
Perspective #2 Paul’s theology influenced the evolution of the gospel portraits of Jesus

Paul’s 

interpretation 
of 

the Christ

Jesus’ image and teachings 
as preserved, embellished,

transformed through the filter 
of Paul’s interpretation

e.g., Jesus on LAW OF MOSES;
on TURNING to the Gentiles; on

SUPERSESSION of Jews by
Gentiles

Incorporation and/or reaction 
to these ideas 

though process of 
GOSPEL REDACTION

The historical Jesus 

and his teachings

The conceptualization here is that the earliest
images of the historical Jesus and his teach-
ings were filtered through Paul’s interpreta-
tion of the meaning of the Christ (and thus
as well through others’ interpretations of
Paul’s interpretation), the consequence being
that Jesus’ image and teachings were not sim-
ply preserved but also embellished – in some
cases significantly transformed. Respecting
subsequent Christian-Jewish relations, three
themes of decisive importance were generated
through this process, each bearing the
impress either of what Paul himself preached,
or of how others construed, or misconstrued,
that preaching:
•  The motif of rejection of the Law of Moses.

•  The motif of Christian missionaries turn-
ing the focus of their preaching away from
Jews and toward Gentiles instead.

•  The motif of Jews as superseded by Gentiles
as God’s chosen people.

While some Gospel traditions depict Jesus him-
self espousing these motifs, many Jewish readers
deny that Jesus ever actually broke with the Law,
counseled a turning away from Jews and toward
Gentiles instead, or sanctioned notions of Jews
as superseded by Gentiles. Since these three
themes contributed centrally to stereotyping of
Jesus as an apostate by ancient and medieval
Jewish tradition, as well as to supersessionist and
triumphalist theology of some Christians past and
present, suggestions that these motifs derive
more from how Paul was interpreted (or misin-
terpreted) than from what Jesus personally
espoused carry significant ramifications!

PERSPECTIVE #3:   
In the process of responding to challenges by
Jewish opponents, emerging Christianity

adjusted or added to Jesus-traditions 
teachings and nuances not authentic to 
Jesus’ ministry; accordingly, teachings
ascribed to Jesus – and impinging on 

Jews and Judaism – should not be viewed
only as an undifferentiated mass.

Between Jesus’ ministry (ca. 30 C.E.) and the
completion of the Gospels (70-100), dilem-
mas arose for emerging churches, some stem-
ming from challenges by (non-Christian)
Jews to Jesus’ credentials and to the validity of
Christian preaching about him. Despite the
Gospels’ ostensible preoccupation with
retelling details of Jesus’ ministry decades ear-
lier, the Evangelists were also addressing these
more recently surfacing concerns – issues so
formidable that Christianity had to enlist
Jesus’ authoritative image to solve them.
Conceiving that their own immediate prob-
lems had already originated during Jesus’ day,
and that solutions were therefore discoverable
in his words and deeds, the Gospel writers
often recast his actual teachings to render
them germane for later circumstances.

• Illustration: Noting that some Christians
failed to abide by Jewish dietary laws, Jewish
opponents posed a challenge: how can you
profess to fulfill God’s covenant while violat-
ing laws of kashrut? In helping his con-
stituents to respond, Mark (7:18-23) adjusted
a genuine teaching of Jesus to mean some-
thing other than what was originally intended
– redirecting Jesus’ words, “Do you not see
that whatever goes into a man from outside
cannot defile him?” to mean that Jesus had
“thus declared all foods clean” (7:19b). While
Jesus’ intent may have been to teach that

what truly matters is internal moral con-
sciousness, Mark instead applied Jesus’ words
to the different problem of dietary laws, so as
to address a challenge from Jews first arising
between Jesus’ ministry and completion of
Mark’s Gospel forty years later.

• Illustration: Confronted by Jewish denials
of the resurrection, Christianity came to
advance an empty tomb tradition.
Responding to this unexpected claim, Jewish
skeptics ascribed the alleged emptiness of the
tomb to the disciples’ theft of the body, a
charge Matthew tried to neutralize by his
own “proofs” that a theft was impossible (cf.
27:62-66; 28:11-15). Suggestion of a theft
was an inevitable Jewish retort to the empty
tomb story. That Mark, the earliest Gospel,
does not mention let alone cope with this
response hints that the empty tomb tradition
first surfaced either with Mark himself (who
failed to anticipate the Jewish reaction) or
only shortly before him (so this reaction –
insinuation of a “theft” – had yet to surface
to his attention). We may thus conclude that
the tomb tradition was a Christian response
to a Jewish challenge arising between Jesus’
ministry and Mark decades later.

PERSPECTIVE #4:  
Study of the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, 
and Luke in parallel columns reveals that
later writers intensified the anti- Judaism 

of their sources. Therefore, one might 
plausibly argue that anti- Judaism decreases

as we regress toward Christian origins.

Most New Testament scholarship holds that
Matthew and Luke are not only literarily
dependent upon Mark but have also altered
his text, with some of their variations reflect-
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ing their intentional adjustments (not simply
dependence on other sources). In particular,
anti-Jewish nuances present in Matthew and
Luke, yet absent from parallel material in
Mark, likely reflect the later editors’ own
inclinations, conditioned by tensions of
Christian-Jewish discourse in their day.

“Jesus Before the Sanhedrin” (Mark 14:55-
56; Matthew 26:59-60) – Here, the
Matthaean account significantly changes
Mark’s rendition by adding (in 26:59) a single
word: “false.” While in Mark the Jewish offi-
cials sought (what they apparently believed to
be) true testimony against Jesus, in Matthew
they set about finding false testimony from
the start. In Mark’s understanding, therefore,
the Jewish authorities, genuinely believing
Jesus guilty, had only to seek out honest wit-
nesses to confirm their belief. Yet Matthew
implies that because Jewish authorities knew
Jesus to be innocent they actually had to seek
out specifically false witnesses to condemn
him! Thus does Matthew’s adjustment of
Mark heighten an already earlier anti-Jewish
tendency of the Christian tradition.

“The Sentence of Death” (Mark 15:12-15;
Matthew 27:22-26; Luke 23:21-25) – In
Mark, the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate,
attempts to acquit Jesus (verse 14), and it is the

Jewish mob who calls for Jesus’ crucifixion.
Matthew’s incorporation of the so-called “blood
curse” (verses 24-25), however, intensifies the
Jews’ culpability even as it further downplays
Pilate’s own involvement. Luke, by emphatically
employing the third person, likewise heightens
the Jews’ accountability – “they were urgent,
demanding ... he ... be crucified”; “and their
voices prevailed” (verse 23); “that their demand
should be granted” (v. 24); “the man ... whom
they asked for”; “delivered up to their will” (v.
25). Luke also has Pilate acquit Jesus three times
(23:4,14,22) rather than merely once (cf. Mark
15:14; Matthew 27:23).

Just as Matthew and Luke revised their
sources, Mark likewise edited his own
received traditions, transforming into con-
frontation teachings of Jesus not originally
uttered in contexts of controversy. Such
observations are compatible with Perspective
#1: that the further we recede into earliest
Christianity – approaching the time frame of
Jesus himself – the more plausibly may
Gospel expressions of anti-Judaism be under-
stood as stemming from the developing
church rather than Jesus’ ministry.

PERSPECTIVE #5:  
A major reason why passages in the 

Jewish Bible seem to predict the coming 
of Jesus is that Christian tradition came 

to model Jesus’ image in conformity 
with Jewish scriptural imagery.

For centuries, missionaries have drummed
home to Jews a steady staccato of “proof-
texts” from Jewish Scripture, citations said to
prove that Jesus alone fulfilled predictions of
the Messiah’s coming: for example, the appar-
ent correspondence of Jesus with Isaiah’s
“Suffering Servant” (Isaiah 53); of Jesus’ entry
to Jerusalem on a donkey with its presumed
prediction by Zechariah (9:9); or of the scene
and words of Jesus on the cross with imagery

from Psalms (e.g., 22; 69:21). Such claims
were likely stimulated by Paul’s insistence
that “Christ died ... in accordance with the
scriptures” and “was raised ... in accordance
with the scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3f.),
rendering it likely that early Christians would
look to Jewish Scripture (still, their only
Bible) to sustain their theological beliefs.

Reflective Jews have reasoned out a dynamic
likely underpinning at least some of these
ostensible correlations: namely, that develop-
ing Gospel tradition fashioned details of
Jesus’ life to match predictions alleged to fore-
tell him. Once eyewitnesses of Jesus’ ministry
began to die off, the Jewish Bible potentially
became of inestimable assistance! Because
Christians believed not only that Jesus was
the Christ but also that Scripture had pre-
dicted the Messiah’s coming, they could read-
ily see the Bible as prophesying Jesus in par-
ticular. If sufficient details about Jesus’ min-
istry seemed unavailable, Scripture could be
combed as a ready repository of missing clues
to which the image of Jesus could then be
confidently conformed – since Jesus’ ministry
and Jewish Scripture were indeed presumed
fully congruent one to the other.
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Perspective #4
Study of Mark, Matthew and Luke in parallel

columns suggests that later writers intensified
the anti-Judaism of their sources.

[Anti-Judaism may decrease as we regress toward
Christian origins.]

Perspective #3 In the process of responding to challenges by Jewish opponents,
emerging Christianity adjusted or added to Jesus-traditions teachings and nuances not authentic to Jesus’
ministry. [Accordingly, teaching ascribed to Jesus–and impinging on Jews and Judaism–should not be viewed only as an
undifferentiated mass.]

EARLY CHRISTIAN BELIEF 
AND PRACTICE

Example I – 
Gentile-Christians ignore Jewish
dietary laws

Example II – 
Christians argue the legitimacy of
Jesus’ messianic credentials

Example III – 
Christians claim Jesus was 
resurrected

CHALLENGES POSED BY 
JEWISH RESISTANCE

Jewish Challenge: 
How can you Christians profess 
to fulfill God’s covenant while 
violating the laws of kashrut?

Jewish Challenge: 
Elijah, the herald authenticating the
true Messiah, has not yet come.
[Mk. 9:11 – “...Why do the scribes
say that first Elijah must come?”]

Jewish Challenge #1: 
Jesus was not resurrected.

Jewish Challenge #2: 
Tomb empty because disciples
stole the body.

RESULTANT ADJUSTMENTS OF OR
ADDITIONS TO JESUS TRADITIONS

Christian Response: 
“‘...Do you not see that whatever
goes into a man from outside 
cannot defile him...?’
(Thus he declared all foods clean.)”
[Mk. 7:18-19]

Christian Response: 
[Mt. 17:13 – “Then the disciples
understood that he was speaking
to them of John the Baptist.]
[Mk. 9:13 – “‘...I tell you that Elijah
has come....’”] [+ Antipas (=Ahab)/
Herodias (=Jezebel) imagery, etc.]

Christian Response: 
The fashioning of the empty tomb
narrative.

Christian Response: 
Theft story a fiction:
[Mt. 28:15b “And this story has been
spread among the Jews to this day”].

(continued on page 31)
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Thus, uncanny similarity of the Gospels’
Jesus-image to Isaiah’s “Suffering Servant”
could have arisen from the specific likening
of Jesus to the “Suffering Servant” model.
Details of the scene on the cross (e.g., Jesus’
being scornfully mocked by passers-by, and
lots cast for his garments) could “fulfill”
Psalm 22 if they were enlisted therefrom!
Matthew, misrendering (the Hebrew)
Zechariah’s prediction (9:9), had Jesus ride
into Jerusalem on two animals simultaneously
– a telltale indication of the lengths to which
Gospel tradition could go in matching Jesus’
image to Jewish Scripture.

An apt analogy would be to arrows shot at a
blank wall, with bulls’-eye painted around
them only thereafter! Reality, of course, would
differ from appearance: for rather than arrows
hitting targets, targets would have been
accommodated to arrows! In some instances,
at least, “predictions” from Scripture would
have served as “arrows” with Jesus’ Gospel image

the “bull’s-eye” consciously – though in full
faith and confidence – painted around each of
them. At the least we may say that even
regarding actual events in Jesus’ life Scripture
influenced which ones would be remembered:
thus, not only may narrators have created inci-
dents “to give scriptural flavor” but from inci-
dents that did occur narrators dramatized those
capable of echoing the Scriptures. In either
case, the Jewish Bible played some formative
role in the development of Jesus narratives.

In summary: For Jewish readers, New
Testament texts seem curiously at variance
with Judaism,  sometimes even anti-Jewish as
well. This is curious because the figures pri-
marily advanced as espousing it, Jesus and
Paul, were themselves Jews!

The seeming anomaly of a Pharisaic-like
teacher of parables espousing a new
“Christian” theology, at least implicitly anti-
Jewish, is most acceptably resolved for Jews
by (1) reclaiming Jesus as a Jew and (2)
ascribing the Gospels’ anti-Judaism instead to
writers who redirected the image of the his-
torical Jesus along anti-Jewish lines. In sur-
mising possible reasons for such alteration,
many Jewish readers are drawn to the hostili-
ty characterizing Christian-Jewish relations in
the Evangelists’ own day. Jesus himself is thus
spared responsibility for the Gospels’ anti-
Judaism (though that he had disputes with
fellows Jews on particular issues is not there-
by precluded). Later Christianity, in its issues
with Jews – over challenges posed to the suf-
ficiency of Jesus’ messianic credentials and to
the validity of the Christian preachment –
readily enlisted Jesus’ image for support, even
though these were challenges concerning
which he may have had neither any involve-
ment nor antecedent awareness.
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Rabbi David Komerofsky has been
appointed Associate Dean of Students at
the Cincinnati School.  Ordained this past
June at HUC-JIR/Cincinnati, he served as
religious school principal at Temple
Shalom in Cincinnati for the last two years.

Rabbi Richard Levy has been
appointed Director of the School of
Rabbinic Studies for HUC-JIR/LA.  For
over two decades, Rabbi Levy has been
Executive Director of the Los Angeles
Hillel Council, recently completed a two-
year appointment as President of the
Central Conference of American Rabbis,
and has served as Adjunct Lecturer in
Judaic Studies at the HUC–JIR’s Daniels
School of Jewish Communal Service and
the Rabbinic School in Los Angeles.

Dr. Steven F. Windmueller, Director
of the Irwin Daniels School of Jewish
Communal Service, has been appointed
to the rank of Adjunct Associate Professor
on the new blended track for administra-
tors who also teach at the College-Institute.
Dr. Windmueller is the first person at the
Los Angeles School to receive an appoint-
ment on this new academic track.

IN MEMORIAM
Naomi Boone
The cherished granddaughter of
Mary and Charles Tobias, Honorary
Governor and Secretary of the Board
of Governors, who will hold a place
in our hearts.

Leo Gold
The dear father of Stanley P. Gold,
member of the Board of Governors
and its former Chair, whose memo-
ry will be a blessing.

Rosalind Kaufman
The beloved wife of HUC-
JIR/Cincinnati faculty member Dr.
Stephen Kaufman, who will be
remembered fondly.

Beatrice Stone
The beloved mother of Donald J.
Stone, a member of the Board of
Governors, who will be deeply
missed.

Dr. Geoffrey Wigoder
Esteemed member of the Jerusalem
Board of Overseers, editor-in-chief
of the Encyclopedia Judaica and The
Encylcopedia of Judaism, and distin-
guished author, who will be remem-
bered for his wisdom, humor, and
humility.

Perspective #5
The reason why passages in the Jewish Bible seem

to predict the coming of Jesus is that Christian
tradition came to model Jesus’ image 

in conformity with Jewish scriptural imagery.
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