
A JEWISH VIEW OF JESUS

By Rabbi Michael Perelmuter

Goals

Students consistently ask: Since Jesus was Jewish, why don't Jews believe he is the
Messiah? Two conclusions may be drawn from this question: (1) an unfamiliarity
with the truth systems of religions other than Christianity, and (2) an unfamiliarity
with the details of Jewish history during the Second Temple period. Therefore,
the goals of this presentation are to familiarize students with the developments of
the concept of "messiah" in Jewish religious history leading up to and after the
life of Jesus. Special attention will be given to the history of the Pharisees in order
to accord them their rightful merit in setting the stage for the survival of Judaism
into the future and for establishing those beliefs that allowed for the development
of the messianic idea in both Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity.

Introduction

Begin this class with a brief conversation about "salvation." Encourage students to
share their beliefs, especially concerning Jesus as Savior. Direct the conversation
to the differences between Judaism and Christianity. Focusing on Jesus as a divine
figure, clarify Judaism's view that the Messiah has not yet arrived and that Jews
do not believe that he is or will be godlike. This will stimulate questions as to
what Jews do believe about Jesus, salvation, and the Messiah.

To the instructor: This is a particularly sensitive topic for students since it
focuses on an alternative view of Jesus and consequently may be viewed as either
casting doubt on Christian faith or exacerbating existing resistance to understand-
ing the truth systems of other religions. Be open and honest with students as to
your own belief about salvation and the concept of messiah.

Lesson Structure

1. Begin with an explanation of where the word "messiah" originated. Write the
Hebrew word mashiach on the board and tell students "messiah" is derived from
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this Hebrew term meaning: the anointed one of God. It is first used to designate
the inaugural procedure of King Saul by virtue of the authority of the prophet
Samuel. Therefore, "messiah" enters early Jewish history as the political and
military title of the king granted by God through His prophet-intermediary.

2. Draw the early Jewish history time line on the board. Trace the anteced-
ents of "messiah" to the period of Moses, continuing through to the destruction of
the First Temple by the Babylonians.

3. During this 600-year period, the history of Israel's sovereignty as a nation-
state unfolds with three distinct classes of leadership and authority: kings, priests,
and prophets.

4. In evaluating the subsequent evolution of the messiah concept, explain
that Moses may be viewed as the prototype of the Jewish messiah. As the prophet
par excellence, his character integrates all three leadership roles and thereby
affords an interesting model of the Jewish expectation of the Messiah. He was a
military and political leader; he was the religious leader of his people; and God
revealed Himself to Moses in an exclusive and unrepeatable manner. In brief, had
the Messiah arrived in the Jewish experience he would have been Moses. But
traditional Judaism is emphatic in not attributing messianic status to Moses and to
this moment diligently awaits the Messiah's arrival.

5. From 600 BCE until the destruction of the Second Temple by the
Romans in 70 CE the idea of messiah changed by virtue of the experience of the
Jews in exile and their encounter with Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman
cultures. By the second century BCE, a concept of messiah existed among the
Jews embedded within the belief system of the Pharisees.

6. Before detailing Pharisaic Judaism, explain that many different forms of
Judaism were adhered to by Jews at this time: Sadducean, Essene, Pharisaic,
Zealotry, belief in Jesus as Messiah—all represented responses to the crisis of the
impending destruction of the nation by the Romans. Each Judaism offered
specific beliefs and courses of action, and therefore we cannot say there was one
Judaism at this time but many Judaisms. Those Jews who believed Jesus to be the
Messiah represented only one response among many. A person could (and can)
be Jewish and hold different opinions about salvation and various other religious
concepts.

7. Pharisaic Judaism is so important to this discussion of messiah because it
represents a revolution in Jewish belief and ritual practice. It also proved to be the
only form of Judaism successful enough to withstand the annihilation of Judaism
in the land of Israel and the destruction of an almost 1000-year religious history
based on the Judaism of the priests: a religion dependent on the sacrificial cult,
the supreme authority of the priestly class, and the centrality of Jewish land
sovereignty as the only vehicle to salvation.

8. Pharisaic Judaism is based on the following revolutionary beliefs: (a) The
concept of the twofold law. In addition to revealing a written Torah at Sinai, God
revealed an oral law. This law is as binding as the written one and confirms the
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authority of the Pharisees as the interpreters of God's will, (b) The belief in God
as a loving parent (father)—a personal God. (c) The belief that the individual
could internalize God's will, allowing for personal salvation and the importance of
prayer as a means of connecting with God. (d) The belief in resurrection and
eternal life and the coming of the Messiah to announce the Kingdom of God on
earth.

9. By the time Jesus enters Jewish history the stage is set for a dramatic
reinterpretation of and intense focus on the concept of messiah. With the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple, Pharisaic Judaism's emphasis on rabbinic/scholarly
authority allowed for the development of the Talmud and thereafter an ever-
evolving form of Judaism that exists to this day in the religion called Orthodox
Judaism. Belief in ultimate redemption with the coming of the Messiah remains to
this day a fundamental belief of this form of Judaism.

10. Those Jews who maintained belief in Jesus as the Messiah led the way to
the evolution of the early church and consequently to the spread of their new
faith to non-Jews and hence forward to the creation of a new religion—Christian-
ity.

11. Two views of messiah emerge from the explanation above: The Jewish
view of long-range messianism, a concept assuring the continuity of faith in the
revelation of the Torah and the authority of the rabbis to interpret God's will in
order to insure the survival of the Jews as a people; and short-range messianism,
initiated by a sect of Jews who believed Jesus to be the Messiah and culminating
in Christianity as a faith system of immediate and realized universal salvation.

12. In conclusion, the importance of understanding the history of the Second
Temple period allows for an awareness of the complexity of the concept of
messiah as well as an appreciation for Pharisaic Judaism as the religion responsi-
ble for spinning forth two meaningful world religions. In this light, Pharisaic
Judaism is the parent religion of traditional Judaism and Catholic Christianity and
therefore the two are sibling religions, each autonomous, independent, and true
for their respective adherents.


