 7:12-16).  After David’s dynasty fell, many continued to expect the appearance of a future political deliverer, while others interpreted Messiah’s “coming” symbolically as moral reform in Israel.
  

Among those who expected a literal fulfillment of the messianic expectation, a belief in two Messiahs developed.  The first, Messiah ben (son of) Joseph, precedes Messiah ben David, and prepares the way for the latter’s appearance.  It is thought that Messiah ben Joseph will perish before the second Messiah’s coming.  Some think that Messiah will be a descendent of Levi and a priest.

The restoration of nation of Israel in the 20th century caused no little stir among rabbis.  The usual approach to the messianic expectation had been to passively await God’s supernatural intervention through the literal coming of Messiah.  However, in light of these positive political developments, the Zionist movement arose.  According to its doctrine, Messiah ben Joseph is a metaphorical representation of the Zionist movement, which intends by means of political activism to usher in the coming of the messianic kingdom.
  

Zionists advance the ideas of a “messianic goal” and a “messianic process.”  The first relates to the actual coming of Messiah and is, by its nature, a supernatural phenomenon.  The “messianic process,” though, prepares Israel for Messiah’s coming through political activism and military intervention in defense of Israel’s interests.
 

Although Judaism accepts Messiah’s function as a political deliverer and ruler, they deny him the status of a spiritual redeemer.  God alone is the redeemer of Israel, and salvation comes not through some redemptive work of Messiah, but through studying and observing the halakha.  Green writes concerning the religious role of Messiah in Judaism, “Judaism’s scripture, the Hebrew Bible, contains no doctrine of an eschatological redeemer and does not use the term “messiah” to refer to one.”

Even though the earliest kings of Israel filled both political and religious roles, during the Second Temple Period, the priests alone directed the religious life of the nation.  Jews who kept the Law and brought the required sacrifices attained salvation.  Green comments, “In this religion, living according to God’s design – ethically and ritually – maintains Israel’s relationship with God, including the forgiveness of sin. ‘Levitical religion,’ as we might call it, offers no religious function for a messiah that is not already covered in some other way.”
 

Even after the destruction of the second temple, Messiah received no role in the spiritual redemption of Israel.  Instead of bringing sacrifices to the temple, redemption required doing good deeds and acts of mercy.  Green again comments, “Rabbinic Judaism substituted piety, good deeds, and study of Torah for the altar, and it replaced the Holy of Holies with the sacred Torah scroll…. Hence, in Rabbinic Judaism and the forms of Judaism that follow it, the messiah will play an ancillary role and have little impact on religious practice.”

5. Jesus of Nazareth

Concerning the person of Jesus, Jews usually accept one of two views: either he was a rabbi and teacher in Israel, or he was a revolutionary.  

Jesus’ ministry in many ways corresponded to the usual ministry of a rabbi.  He taught the Word of God, gathered disciples, and engaged in theological debate.  His teachings somewhat overlapped with rabbinic teaching, specifically, concerning the fatherhood of God, love for God and neighbor, and the imminent Kingdom of God.  Although he differed from the usual rabbi in his miracle ministry, we see similar phenomena in the career of Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa (first century AD), who prayed for two individuals, who miraculously recovered (see b. Ber. 34b). 

Jesus’ relationship with his disciples had several unique features.  Unlike other rabbis, Jesus not only called disciples to himself, but also sent them out to preach.  He initially appointed 12 disciples, corresponding to the 12 tribes of Israel, and then 70 others, corresponding to the total number of nations of the world (an idea commonly accepted by the Jews).  When a town rejected them, the disciples were to “shake off the dust of their feet” (Matt 10:14) as a symbol of eschatological judgment on their opponents. 

Also significant is Jesus’ cleansing of the temple.  It is thought that Jesus was not objecting to people paying the temple tax, which was prescribed by the Law, but to doing business in the temple.  The Pharisees also opposed this practice, since it defiled the temple and interfered with their teaching ministry there.  Jesus’ temple cleansing provoked a violent reaction from the priests, since they gained income from the temple trade. 

Jews explain the arrest and execution of Jesus as follows.  They believe that the combination of Jesus cleansing the temple and performing the Last Supper alarmed some of his disciples about the direction his reforms were taking, and they subsequently decided to betray him.  Specifically, Jesus’ opposition to the temple order and his promise of cleansing from sin through his body and blood disturbed them.  It seemed to them that Jesus had exceeded the allowed limits of rabbinic theological creativity.  

Finally, Jews feel that the Early Church furnished Jesus with the exalted status he now enjoys in Christianity.  Chilton comments on that score, “A generation after Jesus’ death, by the time of the Gospels … there were still large numbers of Jews who were also followers of Jesus, but non-Jews came to predominate in the primitive Church.  They had control over how the Gospels were written after 70 C.E. and how the texts were interpreted.”
 

6. End Times 

Judaism offers several views on eschatology, both for the individual, and for the nation of Israel.  It is commonly thought that after death, people experience a brief sentence in hell, not exceeding one year, and then enter Paradise until resurrection day.  The existence of an afterlife is generally accepted, but not all believe in a future physical resurrection (for example, Reform Jews).
   

As mentioned above, a variety of opinions exist about the nature of Messiah’s coming.  Is he a future deliverer, or just a symbol of a coming Golden Age?  All agree that the messianic age will be a time of exaltation for Israel.  The messianic age will be utopic, without death or any curse.  At the same time, many expect that a difficult time of calamities, suffering and ungodliness worldwide will precede it.
  

E. Worship in Judaism 

1. Personal Devotion

The devoted Jew diligently studies the sacred tests of Judaism, especially the Torah and Talmud.  Only men are required to study.  Werblowsky relates the view that “the divine presence dwells among those who study the Torah.”
  Maimonides advised studying scripture for nine hours a day, and for working only three.  Studying the Law will lead to observing it.  Before bed, one must recite the Shma (Deut 6:4-9).  In a more expanded form (Deut 6:4-9; 11:13-21; Num 15:37-41), it is read in the synagogue morning and evening.
 

The Shma, along with other scriptural passages, are kept in a small box, called the tefillin, which Jewish men wear on their forehead and left arm during prayer in observance of Exodus 13:9: “It shall serve as a sign to you on your hand, and as a reminder on your forehead”.  Scriptural passages are also kept in the mezuzah, which is attached to the doorpost in observance of Deuteronomy 11:20: “You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”
  

In the synagogue, a special prayer is recited three times a day – the Amidah.  It consists of twelve blessings and serves as a substitute for bringing the daily sacrifices in the temple, as the Law required.
 
The most widely celebrated act of devotion in Judaism is observing the Sabbath, although different Jews practice it differently.  Orthodox Jews will follow the Mishna, which prohibits 39 different types of work on that day.  The Sabbath lasts from sundown Friday to sundown Saturday.  Commonly, the family has their Sabbath meal on Friday evening, with the father blessing the meal.  The synagogues also hold special Sabbath services.

Finally, a special event awaits every Jewish boy and girl – the bar mitzvah and bat mitzvah, respectively.  The terms mean “son or daughter of the commandment,” and commemorate the passing of the youth into the age of personal accountability.  The ritual is performed at age 13 for boys, and age 12 for girls (expect for Reform Jews, who celebrate bat mitzvah at age 13 as well).
  
2. Observing Feast Days
 

Judaism honors most of all two main feasts: Rosh Hashanah, i.e. “New Year,” and Yom Kippur, i.e. “Day of Atonement.”  Rosh Hashanah lands on the first day of the seventh month of the Hebrew Calander, Tishrei, and is celebrated for two days.  According to rabbinic tradition, on this day God created the world.  In addition, on Rosh Hashanah they blow the shofar in remembrance of God giving the Law at Sinai.  

The first day to the tenth day of the seventh month (which is Yom Kippur) are the “Days of Awe,” during which time devotees reflect on their lives and behavior before God and walk in a spirit of humility and repentance before him.  It is thought that on Rosh Hashanah God evaluates people’s lives.  The Mishna warns, “At the New Year all who enter the world pass before Him like troops” (m. R. Hash., 1.2).
  So then, Rosh Hashanah is a type or symbol of the Final Judgment.

Rosh Hashanah includes the following elements.  The Jews abstain from work, wear modest attire, attend a synagogue service, fervently pray, blow the shofar, read about the “sacrifice” of Isaac, perform Tashlikh (symbolically casting their sins into a river or lake), and wish each other a “good and sweet year.”

The “Days of Awe” consummate at the feast of Yom Kippur, the “Day of Atonement,” on the tenth day of the month Tishrei.  Although God’s “judgment” supposedly occurs on Rosh Hashanah, there is still time to mend one’s ways before Yom Kippur.  Forgiveness is granted to the repentant.  Those who treat the Days of Awe lightly receive a confirming “stamp” on the verdict given at Rosh Hashanah.  This verdict will determine whether or not the individual will live through the upcoming year.  

The feast of Yom Kippur has special features.  Devotees abstain from work, attend a synagogue service, fervently pray, observe a 24-hour fast, confess their sins and wear modest clothing, particularly without leather or jewelry.  At the synagogue, the leader repeats the actions the high priest formerly did before the Ark of the Covenant when the temple still stood.

The so-called “pilgrim feasts” fill an important place in the Hebrew calendar as well: Pesach (Passover), Shavuot (Feast of Weeks, or Pentecost), and Sukkot (Feast of Tabernacles).  The celebration of Pesach occurs from the fourteenth to the twentieth day of the month of Nisan.  The feast serves to remind the Israeli people of their miraculous exodus from Egypt.  

The order of Pesach is well known.  The family gathers for the festive meal, which includes lamb.  Before the feast, they remove all yeast from the home and use unleavened bread (matzo) instead.  The father retells from scripture the story of the Exodus.  A special cup is set apart for Elijah, who is to be the predecessor of Messiah.  Another tradition involves hiding the afikoman, a piece of matzo consumed at the end of the meal.  The children seek it out. 

Shavuot, a harvest feast, is commemorated fifty days after Pesach.  During Shavuot, Israel thanks God for their material blessings.  In antiquity, between Pesach and Shavuot a measure of wheat was brought daily to the temple.  During this time, certain restrictions applied to personal behavior concerning wearing new clothes, cutting hair, getting married or leaving on a journey.  The thirty-third day was an exception to these restrictions.  Shavuot is also a day of remembrance, honoring the giving of the Law at Sinai.  The evening before Shavuot, the Torah is read late into the night.   

Sukkot, or the Feast of Tabernacles, occurs in the seventh month (Tishrei), from the fifteenth to the twenty-first day, that is, four days after Yom Kippur.  The twenty-second day is also special – Shemini Atzeret, or the “gathering of the eighth day.”  Sukkot is a feast of joy and celebration, during which Jews build small dwellings, participate in various marches, and pray for rain.  On Shemini Atzeret, which is also called Simchat Torah (“Rejoicing in the Torah”).
 a special procession with the Torah is held.  It is believed that the battle of Armageddon will occur during Sukkot, when God will avenge the enemies of Israel.  

The Hebrew calendar also marks other secondary feasts, such as Hanukkah, Purim and the month of Elul.  Hanukkah is celebrated from the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month (Kislev) through the first day of the next month (Tevet).  Its purpose is to recall the restoration and dedication of the Jerusalem temple by the Maccabees after their triumph over the Seleucid Empire, which was persecuting the Jews.  Like Sukkot, Hanukkah is a joyful celebration.  The Jews light candles, give presents to children, and read the Torah, especially the seventh chapter of Numbers.  

Purim occurs on the fourteenth day of the twelfth month (Adar).  On that day, God saved Israel from the extermination intended by Haman, an official to the king of ancient Persia, as recorded in the book of Esther.  On the evening before Purim, the fast of Esther is held.  On the day of the feast, the book of Esther is read, gifts are sent to the poor, to relatives, and to children, and a large feast is held, during which it is lawful to drink to excess.  Children often dress as adults and put on plays.  

The month of Elul is a time of preparation for Rosh Hashanah and the “Days of Awe.”  During this time, the Jews reflect more on the coming judgment of God at Rosh Hashanah.  Every morning at the synagogue, they blow the shofar.  People send each other gifts and send wishes that God will write their names into the Book of Life. 

The following days are marked as special days of fasting: the seventeenth of Tammuz, the ninth of Av, and the tenth of Tevet.  According to tradition, on the seventeenth of Tammuz, Moses discovered the people worshiping the golden calf at Sinai.  The fast on the ninth of Av is in remembrance of various tragedies: the destruction of both temples, the deportation of Jews from England in the 13th century and from Spain in the 15th century, World War I, and others.  On the tenth of Tevet, Jews commemorate the beginning of Babylon’s siege of Jerusalem.

We may add two feast days established in modern times: Yom HaShoah honors the victims of the Holocaust, while Yom Ha'atzmaut is Israeli Independence Day. 

F. Evaluation of Judaism 

1. Have We Finally Found It?

It appears that the Jewish faith, in many respects, meets expectations for truly having a divine origin.  First, the founders of the Jewish faith, such as Abraham, Moses, David and the prophets, are individuals who arguably actually existed and whose histories are known and demonstrate a spiritual dynamic and moral excellence (although none are perfectly sinless) that one would expect from people who have encountered God and/or have been sent by him.  The historical integrity of these Old Testament narratives is defended in Edward Young’s An Introduction to the Old Testament. 

Second, the history of Israel as a nation is most remarkable.  What other nation has existed, persisted and even thrived for millennia, in spite of numerous attempts to exterminate the race?  Could this not be an indication of divine favor and preservation?  

Third, the Tanakh promotes a very high moral standard.  The inability of Israel (and of humanity in general) to consistently live up to this standard may well testify of its “superhuman” origin.  It is not by chance that the great religions of the world advance a similar moral standard, yet none of them predates the Jewish faith.  The excellence of this standard is such that the ethics of traditional societies in history have closely reflected it as well.  

Fourth, the Jewish faith boasts sensational supernatural demonstrates in confirmation of its divine origin, which are recorded in the Hebrew Bible in serious narrative style, unlike the fables of Krishna or similar legends.  One may recall the nature miracles of Moses and Joshua, the supernatural strength of Sampson, the healings of Elijah and Elisha, and many others miracles that fill the pages of the Tanakh.  

Fifth, the Tanakh records numerous prophetic predictions that have been fulfilled in history.  A small sample of fulfilled prophecies is provided a bit later, and an exhaustive list is found in J. F. Walvoord’s The Prophecy Knowledge Handbook.  Only a divinely inspired faith can boast such a record, as God himself spoke through Isaiah: “I am God, and there is no one like Me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things which have not been done” (Isa 46:9-10).   

Finally, all the major monotheistic faiths in many respects cite as their starting point the Jewish Tanakh, thereby testifying of its veracity in their estimation.  Even though teachers like Muhammad and Bahaʼu’llah claimed to have improved on Judaistic faith, our evaluation of these leaders and their teachings sheds doubt on that claim.  We could better characterize their “contributions” not as improvements, but as distortions of and deviations from the truth. 

At the same time, one must wonder whether Rabbinic Judaism is the true heir of this divine revelation.  Although we can conclude that the original revelation contained in the Tanakh is truly the Word of God, could it not be true that Rabbinic Judaism, like Islam and the Bahaʼi Faith, has also departed from this trajectory?   

2. Remaining Difficulties 
a. Reliability of the Tradition

First, how can Rabbinic Judaism convincingly demonstrate that the traditions contained in the Mishna and Talmud truly date back to Moses, the man of God?  During his earthly ministry, Jesus of Nazareth, whom Judaism respects as a rabbi, warned of reliance on human tradition instead of the written Word: “Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men…. You are experts at setting aside the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition…. invalidating the word of God by your tradition which you have handed down; and you do many things such as that” (Mark 7:7-13).  Could we be dealing here in the Mishna and the subsequent Talmud not with divine revelation, but merely faulty human opinion? 

b. Lack of Substitutionary Sacrifices

Second, Rabbinic Judaism no longer practices substitutionary sacrifices, which, according to the Torah, are required for obtaining forgiveness.  In defense of Rabbinic Judaism, Gerald Sigal explains, 

No dilemma is posed by the inability to offer animal sacrifices for atonement of sin.  Emphasis is now placed on the repentant prayer component of the sacrificial ceremony.  Biblically, confessionary repentant prayer can and does satisfy all the criteria necessary for attaining God's forgiveness even without the presence of a blood atonement sacrifice.

However, we have no divine sanction for such a substantial alteration in God’s requirement for forgiveness.  Could not Isaiah have been predicting a change in the nature of that sacrifice, having prophesied the following concerning the coming Servant of the Lord: “Because He poured out Himself to death, and was numbered with the transgressors.  Yet He Himself bore the sin of many, and interceded for the transgressors.” (Isa 53:12)?  

c. Fulfillment of Messianic Prophecies

Judaism insists on the view that Messiah, whether he is a person, or a symbol of a future Golden Age for Israel, is a future phenomenon.  However, a number of factors support the conviction that Messiah has already come to Israel in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.  

The Tanakh declared that Messiah would be a descended of Abraham (Gen 12:3), Judah (Gen 49:10) and David (2 Sam 7), which corresponds with Jesus’ genealogy (Matt 1; Luke 1).  The prophet Micah predicted Messiah’s birth in Bethlehem (Micah 5:2), where Jesus was born (Matt 2:1).  Isaiah predicted that Messiah would be born of a virgin (Isa 7:14), which Matthew claims occurred with Jesus (Matt 1).    

Furthermore, the descent of the Holy Spirit on Messiah, predicted in Isaiah 11:2, was fulfilled during Jesus’ water baptism (Matt 3:16).  According to prophecy, Elijah was to precede Messiah’s coming, which was typologically fulfilled in the ministry of John the Baptist (Matt 3:1-2).  The Tanakh speaks of miracles in Messiah’s ministry (Isa 35:5-6), which abounded in Jesus’ ministry (Matt 9:35).  Psalm 77:2, which predicts Messiah’s teaching in parables, finds fulfillment in Jesus’ ministry as well (Matt 13:34).  Malachi prophesied that the Messiah would cleanse the temple (Mal 3:1), which Jesus did (Matt 21:12).  

Messiah was to be rejected (Ps 118:22; Isa 53:3), which Jesus experienced (1 Pet 2:7; John 1:10-11).  Specifically, Messiah was to be betrayed for 30 pieces of silver by a friend (Ps 41:9; Zech 11:12), which Judas Iscariot did to his master (Matt 10:4; 26:15).  Messiah was to experience beating (Isa 50:6), mocking (Ps 22:6-7) and crucifixion (Ps 22:16), remaining silent during his trial (Isa 53:7), all of which was happened during Jesus’ Passion (Matt 26:67- 27:31; Lk 23:33).  

On either side of Jesus, two robbers were crucified (Matt 27:38), just as Isaiah predicted (Isa 53:12).  On the cross, Jesus prayed (Lk 23:34; see Isa 53:12), was given vinegar to drink (Jn 19:28; see Ps 69:21), and was pierced (Jn 19:34; see Zech 12:10).  Having been taken down from the cross, he was laid in a rich man’s tomb (Matt 27:57-60) in fulfillment of Isaiah 53:9.  Soldiers cast dice for his clothing (Jn 19:24), as predicted in Psalm 22:18. 

Maybe the most remarkable fulfillment of prophecy is that of Daniel 9:24-26.  According to that passage, Messiah must “be cut off” 490 years after the command to reconstruct Jerusalem, which was given by Artaxerxes in 444 BC.  Taking into consideration that the Hebrew calendar year contains not 365 days, but 360, the date for Messiah’s death would correspond closely to the date of Jesus’ crucifixion, as well as we can place it. 

One must be impressed by the large number and accurate fulfillment of messianic prophecies by Jesus the Nazarene.  The likelihood of this occurring by chance is extremely small, especially in the light of the fact that most of these prophecies concern factors over which Jesus had no control: like his genealogy, his birthplace, the circumstances of his death, his betrayal by a friend, and others.  Even if all this could happen by chance, would God have allowed it to be so, since it would threaten to thwart his plan to later introduce the true Messiah into the world? 

Finally, according to New Testament testimony, Jesus was an honest person, who held to high morals.  It is very unlikely that he would have deliberately deceived his disciples into believing that he was Messiah, if he knew himself not to be him.  Christians also claim that Jesus rose from the dead, which would conclusively confirm his messianic claims.  That will be the topic of our final chapter. 

Judaism strongly objects to the suggestion that Jesus of Nazareth is the long-awaited Messiah of Israel.  The Appendix at the conclusion of this chapter discusses these objections in more detail. 

Appendix: Objections to Jesus as Messiah

Judaism strongly objects to the suggestion that Jesus of Nazareth is the long-awaited Messiah of Israel.  To the more famous proof texts of that claim, rabbis have prepared a response.  Have the rabbis convincingly refuted this claim?

А. Rabbinic Interpretation of Isaiah 53

A classic proof-text in defense of Jesus’ messiahship is Isaiah 53, where it is claimed that Messiah is called the “Servant of the Lord” (v. 11), and his sacrificial death on the cross is predicted.  In this passage, the revolutionary notion is introduced that Messiah is not simply a political deliverer, as Judaism traditionally comprehends him, but also a substitutionary sacrifice for sin.  Verses 4-6 are key to this new understanding:

Surely our griefs he himself bore, and our sorrows he carried.  Yet we ourselves esteemed him stricken, Smitten of God, and afflicted.  But he was pierced through for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities.  The chastening for our well-being {fell} upon him, and by his scourging we are healed.  All of us like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way, but the LORD has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on him. 

1. The Rabbinic Position

Moshe Shulman relates that the most authoritative Jewish commentaries on Isaiah 53 ascribe its contents to Israel as a nation, although some Jewish commentators see in it a righteous sufferer in a general sense.
  Blumenthal argues for the former opinion.
  He notes that before this passage (Isa 52:7-12), and after it (Isa 54), the context speaks of Israel’s restoration.  Therefore, Isaiah 53 must follow the same theme.  He further claims that Isaiah 53:1-6 does not contain Isaiah’s words, but the words of certain kings, referred to in Isaiah 52:15, which express amazement that God has restored Israel: 

1. Who has believed our message?  And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed? 

2. For he grew up before Him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of parched ground.  He has no {stately} form or majesty that we should look upon him, nor appearance that we should be attracted to Him. 

3. He was despised and forsaken of men, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.  And like one from whom men hide their face he was despised, and we did not esteem him. 

4. Surely our griefs he himself bore, and our sorrows he carried.  Yet we ourselves esteemed him stricken, Smitten of God, and afflicted. 

5. But he was pierced through for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities.  The chastening for our well-being {fell} upon him, and by his scourging we are healed. 

6. All of us like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way.  But the LORD has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on him.

According to Blumenthal’s interpretation, the Gentile nations will eventually discover that Israel (the Servant of the Lord) endured the suffering of exile for their sakes, so that through Israel’s suffering God might prepare His people to eventually convert the Gentile world to himself.  In this sense, God’s Servant Israel “was pierced through for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities.  The chastening for our well-being {fell} upon him, and by his scourging we are healed” (v. 5).

Blumenthal offers the following interpretation of verses 10-12.  In order for Israel to fulfill God’s redemption plan, they must acknowledge their guilt before God – that they have sinned and deserve the punishment they received.  Blumenthal’s translation of verse 10 reads as follows: “And the Lord desired to crush and afflict him; if his soul would acknowledge guilt, he would see offspring.”  If Israel admits their guilt, then God’s plan for them will succeed and they will become the “substitutionary” redeemer for the Gentiles, as described above, and will “bare the sin of many” (v. 12).  

Rabbi Skobac shares Blumenthal’s opinion that the first verses of chapter 53 echo the words of the “kings” of Isaiah 52:13.  He notes that Isaiah 53:1 uses the plural and so translates, “Who has believed what we have heard,” that is, that Israel has been restored?
  He sees a parallel between Isaiah 53:1 and Micah 7:15-16: “‘As in the days when you came out from the land of Egypt, I will show you miracles.’ Nations will see and be ashamed of all their might.  They will put {their} hand on {their} mouth, their ears will be deaf.”

Skobac shares still other insights.  First, the figure “Servant of the Lord” is frequently encountered in Isaiah chapters 40-53 and consistently refers to the nation of Israel.  Second, many characteristics of the Servant of the Lord in Isaiah 53 correspond to national Israel:

· v. 1 – in other passages the phrase “the arm of the Lord” refers to physical deliverance for national Israel (see Isa 62:8; 63:12; Ex 3:20; Deut 34:12; Ps 89:10).  

· v. 2 – in the Hebrew Bible, Israel is often compared to a plant.

· v. 2-3 – the nations of the world despise Israel (see Isa 60:14-15; 49:13).

· v. 5 – the “wounds” of the Lord’s Servant are the sufferings of Israel (see Jer 30:17).

· v. 7 – when Israel suffered he “did not open his mouth… like a sheep that is silent before its shearers” (see Ps 44:11). 

· v. 9 – the “land of the living” is Palestine (see Ps 116:9).

· v. 10 – God’s reward for Israel’s patience in suffering will be long life and many offspring (see Deut 28:11; 30, Jer 23:3; Isa 65:20).

Skobac’s interpretation differs from that of Blumenthal in that the sufferings of Israel described in verses 4-9 are not for the redemption of the Gentiles.  These verses relate to Israel’s persecution by the Gentiles, who thought that they were accomplishing God’s plan by punishing Israel.  Therefore, it was written, “Yet we ourselves esteemed him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted,” which justifies their persecution of the Servant of the Lord, i.e. Israel.

Nonetheless, in verses 10-12 the Servant of the Lord brings the Gentiles to the true God in accordance with what was written about Israel’s mission to the Gentiles in Genesis 28:14; Exodus 19:5-6; and Zechariah 8:23.  In verse 12, Israel even prays for their persecutors, as written in Jeremiah 29:7.

Skobac also notes certain special features in Isaiah 53:5: “But he was pierced through for (מן) our transgressions, he was crushed for (מן) our iniquities.”  The preposition מן (min) usually means “from.”  The corresponding translation would then be: “But (Israel) was pierced through by means of the Gentiles’ transgressions, he was crushed by means of their iniquities,” that is, by means of their persecutions.  In other words, the verse does not refer to the substitutionary sufferings of the Servant of the Lord for others, but the persecutions he endured from the Gentiles.

Furthermore, the words “The chastening for our well-being fell upon him, and by his scourging we are healed” mean that the Gentiles considered the defeat of Israel a means to their prosperity (see Jer 50:7; 30:17; 10:25; Ps 94:3-7; Ps 83; Zech 1:14-15).

It does not disturb Skobac that the expression “Servant of the Lord” stands in the singular.  Other passages speak of the nation of Israel in the singular (Isa 43:10; Ex 4:22; Hos 8:3; 11:1).  It also does not trouble him that it is written of Israel, “Because he had done no violence, nor was there any deceit in his mouth” (v. 9).  Here he feels the prophet is not speaking of Israel in general, but only of the faithful remnant among them (see Zeph 3:13).  He explains that in verse 10, “But the LORD was pleased to crush him, putting him to grief,” God was testing the faithfulness of his people.

Skobac seeks to prove that Isaiah 53 does not relate to Jesus as well.  First, Jesus was not “despised” (v. 3), but very popular.  Second, unlike the Servant of the Lord, who “did not open his mouth,” Jesus defended himself before the Jewish leaders and called out to God in the Garden of Eden and on the cross.

Third, unlike the Servant of the Lord, who “had done no violence” (v. 9), Jesus sometimes resorted to violence, such as the time he cleansed the temple (Jn 2:14-17) and instructed his disciples to take a sword (Lk 22:36).  He also deceived the Jewish leaders saying, “I have spoken openly to the world…. I spoke nothing in secret” (Jn 18:20), but of the Lord’s Servant it says, “Nor was there any deceit in His mouth” (v. 9).  Jesus did explain his teachings to his disciples in private (Matt 13:11).

Finally, the Servant of the Lord “will see his offspring (זֶרַע)” (v. 10).  In the Tanakh, the term זֶרַע (zera) describes physical descendants, which Jesus did not have.  When “offspring” is used in a symbolic sense, we encounter not the word זֶרַע (zera), but בֵּן (ben) (see Gen 15:2-3; Isa 45:11, 19).

2. Evaluation of the Rabbinic Position
In his interpretation of Isaiah 53, Blumenthal overlooks several key points.  First, it is true that Isaiah 52:7-12 speaks of the restoration of Israel.  Yet, immediately afterward, the prophet begins speaking about Messiah.  We note that in Isaiah 52:7-12, Isaiah speaks to Israel (in the second person), but beginning in verse 13, he is speaking about Messiah (in the third person).   

In addition, Blumenthal incorrectly translates Isaiah 52:14, ascribing the following words to Israel: “Just as many were astonished over you, [saying] his appearance is too marred to be that of man and his visage to be human.”  The word “saying,” though, is not in the Hebrew text, as Blumenthal admits by placing it in parentheses.  In this verse, the construction כַּאֲשֶׁר כֵּן is used, which indicates a comparison of Israel’s condition with the condition of another (i.e. Messiah): “Just as (כַּאֲשֶׁר) many were astonished at you (Israel), so (כֵּן) his appearance (Messiah) was marred more than any man, and his form more than the sons of men.” 

Concerning the first six verses of Isaiah 53, it is very unlikely that here we have the words of the “amazed kings” of Isa 52:15.  Which Gentile kings would acknowledge the “arm of the Lord,” or his “revelation”?  In the expression “the arm of the Lord,” the covenant name of God with Israel is used – Yahweh.  In addition, in the biblical text, it is unusual to see such a long direct quotation without some indication that not the author, but another party is speaking.  These are words of the prophet, clearly addressing unbelievers in the Messiah of Israel. 

Blumenthal’s interpretation encounters other difficulties as well.  In verse 7, it is written about the Servant of the Lord, “He was oppressed and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth.  Like a lamb that is led to slaughter, and like a sheep that is silent before its shearers, so he did not open his mouth.”  This verse is far from describing Israel’s response to its conquerors.  They resisted Babylon and Rome to their last breath.  Israel passively accepted defeat only when every hope of resistance was gone. 

In verse ten, Blumenthal offers the following translation of the Hebrew text אִם־תָּשִׂים אָשָׁם נַפְשׁוֹ יִרְאֶה זֶרַע:  “And the Lord desired to crush and afflict him; if his soul would acknowledge guilt, he would see offspring.”  Blumenthal translates the term אָשָׁם (asham) “guilt,” but it can also indicate an appeasing sacrifice (see Lev 5; 6:10; 7; 14; 19:21-22; Num 6:12; 18:9).
  Also significant is that the noun אָשָׁם (asham) is the direct object of the verb תָּשִׂים, i.e. שִׂים (shim), which means “place, set,” but does not carry the meaning “admit” or “confess.”
  So then, a more proper translation would by “If he would set down his soul (as) a guilt offering, he would see offspring.”  

Skobac also errors in his translation of Isaiah 53:1: “Who has believed what we have heard.”  The Hebrew text here is מִי הֶאֱמִין לִשְׁמֻעָתֵנוּ, which literally translates, “Who has believed our message?”  He incorrectly translates the noun with pronominal suffix שְׁמֻעָתֵנוּ, “our message,” with a verb and pronominal suffix, “we heard.”  The sense of the verse in not that the “kings” were amazed at the restoration of Israel, but that no one believes in the message from God that Isaiah proclaimed. 

Skobac does make an interesting point that the use of the preposition מִן (min) in Isaiah 53:5 would commonly render the verse “But he was pierced through by means of (מן) our transgressions, he was crushed by means of (מן) our iniquities.” At the same time, the preposition מִן (min) can indicate cause, as in Zephaniah 3:11, Malachi 2:13, and Joshua 2:11.  Using that meaning would render the translation, “But he was pierced through for (מן) our transgressions, he was crushed for (מן) our iniquities,” which supports the idea of a substitutionary sacrifice.  

Skobac is mistaken in not ascribing Isaiah 53 to Jesus of Nazareth.  Truly, Jesus did fit the description of a despised sufferer (v. 2-3) during the time of his Passion.  In addition, in agreement with verse 7, he truly went through his trial and execution without objection or complaint (see Matt 26:63; 27:12-14; Mark 14:61; 15:5; Lk 23:9; Jn 19:9). 

Moreover, anyone who is acquainted with Jesus’ history will unhesitating agree that the characteristics of honesty and non-violence (v. 9) aptly apply to him.  When Jesus cleansed the temple, for example, he harmed no one.  In addition, the part of verse 9 that reads “yet He was with a rich man in His death” was literally fulfilled in Jesus: “There came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph … asked for the body of Jesus … laid it in his own new tomb” (Matt 27:57-60).

Finally, Skobac blatantly ignores the repeated references to a substitutionary sacrifice (besides verse 5) and gives no convincing explanation for them, such as: “Surely our griefs he himself bore, and our sorrows He carried” (v. 4), “the LORD has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on him” (v. 6), “For the transgression of my people, to whom the stroke {was due}” (v. 8), “If he would render himself {as} a guilt offering” (v. 10), and “My Servant, will justify the many, as he will bear their iniquities” (v. 11).  No explanation for such a clear indication of substitutionary atonement is more plausible or satisfying than the sacrificial sufferings of Jesus the Messiah.

B. How Many Comings of Messiah?

Judaism believes that the Tanakh predicts not two, but only one coming of Messiah – when he comes to rule the earth.  Since Jesus did not fulfill that expectation, he cannot be the Messiah of Israel.
  However, when one examines biblical prophecy, one must keep in mind the phenomenon of “prophetic perspective.”  This means that a prophecy may come to pass progressively or in stages.  For example, a prophet may speak of a coming Messiah, but only part of his prophecy may be fulfilled during his first coming, and the remainder during his second coming.  

We may compare this phenomenon with someone standing before a mountain range and viewing the peaks as if they were all in close proximity to one another, while, in truth, they are quite distant from each other.  In a similar way, a prophet may describe various events as if they occur in the same period of time, while between them may actually exists a long interval.  This is what is meant by “prophetic perspective.”

Isaiah 42:1-4 serves as a good example.  The part in italics refers to the coming of Messiah in humility, while the non-italic content describes a glorious Messiah, who comes to establish his kingdom:

Behold, My Servant, whom I uphold; My chosen one {in whom} My soul delights.  I have put My Spirit upon him.  He will bring forth justice to the nations.  He will not cry out or raise {his voice,} nor make his voice heard in the street.  A bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not extinguish.  He will faithfully bring forth justice.  He will not be disheartened or crushed until he has established justice in the earth, and the coastlands will wait expectantly for his law.

Zechariah 9:9-10 provides a similar example:

Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!  Shout {in triumph,} O daughter of Jerusalem!  Behold, your king is coming to you.  He is just and endowed with salvation, humble, and mounted on a donkey, even on a colt, the foal of a donkey.  I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim, and the horse from Jerusalem, and the bow of war will be cut off.  And he will speak peace to the nations, and His dominion will be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth.

We may also cite non-messianic examples.  Isaiah 19:1-17 predicts God’s judgment on Egypt, which has already occurred in history.  From verse 18 on, though, the prophet predicts a coming restoration of Egypt during the coming messianic reign.  Similarly, in Zechariah 8 we see another “combined” prophecy of blessing on Israel both at the time of the prophet, and in the end times.  

“Prophetic perspective” can concern not only various times, but also various people.  In the first part of Daniel 11, we see an exact description of the rise of the Seleucid ruler Antiochus Epiphanes, who invaded Israel in the second century BC and oppressed the nation.  From verse 36 on, though, we encounter another figure, who will do even greater abominations than Antiochus ever did in his day.  This section is commonly attributed to the coming Antichrist.  Yet, the prophet does not distinguish one figure from the other, but speaks as if only one person is in view.

So then, the Tanakh contains a sufficient number of examples of “prophetic perspective” to justify the claim that Messiah comes both initially in humility, and subsequently in glory.  This conclusion also corresponds to the prediction in Isaiah 53 of Messiah’s sufferings.  How can Messiah be at the same time a Suffering Servant of the Lord and a glorious conqueror? 

C. Is Jesus a True Descendant of David?

Others object that Jesus of Nazareth could not be the Messiah, since he is not a descendant of David, as required by prophecy (2 Sam 7:12-16).
  They following arguments are advanced.  First, although Joseph, Jesus’ supposed father, was in the royal line, according to the teachings of Christianity, Jesus is not Joseph’s biological son. 

Even if Joseph adopted Jesus, there is no precedent for transferring one’s membership to a clan of Israel to an adopted son.  For example, a person adopted into a priestly line may not become a priest.  In a similar way, if Joseph adopted Jesus, the latter could not consider himself a descendant of David or heir to his throne. 

Second, although Jesus is truly a son of Mary, her descendancy from David is questionable, based on the assumption that the genealogy in Luke 3 belongs to her.  Even if that is so, a son receives his clan membership not from the mother, but from the biological father (see Num 1:18; Ezra 2:59).  In addition, the genealogy in Luke 3 is not of the royal line through Solomon, though whom God promised to give the Messiah (see 1 Chr 22:9-10). 

Third, according to Matthew chapter 1, Joseph is in a royal line that includes the cursed Jehoiakim, of whom it is written that his descendants would never inherit the throne of David (Jer 22:30; 36:30).  Fourth, the genealogy in Luke includes the names Zerubbabel and Shealtiel, descendants of the cursed Jehoiakim, which again excludes that genealogy from the line of royal heirs.  

On the other hand, one must also take the following features into consideration.  Since Joseph cannot be at the same time both a son of Jacob (Matt 1:16) and of Eli (Luke 3:23), it is reasonable to conclude that the genealogy of Luke 3 belongs to Mary, since in their narratives Luke focuses more attention on Mary, but Matthew – on Joseph.  

According to this view, the phrase “Jesus … being, as was supposed, the son of Joseph, the son of Eli” (Luke 3:23) could mean the following: “Jesus … being, as was supposed, the son of Joseph, but was really the grandson of Eli by Mary.”  Or, we could assume that Mary had no brothers and, as a result, she was the heiress of her father.  Yet, so that the heir would not be a woman, Eli adopted her husband Joseph, and thus his name enters Luke’s genealogy instead of Mary’s.
  

Thus, Jesus would be a true descendant of David through Mary.  In response to the objection that a son receives his clan membership from the father, Christianity would respond that this rule would not apply to Jesus, since he had no biological father.  
Also notable is that since Jesus was not a descendant of Jehoiakim, he avoided the curse connected to him.  Neither does the mention of Zerubbabel and Shealtiel in Luke’s genealogy disqualify him, since in Luke’s genealogy Shealtiel is the son of Neri, while in Matthew’s genealogy he is the son of Jehoiakim.  This means that we are dealing with different people with the same names. 
Finally, it is untrue that the Messiah must come through Solomon.  He must only be a descendant of David.  God’s promise to David in 2 Samuel 7 mentions only that the future king would be born of David, would be a son to God, would build God’s house, and would inherit an eternal kingdom.  This promise was typologically (symbolically) fulfilled in Solomon, but found its ultimate fulfillment in the Messiah.  He is the one to build the true temple of God.

Nonetheless, we recall God’s words to David in 1 Chr 22:9-10:

Behold, a son will be born to you, who shall be a man of rest; and I will give him rest from all his enemies on every side; for his name shall be Solomon, and I will give peace and quiet to Israel in his days.  He shall build a house for My name, and he shall be My son and I will be his father; and I will establish the throne of his kingdom over Israel forever.

Here it seems that God promised Solomon an eternal kingdom.  Does that mean Messiah must be born in from his line?  Not necessarily.  Later we read: 

Of all my sons (for the LORD has given me many sons), He has chosen my son Solomon to sit on the throne of the kingdom of the LORD over Israel.  He said to me, “Your son Solomon is the one who shall build My house and My courts; for I have chosen him to be a son to Me, and I will be a father to him.  I will establish his kingdom forever if he resolutely performs My commandments and My ordinances, as is done now (1 Chr 28:5-7).

The promise to Solomon of an eternal kingdom depended on whether he “resolutely performs My commandments and My ordinances.”  As we learn from Solomon’s later history, he failed to do this, but turned to idolatry.  Yet, the promise to Messiah of an eternal kingdom was given unconditionally.  The promise of an eternal kingdom, which Solomon forfeited, remains intact for the Messiah, the son of David not by Solomon, but by Nathan (Lk 3:31). 
D. The Virgin Birth of Jesus

According to Christian faith, Isaiah predicted Messiah’s birth from a virgin: “Behold, a virgin will be with child and bear a son, and she will call His name Immanuel” (Isa 7:14).  Some note, however, that the Hebrew word עַלְמָה (alma), translated here “virgin,” literally means a young lady, and not necessarily a virgin.
  Hebrew has a more specific term for a virgin – בְתוּלֶיהָ (bituleya).  Therefore, they conclude that Isaiah was not predicting a virgin birth, but a normal birth from a young woman.

On the other hand, a closer look at the use of the word עַלְמָה (alma) in the Tanakh is revealing.  Including Isaiah 7:14, it occurs seven times, and in four of those instances it clearly indicates a virgin (Gen 24:43; Ex 2:8; Song of Sol. 1:3; 6:8).  In the remaining passages (Ps 68:25; Pr 30:19) the word most likely refers to a virgin, especially if we compare Psalm 68:26 with Judges 21:19-21, and consider that in the context of Proverbs 30:19, the theme is romantic love before marriage.  Therefore, in all cases of its use the Tanakh, a virgin is likely in view.  Also significant is that the Septuagint translates עַלְמָה (alma) in Isaiah 7:14 (and in Gen 24:43) with the Greek word παρθένος (parthenos), which specifically refers to a virgin. 

If we conclude that Isaiah indeed meant a virgin, we encounter another difficulty in regard to the prophecy’s fulfillment.  Was Isaiah speaking here prophetically of Mary, the mother of Jesus, or of a virgin in his own time?  On the one hand, according to Christian faith, Mary did indeed bear a son while in her virginity, and so she should be the only candidate to fulfill this prophecy.  On the other hand, Isaiah gave this prophecy to king Ahaz as a sign that “before the boy will know {enough} to refuse evil and choose good, the land whose two kings you dread (i.e. Syria and Northern Israel) will be forsaken” (Isa 7:16).  If only Mary was in view, the prophecy would have had no significance for Ahaz.  

Those who defend the position that only Mary was intended reply that Isaiah did not mean that the child would be born in the time of Ahaz.  Rather, the period of time, during which Jesus would learn “to refuse evil and choose good,” would be the same period of time, during which the enemies of Ahaz would be overturned, i.e. in the course of 5-6 years. 

Others feel that Isaiah was speaking here of his wife.  There are, in fact, certain common features between the child of prophecy in Isaiah 7:14 and the child of Isaiah in chapter 8 (see v. 4, 18).  Yet at the time of the prophecy, Isaiah already had a son, Shear-jashub (see 7:3), presumably by his wife of chapter 8, and so she was not a virgin.    

Likely the best solution is to conclude that the prophecy has two applications: one for Mary, and another for a woman at the time of Isaiah (possibly his wife).  In this way, the message would have had significance both for Ahaz and for Mary.  Possibly, this is why the word עַלְמָה (alma) was used, since it has a wide application and could describe both the virgin Mary and a young married woman of Isaiah’s time.  We would consider the fulfillment in Mary, then, to be a typological fulfillment, the “type” being a woman in Isaiah’s time. 

Finally, Gen 3:15 speaks of a future deliverer born of a woman (Eve), without mention of a man’s participation, which confirms our expectation of the birth of the deliverer-Messiah by a virgin.
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