RESPONSE TO JOE SHULAM ON THE DEITY OF THE MESSIAH AND RABBINIC TRADITION
MICHAEL L. BROWN

It is impossible to listen to Joe Shulam without learning something of value and without having one’s own presuppositions challenged. For that, I am always appreciative. And there is much in Joe’s paper with which I am in substantial agreement.
First, I concur with his statement that “the most central truth in God’s Word is that there is ONE GOD.” This, after all, is the fundamental truth of all fundamental truths, and added to it would be the clear proclamation that Yeshua is Messiah and Lord. Second, I agree with his approach to progressive revelation, namely, that the revelation that comes later cannot fundamentally contradict the revelation that came earlier. Third, I agree with his statement that “the general attitude of the Christian church has been muddled and not so clear since the second counsel of Nicaea in 333 C.E,” although I would have liked to have heard Joe’s thinking on this more fully unpacked, and I’m not sure that Nicaea itself makes for such a clear point of demarcation.
 Fourth, I concur with Joe that, “The idea that the Messiah is divine is an Old Testament concept,” although I do not necessarily believe that idea was self-evident to our people prior to Yeshua’s coming into the world.
 Fifth, I concur that, “The idea that God has a Son is also an Old Testament concept,” although, without question, the New Testament revelation brings this reality into far greater clarity.
 Sixth, I agree that, “The idea that the Messiah will suffer and die for our transgressions is an Old Testament concept.” If that is not the case, we have no business believing in Yeshua!
Seventh, and perhaps most importantly in the context of this forum, I am in substantial agreement with his argument that, “It is of prime importance that Monotheism be the clearest message that all of us, and especially those of us who are Jews need to have etched into our lives and witness.” At the very least, monotheism must be the foundation on which our message is built. Joe notes further that, “Yeshua's deity is clear to us as His Disciples, but it can not and [must] not be the main message because the Scriptures [do] not make this issue even clear and it is only clear to us by reason of theological deductions and not by chapter and verse clear statements,” another statement with which I would largely concur, except that I would qualify his claim that “the Scriptures [do] not make this issue even clear.”

That being said, based on my own studies and dialog with the rabbinic community for the better part of last four decades, and with all respect to Joe’s rabbinic acumen, I must strongly demur with the statement (repeated in the conclusion) that, “Rabbinic Judaism has no problem with the issue of the deity of the Messiah,” although there is some truth to his observation that “the problem is with the explanation that Christianity has given to this deity and has created a situation that it is impossible to explain biblically the deity of the Messiah and Monotheism without resorting to non-biblical materials.”
Rabbinic Judaism has no problem with the issue of the deity of the Messiah? Not so! In fact, when I have run this statement by scholarly, religious Jews, it has been met with incredulity. In the words of Rabbi Yisroel Blumenthal, in his lengthy paper “Contra Brown” (yes, the Brown being yours truly), “It is a ‘universally accepted Jewish view’ that it is idolatrous to attribute deity to a man, no matter what the philosophical explanation,” calling this belief “absurdity inherent.”
 And he expressed these sentiments in direct response to material I had compiled using the Tanakh (and, in a secondary way, rabbinic concepts) to support our belief in the deity of the Messiah. As expressed by countermissionary attorney Asher Norman, “The Messiah ben David will not be a deity; he will be an anointed king . . . a mortal king.”
 Or to quote the self-professed former Christian and now Orthodox Jew, Cantor Chaim Picker, “Messiah is Davidic. . . . He is not super-human or divine but human and fallible.”
 Similar quotes could be multiplied almost ad infinitum, and not just from the writings of countermissionaries. Standard traditional Jewish sources tell us the very same thing.

Rabbinic Judaism has no problem with the issue of the deity of the Messiah? If only that were so!

To be sure, RJ has no problem with the highly exalted nature of the Messiah,
 but none of the rabbinic texts cited by Joe express belief in a divine Messiah. Joe explains in a footnote that, “The [M]albi”m also states that ‘Avi-Ad’ [in Isa 9:5(6)] is the one who created time and renews it. There can be no mistake that the Malbi”m considers this figure of a child born to us as divine.” This is surely an oversight on my esteemed colleague’s part, since Malbim interprets ’abî-‘ad in this way but only because he understands it to be an epithet of God, not the child, following the forced Targumic exegesis that makes all the names into titles of God with the exception of śār šālôm. Similarly, when the names of the child are interpreted with reference to the child (see Ibn Ezra and b. Sanh 94a), ’ēl gibbôr is downplayed in meaning, as in some Christian translations as well.
  As for Jer 23:5-6 (cited in b. B. B. 75b and Yalqut Shimoni; Midrash Mishley), when it is cited in the rabbinic literature as an epithet of the Messiah, it is understood to mean, “Yahweh is our righteousness,” as opposed to, “Yahweh our righteousness.”
 
This, however, is not the most important point that Joe makes. Instead, it is his insistence that, “If we are interested in bringing Yeshua back home into the heart and consciences of the Jewish Nation we . . . have to present the divinity of the Messiah in Jewish context and with Jewish Biblical colors and that is not so hard or impossible and much more biblical than the confused views of modern Christianity and Trinitarian formulas that in the end come to the conclusion that it is all a mystery anyway and we will not be able to explain it.”
Certainly, I agree that we should not be evangelizing our non-Messianic brethren with the message, “Believe in Yeshua as your God,” as opposed to, “God has made Yeshua Lord and Messiah” (see Acts 2:36). But since the NT does, in fact, bring to light strongly the Messiah’s divine nature (albeit not in crass, pagan terms – God forbid!), and since many Jews are familiar with the concept that “Christians believe that Jesus is God,” I do not believe we can or should shy away from this subject. 

As I stated in my 2008 Oxford debate on the incarnation with Rabbi Shmuley Boteach, “Can Jews believe Jesus is God? . . . if by the question you mean could God, who is complex in His unity, sit enthroned in heaven, filling the universe with His presence, infinite and uncontainable in His majesty, and yet at and one and same time manifest His glory among us in the tent of a human body for thirty-three years, then the answer is categorically yes, and there is nothing idolatrous about this belief at all. In fact, it is harmony with the Hebrew Scriptures, even explaining some of the mysteries of our own Bible, and on some level it has parallels with rabbinic concepts. In fact, in the midrash to Psalm 91 it is written, “At [the moment that Moses finished building the Tabernacle], a great question arose: How could a Tabernacle with walls and curtains contain the Presence of the Almighty? The Master of the Universe Himself explained, ‘The entire world cannot contain My glory, yet when I wish, I can concentrate My entire essence into one small spot. Indeed, I am Most High, yet I sit in a [limited, constricted] refuge – in the shadow of the Tabernacle.’

“And so, rather than being some crass religious notion that is hardly worthy of the Jewish people this is an extraordinarily rich and deep spiritual concept, explaining how the uncontainable God – the En Sof, the One without beginning or end – could walk among us in intimate fellowship, being transcendent and immanent at one and the same time, untouchable and touchable, invisible and yet, in a sense, visible.”

We can then point to the Targumic concept of the memra’, the mystical concept of the Ten Sephirot, and even more general rabbinic concepts like the Shekhinah, to point to different ways that God manifests Himself to us or touches us or dwells among us (including also the personification of the Holy Spirit in rabbinic literature).
 To be sure, we must do this in a nuanced way, as the NT does (see, e.g., John 1:1-18; 1 Cor 8:5-6). But I have found it useful to liken Yeshua to a divine magnet, coming down from heaven into our midst, making the Father known, and drawing hundreds of millions of Gentiles into the knowledge of the one true God, the God of Israel. It is Yeshua the Messiah who is the light to the nations, the one who reveals Yahweh to humanity.

Our Messiah, who on occasion is directly called God (see John 20:28; Heb 1:8 [quoting Ps 45:7]; Titus 2:13; 2 Pet 1:1; probably also Rom 9:5), and who is prayed to (Acts 7:59-60; Rev 22:20; cf. the invocation “marana tha,” in 1 Cor 16:22)
 and worshiped by the heavenly court (Rev 5:8-14) is also described with great theological precision as “the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature” (Heb 1:3) and “the image of the invisible God” in whom “all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (Col 1:15, 19). As we proclaim Him
 boldly and without shame, our Father, by His Spirit, will draw our people to Him in repentance and faith. 
That being said, I believe that Messianic Jewish scholars and theologians and students of the Word are uniquely equipped to go back to the biblical texts – especially the NT texts – and to wrestle through the questions of Yeshua’s deity and God’s complex unity, avoiding some of the later, “outside” influences that may have negatively colored Christian theology, and recovering (or, uncovering) the glorious reality of the One “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge,” Yeshua, our Messiah and King.
Time does not allow me to interact with other parts of Joe’s paper, but I will make some brief remarks, expressing some level of disagreement but with all respect to my learned friend, in this preliminary draft of my presentation.

1) Joe writes: 
The messenger is equal to his sender is a well known legal principle that is applied in all legal systems. When the discussion is of the Messiah or the First Adam the principles is taken even one point further and it is a clear indication of the divine / deity nature of the Messiah.   This is a very Jewish way to say, that the Messiah is divine and human at the same time, it is the classic “Yes” and “No” answer.  Without the basic tools of Midrash and the way that second temple Jews interpreted Scripture the non-Jewish readers of the Gospels in the second and third century could not really understand what was being said in the Jewish text even though they could read it in Greek.
I agree with this statement, but not fully, since God did intend to communicate His revelation to the Gentile world expecting these believers to grasp fully all the necessary aspects of Jewish hermeneutics. I would also point that some scholars (e.g., James D. G. Dunn) point to an Adam Christology to interpret passages such as Phil 2:6-11 with an emphasis on downplaying the preexistence of the Son.

As to the comment that, “The messenger is equal to his sender is a well known legal principle that is applied in all legal systems, scholars such as James McGrath point to this very usage (called “agent Christology”) to argue against Yeshua’s deity, following the logic of passages like Matt 10:40, “Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever receives me receives him who sent me.” There it is clear that we are not the same as or equal to Yeshua (the one who sent us) and, conversely, McGrath and others would argue that Yeshua is not the same as or equal to God (the one who sent Him). I’m confident that Joe would have an excellent response to this, but the objection needs to be considered and carefully refuted.
2) Joe writes:
The commitment that Evangelical Christians [have] to the Christian creeds is out of place in any case, but it is especially repulsive because of the anti-Semitic nature of this Counsel.  I don't believe in any of the Creeds that the Christian Churches have created for themselves and I have no obligation to defend these Creeds.  As a Jew I am obligated to the Word of God and only to the Word of God as authority over my faith and my life.  I don’t even understand why so many Messianic Jews are so argumentative about the teachings of the Creeds and are willing to vilify each other over what a bunch of pagan "galachs" (Yiddish for Pagan Priests) decided.

In my judgment, this is also somewhat overstated, since there are certainly “creeds” embedded in the NT texts themselves (such as 1 Tim 3:16), and the so-called Apostles Creed seems to reflect truths that were universally held by the early disciples of the apostles. That being said, I do concur that we put far too much emphasis on the creeds – especially the later ones – and yes, we are “obligated to the Word of God and only to the Word of God as authority” – I should say final authority – over our faith and life.
3) Joe writes: “However, in Christian theology there is a deafening silence on the issue of hierarchy between the Father and the Son.” Recent studies on this subject seem to point in a different direction, in that, at least, the issue is being seriously discussed, even if views of an eternal hierarchy within God’s tri-unity are strongly dismissed.

4) I have no idea why Joe cites, "For there are three that bear witness in heaven: the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit; and these three are one." (1 John 5:7 NKJV) The verse, of course, does not exist in any ancient Greek manuscript and is almost universally recognized to be a later scribal addition and, ultimately, in the 16th century, a forgery written into a Greek text.
� I cannot, however, fully affirm Joe’s statement (even with his caveats) that, “If we can look objectively and define modern Christianity with measurable sociological elements we would [surely] see that Christianity is essentially still pagan in relationship to the Word of God and also in relationship to the attitudes toward Monotheism, Torah, Judaism, and especially to the basic teachings of the Gospel” (my emphasis). That to me is a serious overstatement. For a critical assessment of the deity of Jesus in light of Church history, cf. Richard E. Rubenstein, When Jesus Became God: The Epic Fight over Christ's Divinity in the Last Days of Rome (New York: Harcourt & Brace, 1999); for a fascinating evaluation by a respected historian, see now John Philip Jenkins, Jesus Wars: How Four Patriarchs, Three Queens, and Two Emperors Decided What Christians Would Believe for the Next 1,500 Years SanFrancisco: HarperOne, 2010). 


� Cf. John J. Collins and Adela Yarboro Collins, King and Messiah as Son of God: Divine, Human, and Angelic Messianic Figures in Biblical and Related Literature (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008); for a different assessment of the OT texts, cf., Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The One Who Is to Come (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).


� Cf. Michael L. Brown, Answering Jewish Objections to Jesus: Vol. 2: Theological Objections (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 38-48; cf. also Collins and Collins, King and Messiah; and note Simon J. Gathercole, The Pre-existent Son: Recovering the Christologies of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006).


� For a semi-popular but fairly comprehensive presentation (without necessarily having full appreciation for Jewish perspectives), cf. Robert M. Bowman, Jr. and J. Ed Komoszewski, Putting Jesus in His Place: The Case for the Deity of Christ (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007). Of course, mention should be made of the very important studies of Richard Bauckham and Larry W. Hurtado in this regard, respectively, Jesus and the God of Israel: God Crucified and Other Studies on the New Testament's Christology of Divine Identity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008); and Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003); in more popular form, cf. also idem, How on Earth Did Jesus Become a God? Historical Questions about Earliest Devotion to Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005). For a strong but all too brief challenge to some of these Christologies, see James F. McGrath, The Only True God: Early Christian Monotheism in Its Jewish Context (Urbana and Chicago: Univ. of Illinois Press, 2009). My appreciation to Seth Postell for bringing McGrath’s study to my attention. Unfortunately, due either to the length of the book (just 155 pages, including indexes) or the choice of the author, critically important passages like Hebrews 1 are not even cited once.


� Rabbi Yisroel C. Blumenthal, “Contra Brown: Answering Dr. Brown’s Objections to Judaism,” 36, available at http://www.jewsforjudaism.org/library/document-library/books/Answering-Dr.-Browns-Objections-to-Judaism/. 


� Asher Norman, Twenty-Six Reasons Why Jews Don't Believe In Jesus (Los Angeles: Black, White, and Read Publishing, 2007),  76.


� Chaim Picker, “Make Us a God!” A Jewish Response to Hebrew Christianity. A Survival Manual for Jews (New York: iUniverse, 2005), 59-60.


� Thus Isa 11:1-3, taken by most traditional Jewish commentators to speak of the Messiah, speaks of a descendant of Jesse upon whom will be the Spirit of the Lord, with v. 3 even stating, “He shall sense the truth by his reverence for the LORD” (NJV; cf. ESV’s, “And his delight shall be in the fear of the LORD.”) Based on such texts, the Messiah’s humanity was assumed in all “canonical” Jewish literature of which I am aware (i.e., Mishnah, Tosefta, Talmuds, Targums, and Midrashim).


� For a more broad based critique, see Gerald Sigal, Trinity Doctrine Error: A Jewish Analysis (n.p: Xlibris, 2006).


� See, conveniently, Brown, ibid., 210-20.


� For more extensive discussion, see Brown, ibid., 42-47; idem, Answering Jewish Objections to Jesus: Vol 3: Messianic Prophecy Objections (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 32-40. As to how a Messianic prophecy could refer to an earthly king as “God,” I fully concur with the insights of F. F. Bruce, Hebrews (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 60, commenting on Ps 45:6[7] , that, “This is not the only place in the Old Testament where a king, especially of the Davidic line, is addressed in language which could only be described as the characteristic hyperbole of oriental court style if interpreted solely of the individual so addressed. But to Hebrew poets and prophets a prince of the house of David was the viceregent of Israel’s God; he belonged to a dynasty to which God had made special promises bound up with the accomplishment of his purpose in the world. Besides, what was only partially true of any of the historic rulers of David’s line, or even of David himself, would be realized in its fulness when that son of David appeared in whom all the promises and ideals associated with that dynasty would be embodied. And now at length the Messiah had appeared. In a fuller sense than was possible for David or any of his successors in ancient days, this Messiah can be addressed not merely as God’s Son [Heb 1:5] but actually as God, for he is both the Messiah of David’s line and also the effulgence of God’s glory and the very image of his being.” After years of reflecting on the relevant texts, I had come to these exact same conclusions, only to “discover” them expressed so succinctly by Bruce in his commentary.


� See Michael L. Brown, “Jeremiah,” in Tremper Longman III and David Garland, eds., The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 7 (rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 310-13 The note in Living Nach to Jer 23:6 states, “he will be called ‘God is Our Savior.’ The Messiah will be called ‘God is Our Savior,’ since God will manifest His salvation in the Messiah’s time (Radak). Or: ‘God will call him “Our Savior”’ (R. Saadyah Gaon, cited by Rid and Minchat Shai).” See Yaakov Elman, The Living Nach: A New Translation Based on Traditional Sources (New York: Moznaim, 1995), 224-25. In light of this, I cannot concur with Joe’s statement that, “I must note that there is no place in the New Covenant that is as clear an expression of the idea that the Messiah is divine as these passages from Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Proverbs. The New Covenant has hints and innuendoes about the divinity of the Messiah but never as clear as these passages of the Tanach that God gave to Israel.  Therefore by any rule of hermeneutics we must put the greater stress on understanding the divinity of the Messiah on a better understanding of the clearer passages in Jeremiah, and Isaiah, and only than [sic] turn to understand the New Covenant ideas of the divine Messiah.”


� See Midrash Tehillim to Psalm 91. For an important, relevant study that came to my attention too late to be used in this paper, see Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2009). Sommer is on the faculty of the Jewish Theological Seminary, and according to his faculty page there (�HYPERLINK "http://www.jtsa.edu/x10025.xml?ID_NUM=11052"�http://www.jtsa.edu/x10025.xml?ID_NUM=11052�), The Bodies of God “received the 2009 Jordan Schnitzer Award from the Association for Jewish Studies, for the best book published in the years 2006–2009 in biblical studies, rabbinics, or archaeology.” Of the book, Moshe Idel wrote, “Sommer’s audacious and original analyses of fascinating aspects of biblical theology, the fluidity and the embodiment of God against their Near Eastern backgrounds, open new questions and facilitate new solutions as to the later developments of Jewish thought, especially the sources of Kabbalistic theosophy” (cited on the editorial reviews at Amazon.com).


� See conveniently Brown, vol. 2:3-59, where I seek to open up these concepts. For an important new study, ranging well beyond (but including) the use of the memra’, see John Ronning, The Jewish Targums and John’s Logos Theology (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2010). For Gerald Sigal’s critique of Christian/Messianic Jewish use of the Zohar to support Trinitarian beliefs, see The Trinity Doctrine, 133-44.


� For a very different approach to this issue, but one that seeks to find some kind of common ground for understanding, see Jacob Neusner, Telling Tales: Making Sense of Christian and Judaic Nonsense. The Urgency and Basis for Judeo-Christian Dialogue (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 121-38 (“A Judaic Telling of the Christian Tale of Jesus Christ God Incarnate: Judaic Resources for Imagining Christ”); cf. further ibid., 81-98.


� For a parallel to marana tha (which, however, reads maran ’atha’ in the Peshitta), see the Didache 10:6, echoing the prayer of, “Come, O Lord!” For discussion of to what extent Saul identified Yeshua with God in Acts 9:1-17, cf. Darrell L. Bock, Acts (Baker Exegetical Commentary; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 353-62; note in the Acts text how the same “Lord” who appears to Saul also appears to Ananias.


� It is fair to ask whether references to Yeshua in the NT should be capitalized (if other references to God are capitalized), since Yeshua is, uniquely, both fully hum and fully divine.


� See, most recently, Millard Erickson, Who's Tampering with the Trinity?: An Assessment of the Subordination Debate (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2009); cf. also Kevin N. Giles, Jesus and the Father: Modern Evangelicals Reinvent the Doctrine of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006); Bruce A. Ware, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance (Wheaton: Crossway, 2005); 
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