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The article critically assesses the historical and exegetical treatment of the New 
Testament in the second half of Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pointing 
out some of its significant contributions to the ongoing reassessment of the 
Jewish texture of nascent Christianity. 

 

Introduction to Messianic Judaism, edited by David Rudolph and Joel 

Willits and published in 2013, presents the Messianic Jewish movement in all 

of its facets.1 The book is divided into two parts: the first mainly traces the 

history and theology of the community while the second covers various New 

Testament topics, intending to justify the legitimacy of Messianic Judaism. 

The essays in the first section of the book are penned by Messianic Jewish 

scholars and leaders; the second includes a number of chapters written by 

“Gentile Christians,” as they are called in the book, who specialize in New 

Testament studies. As a specialist in early Judaism and Christianity, I will 

focus here on the treatment of the New Testament in the second half of the 

book but also point to significant sections of the first part where New 

Testament passages are used.  

The first chapter in the second half of Introduction to Messianic Judaism 
opens with a treatment of the gospel of Matthew written by the late Roman 

Catholic scholar, Daniel J. Harrington.2 It makes perfect sense to begin an 

assessment of Messianic Judaism and the New Testament by consulting 

Matthew, which has traditionally been viewed as the most “Jewish” of the 

gospels.3 Harrington maintained, as do the majority of Matthean scholars 

today, that as an interpreter of the Torah, the Jesus of Matthew does not render 

the “biblical commandments obsolete or useless.”4 Rather, Jesus’ interpreta-

tion of the Torah offers a “vantage point from which God’s will as it is re-

vealed in the Law and the Prophets might be perceived and put into practice.”5 

The scholarly consensus in question is evoked at the beginning of Introduction 

                                 
1 D. Rudolph and J. Willitts, eds., Introduction to Messianic Judaism: Its Ecclesial Context and Biblical 
Foundations (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013). 
2 D. J. Harrington, “Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 
159–167.  
3 D. J. Harrington, “Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community,” p. 159. 
4 D. J. Harrington, “Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community,” p. 163. 
5 D. J. Harrington, “Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community,” p. 163. 
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to Messianic Judaism in order to signal a growing Messianic Jewish attitude 

that embraces a Torah-observant lifestyle.6 In this context, passages such as 

Matt 5:17–20 (“Do not think I have come to abolish the law”) serve to pro-

mote Messianic Jewish reclamations of Torah observance for Jesus-believing 

Jews (see, for example, the statement by the Union of Messianic Jewish Con-

gregation in Introduction to Messianic Judaism).7  

No chapter in Introduction to Messianic Judaism deals with the gospel of 

Mark, or with the gospel of John for that matter. Perhaps the absence of any 

treatment of Mark stems from the tacit acknowledgment that the second gos-

pel of the New Testament was penned primarily for a non-Jewish audience, 

though such scholars as David Rudolph, Daniel Boyarin, and Daniel Stökl 

Ben Ezra have each argued that its texture is Jewish and that its author was 

probably a Jew.8  

What proves remarkable is the usage and treatment of Luke-Acts through-

out Introduction to Messianic Judaism, the role that the Lukan corpus plays 

in promoting Torah observance among Messianic Jews as well as affirming 

Jewish eschatological hopes for Israel’s national restoration. I say “remark-

able,” for mainstream Lukan studies, which have inevitably been dominated 

by non-Jewish Christian scholarship and set of interests, unsurprisingly posit 

for the most part that Luke-Acts is a Gentile Christian text, a Roman-friendly 

document disinterested in, if not hostile to, Judaism, one whose back is turned 

on Jerusalem and whose gaze is firmly set toward Rome. Yet, the second part 

of Introduction to Messianic Judaism contains no less than two chapters de-

voted almost exclusively to Luke-Acts, while references to Acts abound in the 

first part of the book to defend what Messianic Jewish scholar Mark Kinzer 

has dubbed a “bilateral ecclesiology,” in which Gentile Christians and 

Messianic Jews maintain their distinctive identities without assimilating with 

each other.9 Thus, Richard Bauckham discusses the so-called Jerusalem 

                                 
6 D. Rudolph and J. Willitts, Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 21–22. 
7 D. Rudolph and J. Willitts, Introduction to Messianic Judaism, p. 67. 
8 D. Rudolph, “Yeshua and the Dietary Laws: A Reassessment of Mark 7:19b,” EvQ 74 (2002): 291–311; D. 
Boyarin, The Jewish Gospels: The Story of the Jewish Christ (New York: New Press, 2012); D. Stökl Ben 
Ezra, “Markus-Evangelium,” RAC 24 (2010): 173–207. 
9 Some significant references to Acts appear in D. Rudolph and J. Willitts, Introduction to Messianic Judaism, 
pp. 22, 23–24, 49, 93, and especially pp. 139–142 that offer an intriguing report on the contemporary 
“Jerusalem Council II.” It affirmed, in the spirit of the “first Jerusalem Council” that welcomed a Gentile 
Christian branch without enforcing circumcision, the current existence of a Jewish segment within the body 
of believers in Jesus. On the notion of bilateral ecclesiology, see M. Kinzer, Postmissionary Messianic 
Judaism: Redefining Christian Engagement with the Jewish People (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005).  
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Council as per Acts.10 He correctly points out that this council does not enter-

tain the idea that Jewish disciples of Jesus should give up observing Torah.11 

Likewise, and contrary to what has been traditionally assumed, Peter’s vision 

and his subsequent encounter with Cornelius, as depicted in Acts, do not 

announce the abrogation of a Jewish diet for Jews—whether followers of 

Jesus or not—but wrestle with the ramifications of Gentile incorporation into 

the Jesus movement.  

In the other chapter devoted to Luke-Acts, Darrel Bock convincingly 

argues that the hope for a national restoration of the Jewish people remains 

alive throughout Luke-Acts.12 Scholars of Christian background have cus-

tomarily rebuked the nationalist attitude voiced by the apostles in Acts 1:6 

where they ask Jesus after his resurrection whether the time has finally come 

for the kingdom of Israel to be restored. Did the disciples of Jesus fail to get 

it? Were they not supposed to know by now that the kingdom Jesus preached 

was purely a spiritual reality, completely void of any political-national 

interests tied to the land of Israel and the Jewish people? The apostles’ in-

sistence on knowing whether the time had finally arrived for Israel’s national 

renaissance has perplexed many a Lukan scholar, used to viewing Luke-Acts 

as particularly representative of a Gentile Christianity steeped in Greek cul-

ture and desperate to win approval in the eyes of the Roman Empire. Such 

scholars have consequently sought to uncover some kind of covert reprimand 

in Jesus’ reply in Acts 1:7–8, claiming that Palestinian Jewish disciples should 

have known better, understanding the higher, loftier spiritual truth concerning 

God’s kingdom in heaven. But Jesus, as quoted by Acts, does not rebuke the 

apostles for inquiring about their Jewish yearning for the liberation of the 

people of Israel who at the time Acts was composed lived under Roman rule. 

Bock provides an important corrective to this misunderstanding, highlighting 

passages throughout Luke-Acts that express hope for Israel’s restoration and 

are couched in traditional Jewish nationalist terms. My main disagreement 

concerns Bock’s early dating of Luke-Acts.13 I believe all the distinctive 

Lukan materials that allude to the restoration of Jerusalem make better sense 

in a post-70 C.E. context, as a unique Jewish response to the traumatic event 

of the destruction of the second temple by the Romans.  

                                 
10 R. Bauckham, “James and the Jerusalem Council Decision,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 
178–186. 
11 R. Bauckham, “James and the Jerusalem Council Decision,” p. 180. 
12 D. Bock, “The Restoration of Israel in Luke-Acts,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 168–176. I 
put forward similar arguments in a forthcoming book, tentatively titled “Because His Face Was Set toward 
Jerusalem”: Zionism and Anti-Semitism in Luke-Acts. 
13 D. Bock, “The Restoration of Israel in Luke-Acts,” p. 168. 
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In a similar vein, an Israel-centric affirmation of Jewish eschatological 

expectations can be found in Revelation as Joel Willits brilliantly shows in his 

chapter.14 In contrast to the consensus view on this book, which assumes that 

“in the new heavens and new earth, ethnic Israel’s distinctive function in 
God’s administration of creation is terminated,” he points to the Jewish 

language in its last four chapters where “Israel’s history and Israel’s kingdom 

encompass the history and kingdoms of the new world.”15 According to 

Revelation, then, at the end of times, humanity will not simply return to some 

kind of primordial, Edenic Urzeit that matches the awaited Endzeit but rather 

will live in a Davidic city with twelve entrances named after the twelve tribes 

of Israel, “a political capital city where the throne of God and Messiah, the 

lamb, resides.”16 I would add, however, that the language in Revelation 

directed against its foes is far more violent than anything one finds in Luke-

Acts.  

In any case, these three short chapters bring to the surface the Jewish strata 

of Luke-Acts as well as Revelation that have been buried deep down under 

the “tel” of reception history ever since patristic times and all the way to Hans 

Conzelmann and beyond.17 Mainstream New Testament scholarship should 

take particular note of the intriguing appropriation by Messianic Jews of the 

supposedly least Jewish text of the New Testament—Luke-Acts—to defend 

their Torah-observant lifestyle and Israel-centric faith.  

The next six chapters, written by the distinguished scholars Craig Keener, 

Scott J. Hafemann, William S. Campbell, Anders Runesson, Justin K. Hardin, 

and Todd A. Wilson, address various aspects of Paul’s writings. Space does 

not allow for a proper treatment of each individual contribution but in my 

opinion, two Pauline passages emerge as notable from some of these treat-

ments. The letter to the Romans, particularly chapters 9–11, is the first and 

most obvious one. It is now widely accepted that Paul did not teach a replace-

ment theology in which the Jewish people lost their divine election for reject-

ing Jesus as their Christ. Romans 11:28–29 is clear on this point: “As regards 

                                 
14 J. Willitts, “The Bride of Messiah and the Israel-ness of the New Heavens and New Earth,” in Introduction 
to Messianic Judaism, pp. 245–254. 
15 J. Willitts, “The Bride of Messiah,” pp. 246–247 (italics his). 
16 J. Willitts, “The Bride of Messiah,” p. 247 (italics his). 
17 H. Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke (trans. G. Buswell; New York: Harper & Row, 1961). The 
Jewishness of Luke-Acts is treated in R. I. Pervo, Acts: A Commentary (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2009) similarly to Conzelmann. For a historical reading of Luke-Acts (and Matthew) as Jewish texts, see I. 
W. Oliver, Torah Praxis after 70 CE: Reading Matthew and Luke-Acts as Jewish Texts (WUNT 2.355; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013).   
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election they [i.e., the Jewish people] are beloved, for the sake of their ances-

tors; for the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable” (emphasis mine). Both 

Keener and Campbell discuss some critical aspects of Romans 9–11 in their 

respective chapters.18 Keener’s piece especially addresses issues directly tied 

to Messianic Judaism. According to him, Paul did not teach that once the 

Gentiles became believers in Jesus, God was finished with the Jewish people. 

This was not the end of meaningful Jewish history for Paul.19 Salvation and 

restoration for Israel remained in the Pauline purview.20  

Particularly noticeable is Keener’s emphasis on Paul’s claim that a rem-

nant composed of Jewish believers in Jesus faithful to their covenant remained 

within the people of Israel and did not constitute some kind of entity separate 

from the Jews, even after the incorporation of Gentile Christians into the 

Jewish commonwealth (Rom 11:1–5).21 For Paul, these Jews provided 

assurance that one day all of Israel would be saved (cf. Rom 11:26).22 How-

ever, due to a variety of known historical factors, the Jewish remnant eventu-

ally disappeared, and the Jesus movement became an exclusively Gentile 

Christian phenomenon. Keener titled a section of his chapter “The Remnant 

as a Bridge,” suggesting that present-day Messianic Judaism mirrors the first-

century Jewish remnant Paul spoke of in Romans, which could potentially 

serve as an organic, ecumenical bridge between Judaism and Christianity as 

well as between Gentile Christians and Messianic Jews, challenging all to re-

consider the current arbitrary dichotomy between Jewish identity and faith in 

Jesus.23 This potential is also highlighted in the first part of Introduction to 

Messianic Judaism where Jennifer M. Rosner suggests that Messianic 

Judaism could play a special role in the ongoing reconciliation between Jews 

and Christians, in healing the painful wounds and scars caused by the Jewish-

Christian schism.24  

The other key Pauline passage that comes to the forefront is 1 Cor 7:7–14. 

Runesson devotes an entire chapter to this passage.25 Similar to the implicit 

recognition in Acts 15 that a Torah-observant Jewish branch of the ekklesia 

                                 
18 C. Keener, “Interdependence and Mutual Blessing in the Church,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, 
pp. 187–199; W. S. Campbell, “The Relationship between Israel and the Church,” in Introduction to 
Messianic Judaism, pp. 196–205. 
19 C. Keener, “Interdependence and Mutual Blessing,” p. 191. 
20 C. Keener, “Interdependence and Mutual Blessing,” pp. 192–193. 
21 C. Keener, “Interdependence and Mutual Blessing,” pp. 191–192. 
22 C. Keener, “Interdependence and Mutual Blessing,” p. 192. 
23 C. Keener, “Interdependence and Mutual Blessing,” p. 193. 
24 J. M. Rosner, “Messianic Jews and Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 
145–155.  
25 A. Runesson, “Paul’s Rule in All the Ekklēsia,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 214–223.  
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should exist alongside a Gentile Christian one, it can be argued that by ruling 

in 1 Cor 7:7–14 that Jews and Gentiles alike should remain in the condition 

they were called in when joining the Jesus movement, “Paul maintained a two-

category worldview consisting of Jews on the one hand and the rest of the 

world.”26 Furthermore, as Runesson notes, if Paul were consistent in the 

application of his thought process, he would have followed the ruling he had 

prescribed, continuing to maintain his Jewish identity through faithful ob-

servance of the Torah, since he was circumcised before becoming a follower 

of Jesus (Phil 3:5).27 First Corinthians 7:7–14 is cited elsewhere in Introduc-
tion to Messianic Judaism, embraced as a rule that calls for Messianic Jews to 

remain Jewish through their faithful abiding in the covenant made between 

God and the people of Israel rather than assimilating to their Gentile Christian 

surroundings.28  

A number of other chapters on the New Testament appear in Introduction 

to Messianic Judaism whose findings unfortunately cannot be rehearsed here. 

I will instead offer some general comments. First, I have some “minor” quib-

bles with the historical treatment of certain issues related to early Judaism and 

Christianity. There is a tendency in the book to simplify and generalize, which 

is understandable since it aims to offer a concise and accessible presentation 

on Messianic Judaism to the general reader. The book does a great job in pre-

senting the diversity of contemporary Messianic Jewish expression but tends 

to treat the early Jesus movement as a homogenous entity. For example, the 

first chapter, written by David Rudolph, addresses the phenomenon of early 

Jewish followers of Jesus under the generalizing (and somewhat anachronis-

tic) rubric of “Messianic Judaism in the New Testament Period.”29 Should 

there not be an understanding that there were “Messianic Judaisms” during 

the first four centuries of the Common Era? What about the so-called 

Ebionites, those Jewish followers of Jesus who were Torah observant and 

apparently did not believe in the divinity of Jesus? What about the disagree-

ments and even confrontations between the three prominent Jewish followers 

of Jesus: Paul, Peter, and James? There is a tendency by some authors in 

                                 
26 A. Runesson, “Paul’s Rule,” p. 221. 
27 A. Runesson, “Paul’s Rule,” p. 222. 
28 D. Rudolph and J. Willitts, Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 24, 27, 49, 214, 227.  
29 D. Rudolph, “Messianic Judaism in the New Testament Period,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 
21–25. 
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Introduction to Messianic Judaism (e.g., Bauckham) to downplay the dif-

ferences between these three and to assume the historicity of events reported 

in Acts.30  

Moreover, a number of passages from the New Testament that may pose 

problems for contemporary Messianic Jews who wish to affirm the perpetuity 

of Torah observance are not treated. Though some Pauline texts that have been 

traditionally understood as announcing the abrogation of the Torah, particu-

larly those in Galatians, are addressed by Hardin and Wilson, others are not.31 

These include the allegory of Hagar and Sarah in Gal 4:21–31 as well as 2 

Corinthians 3, to name just two. It is often asserted in Introduction to 

Messianic Judaism that Paul’s letters primarily address Gentiles. The point is 

well made, but the imagery he occasionally applies to the covenant cut at Sinai 

is troubling even when bearing a Gentile audience in mind. For example, what 

does Paul mean when he claims that the glory on Moses’ face the children of 

Israel witnessed is now set aside (2 Cor 3:7) because of the arrival of a much 

greater glory (2 Cor 3:10)? How does the statement in 2 Cor 3:14 apply to 

Gentile Christians when it asserts that a veil covers the minds of the people of 

Israel as they hear the reading of the old covenant? 

Another entirely missing topic is Christology. This is striking, since the 

second part of the book includes various topics on the New Testament ranging 

from post-supersessionist hermeneutics to the possible practice of proselytism 

among Jews in the Second Temple period.32 One chapter written by Markus 

Bockmuehl highlights the Davidic messiahship affirmed by various books in 

the New Testament, illustrating how the messianic expectations of the early 

Jewish followers of Jesus were thoroughly Jewish.33 Yet no chapter deals with 

the issue of Jesus’ divinity, which Messianic Jews almost universally confess 

today. As noted earlier, no chapter in the book covers the gospel of John, 

assessing its “high christology.” Many know of Daniel Boyarin’s recent work 

on the canonical gospels and his argument that Jewish binitarianism preceded 

Christian trinitarianism.34 A presentation along such lines, demonstrating how 

the belief in the existence of a highly exalted heavenly or divine being besides 

                                 
30 R. Bauckham, “James and the Jerusalem Council Decision,” pp. 180–181. 
31 J. K. Hardin, “Equality in the Church,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 224–234; T. A. Wilson, 
“The Supersession and Superfluity of the Law? Another Look at Galatians,” in Introduction to Messianic 
Judaism, pp. 235–244.  
32 R. K. Soulen, “The Standard Canonical Narrative and the Problem of Supersessionism,” in Introduction to 
Messianic Judaism, pp. 282–291; J. Dickson, “Mission-Commitment in Second Temple Judaism,” in 
Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 255–263.  
33 M. Bockmuehl, “The Son of David and the Gospel,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, pp. 264–272. 
34 D. Boyarin, The Jewish Gospels, pp. 53–101. 
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the one God was part and parcel of certain Second Temple Jewish circles that 

preceded the rise of rabbinic Judaism, which later declared such a belief as 

heresy (known in rabbinic jargon as the belief in the “two powers”), would 

have only served to strengthen the Messianic Jewish position that their con-

fession of Jesus as messiah and God’s divine son is also anchored in Jewish 

antiquity, including Jewish writings outside the New Testament canon. 

In any case, I am sure Messianic Judaism will have or already has its 

answers to the many questions and issues raised above. As stated, many of the 

exegetical arguments, particularly those dealing with the Israel-centered 

vision of national eschatological restoration expressed in Luke-Acts and 

Revelation, I find to be compelling, although, on a personal note, I am con-

cerned that these findings could be politically manipulated to promote certain 

religiously fueled ideological tendencies currently on the rise in Israel/ 

Palestine.  

In conclusion, it has become customary in our pluralistic age to accept 

varying interpretations of Scripture and to appreciate various religious and 

cultural expressions. As Runesson points out in relation to differing positions 

on key topics in Pauline studies, “We are now in a situation in which no clear 

consensus exists on these matters; Protestants, Catholics, Jews from different 

denominational backgrounds, including Messianic Jews, agnostics, and athe-

ists, form new patterns of agreement and disagreement across confessional 

divides.”35 This pluriform reality, which welcomes cultural diversity, is re-

flected in the multiplicity of endeavors hosted by SBL/AAR, which are de-

voted to such topics as “African Biblical Hermeneutics,” “African-American 

Biblical Hermeneutics,” “Asian and Asian-American Hermeneutics,” 

“Islands, Islanders, and Scriptures,” “Latino/a and Latin American Biblical 

Interpretation,” “LGBTI/Queer Hermeneutics,” “Minoritized Criticism and 

Biblical Interpretation,” “Postcolonial Studies and Biblical Studies,” “Femi-

nist Hermeneutics of the Bible,” “Black Theology,” “Christian Zionism in 

Comparative Perspective,” and “Latter-day Saints and the Bible,” and include 

“Ethnic Chinese Biblical Colloquium,” “Adventist Society of Religious 

Studies,” and “Middle Eastern Christianity Group,” to name just a few. In 

such a context, it is especially striking that there has never been an SBL/AAR 

session dedicated to a book on Messianic Judaism with chapters written by 

Messianic Jewish scholars. Only in November of 2014 was such an event 

organized by the National Association of Professors of Hebrew (NAPH).  

                                 
35 A. Runesson, “Paul’s Rule,” p. 214. 
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It would seem that the liminal status of Messianic Judaism is still hard for 

many, whether secular or religious, to swallow, but the movement’s presence 

reminds New Testament scholars of all stripes and colors about the primary 

role that early Jewish followers of Jesus played in the formation of the Jesus 

movement. As Joel Willits points out in his treatment of Revelation, readers 

approach the New Testament (or any other text for that matter) with certain 

presuppositions, which “are often the most determinative factor in an inter-

pretation.”36 These include sets of questions and interests that exist even 

before a given text is encountered, prioritizing certain matters of inquiry above 

others and thus conditioning the reading process and its final interpretive out-

come. Not surprisingly, when some “Gentile Christian” scholars studied such 

New Testament passages as Acts 15; 21:20–24 and 1 Cor 7:7–14, they over-

looked what these passages might have meant or implied for Jewish followers 

of Jesus, focusing instead on the Gentile Christians addressed in these writ-

ings. Messianic Jews have naturally handled the same passages with other 

questions and priorities in mind, being interested, similarly to many of the 

Jews who wrote the documents now contained in the New Testament, in faith-

fully maintaining their identity as Jewish followers of Jesus. Their drawing 

attention to these neglected issues should be welcomed as a further contribu-

tion toward the ongoing endeavor of reassessing much of early Christianity as 

a thoroughly Jewish phenomenon whose Jewishness was more pervasive and 

lasting than previously thought. 

                                 
36 J. Willitts, “The Bride of Messiah,” p. 245. 


