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CHAPTER 1

Messianic Judaism in Antiquity  
and in the Modern Era

David Rudolph

When we speak of Messianic Judaism in antiquity and in the modern era, we are 
referring to a religious tradition in which Jews have claimed to follow Yeshua ( Jesus) 
as the Messiah of Israel while continuing to live within the orbit of Judaism. Com-
munities of such Jews existed in the first four centuries of the Common Era and then 
reappeared in the eighteenth century. The aim of this essay is to survey this history 
up until the present day.

Messianic Judaism in the New Testament Period
During the New Testament period, Messianic Judaism existed in the Land of Israel, 
Syria, and beyond. Here I will focus on two communities that practiced Messianic 
Judaism: Matthew’s community and the Jerusalem community.

In his published dissertation Community, Law and Mission in Matthew’s Gos-
pel, Paul Foster describes an emerging “new consensus” in New Testament studies 
concerning the social identity of Matthew’s community.1 An increasing number of 
scholars are now identifying Matthew’s community as a “deviant movement operating 
within the orbit of Judaism.”2 The case for this view is made by Anthony  Saldarini, 
J.  Andrew Overman, Phillip Sigal, Daniel Harrington, Joel Willitts, and Anders 
R unesson, among others.3 Roland Deines, who disagrees with this perspective, none-
theless acknowledges the existence of a new consensus emerging over three points:

 1. The Matthean community in the last third of the first century CE is composed 
of mainly Jewish believers in Christ.
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 2. These Chris tian Jews see no reason to break with their mother religion just 
because they believe that  Jesus is the Messiah, although they are experiencing 
some pressure in this direction from mainstream Judaism.

 3. These Chris tian Jews live according to the Law of Moses and its valid halakhic 
interpretations of their time, with some alterations, softenings, or modifications 
based on the teachings of  Jesus.  Jesus is seen as a Law-observant Jew, who offered 
his own individual points of view on some matters and gave his specific interpreta-
tions of disputed halakhic rules, but they remained  —  as Markus Bockmuehl points 
out  —  “conversant with contemporary Jewish legal debate and readily accommo-
dated on the spectrum of ‘mainstream’ first-century Jewish opinion.” The Law-
critical aspects in the  Jesus tradition have to be interpreted within this frame.4

It is now commonly recognized that Matthew viewed his community as a reform-
ist Messianic movement within first-century Judaism.

Similarly, New Testament scholars have long held that the Jerusalem commu-
nity headed by Ya’akov/James was (1) primarily composed of Yeshua-believing Jews 
who (2) remained within the bounds of Second Temple Judaism and (3) lived strictly 
according to the Torah (Acts 15:4 – 5; 21:20 – 21).5 Michael Fuller, Richard Bauckham, 
Craig Hill, Darrell Bock, Robert Tannehill, and Jacob Jervell are among the many 
Luke-Acts scholars who maintain that the Jerusalem congregation viewed itself as the 
nucleus of a restored Israel, led by twelve apostles representing the twelve tribes of 
Israel (Acts 1:6 – 7, 26; 3:19 – 21).6 Their mission, these scholars contend, was to spark 
a Jewish renewal movement for Yeshua the Son of David within the house of Israel 
(Gal 2:7 – 10; Acts 21:17 – 26).

The Jerusalem congregation functioned as a center of halakhic/ecclesiastical 
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authority, and its leaders, headed by James, resolved disputes for the international 
community of Yeshua believers by issuing council decisions of the kind we see in Acts 
15. Here Luke writes that the Jerusalem Council exempted Yeshua-believing Gentiles 
from proselyte circumcision and full Torah observance. While the significance of the 
Jerusalem Council decision for Yeshua-believing Gentiles has long been recognized in 
New Testament studies, the implications for Yeshua-believing Jews has only recently 
come to the forefront of Acts scholarship. As F. Scott Spencer points out, “The rep-
resentatives at the Jerusalem conference  —  including Paul  —  agreed only to release 
Gentile believers from the obligation of circumcision; the possibility of nullifying this 
covenantal duty for Jewish disciples was never considered.”7 If the Jerusalem leader-
ship had viewed circumcision as optional for Yeshua-believing Jews, there would have 
been no point in debating the question of exemption for Yeshua-believing Gentiles 
or delivering a letter specifically addressed to these Gentiles. Michael Wyschogrod 
rightly notes that “both sides agreed that Jewish believers in  Jesus remained obligated 
to circumcision and the Mosaic Law. The verdict of the first Jerusalem Council then 
is that the Church is to consist of two segments, united by their faith in  Jesus.”8

A growing number of New Testament scholars now concur with Wyschogrod 
that an important implication of the Jerusalem Council decision is that Yeshua-
believing Jews were to remain practicing Jews.9 To put it another way, the Jerusalem 
Council validated Messianic Judaism as the normative way of life for Jewish followers 
of Yeshua. In Acts 21:17 – 26  —  the mirror text of Acts 15  —  this validation is made 
explicit by Paul’s example.10 At the request of James, Paul sets the record straight 
before thousands of Torah-observant Messianic Jews in Jerusalem that he remained 
within the bounds of Judaism. He testifies in the holy Temple that (1) the rumours 
about him are false  —  he teaches Diaspora Jews not to assimilate but to remain faithful 
Jews  —  and (2) he observes the Torah (present active tense) like the “zealous for the 
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Torah”11 members of the Jerusalem Messianic Jewish community. Paul’s testimony is 
fully consistent with his “rule in all the congregations” that Jews are to remain practic-
ing Jews (1 Cor 7:17 – 24), a probable Pauline restatement of the Jerusalem Council 
decision.12

Messianic Judaism and the Parting of the Ways  
between Judaism and Chris tian ity

For centuries, scholars have taught that a decisive parting of the ways took place 
between Judaism and Chris tian ity during the New Testament period. Today this nar-
rative is widely disputed. In their book The Ways That Never Parted, Adam Becker and 
Annette Yoshiko Reed document the history of this reassessment and demonstrate 
that the evidence supports a “variety of different ‘Partings’ at different times in differ-
ent places.”13 Becker and Reed concur with Daniel Boyarin, Paula Fredriksen, Philip 
Alexander, John Gager, Judith Lieu, John Howard Yoder, Edwin Broadhead, and a 
growing number of scholars who have concluded, based on textual and archaeological 
evidence, that “the fourth century CE is a far more plausible candidate for a decisive 
turning point than any date in the earlier period.”14 This reassessment is strengthened 
by the recognition that communities of Yeshua-believing Jews who practiced Judaism 
existed as late as 375 CE. Epiphanius, the fourth-century church father, describes the 
Messianic Judaism of his day:

[They] did not call themselves Chris tians, but Nazarenes. . . . [T]hey remained 
wholly Jewish and nothing else. For they use not only the New Testament but 
also the Old like the Jews. . . . [They] live according to the preaching of the Law 
as among the Jews. . . . They have a good mastery of the Hebrew language. For 
the entire Law and the Prophets and what is called the Scriptures, I mention the 
poetical books, Kings, Chronicles and Esther and all the others are read in Hebrew 
by them as that is the case with the Jews of course. Only in this respect they differ 
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from the Jews and Chris tians: with the Jews they do not agree because of their 
belief in Christ, with the Chris tians because they are trained in the Law, in circum-
cision, the Sabbath and the other things.15

In his essay “Jewish Believers in Early Rabbinic Literature (2d to 5th Centuries),” 
Philip Alexander notes that Messianic Jews who lived in Galilee during the Tannaitic 
period remained within the orbit of Judaism:

They lived like other Jews. Their houses were indistinguishable from the houses 
of other Jews. They probably observed as much of the Torah as did other Jews 
(though they would doubtless have rejected, as many others did, the distinctively 
rabbinic interpretations of the misvot). They studied Torah and developed their 
own interpretations of it, and, following the practice of the Apostles, they contin-
ued to perform a ministry of healing in the name of  Jesus. . . . [T]hey seem to have 
continued to attend their local synagogues on Sabbath. They may have attempted 
to influence the ser vice of the synagogue, even to the extent of trying to introduce 
into it the Paternoster [the Lord’s Prayer], or readings from Chris tian Gospels, or 
they may have preached sermons which offered Chris tian readings of the Torah. 
The rabbis countered with a program which thoroughly “rabbinized” the ser vice 
of the synagogue and ensured that it reflected the core rabbinic values.16

Direct evidence of Jews who practiced Messianic Judaism after the First Coun-
cil of Nicaea is scanty. This is because the view that Jews could not become Chris-
tians and remain Jews was backed by canon law and Constantine’s sword. The Second 
Council of Nicaea in 787 was the first ecumenical council to ban Messianic Jews from 
the church. Messianic Jews were required to renounce all ties to Judaism through 
professions of faith like the one from the Church of Constantinople (“I renounce 
absolutely everything Jewish, every law, rite and custom”).17 From the fourth century 
until the modern period, millions of Jews converted to Chris tian ity and left behind 
their Jewish identity.

Messianic Judaism and the Moravian Judenkehille  
in the Eighteenth Century

The earliest known post-Nicene attempt to restore Messianic Judaism was undertaken 
by the Moravian Brethren in Herrnhut, Germany (1735).18 Count Nikolaus Ludwig 
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von Zinzendorf established in the Brüdergemeine (the Brethren community) a con-
gregation in which Yeshua-believing Jews were encouraged to live out Jewish life and 
identity. He called this congregation a Judenkehille (Jewish community):

Soon the program of “gathering firstlings” emerged. The program aimed at inte-
grating individual Jews into the Brüdergemeine without encouraging them to 
abandon their identity. To this end, several liturgical innovations were imple-
mented. These included the celebration of the Day of Atonement and, later on, 
the Sabbath Rest and the intercession for Israel within the ser vices on Sundays. A 
christianized Jewish marriage ceremony for the “firstlings” was created. The new 
converts were intended to be gathered in a Jewish-Chris tian congregation within 
the Brüdergemeine, the Judenkehille (“Jews’ Qehillah,” the latter part of the word 
being derived from the Hebrew word for “community”).19

As the years passed, Zinzendorf reassessed his approach and concluded that it 
would be better for Judenkehille congregations to exist autonomously within the Jew-
ish community rather than within Gentile Chris tian churches. He thus redirected 
German Pietist efforts toward this end:

In the early 1750s, Zinzendorf reacted by modifying the project of the Judenkehille 
to the effect that he now aimed at establishing it within the Jewish communities. 
The converted Jews should, as an autonomous community, remain in their Jew-
ish environment and form a sort of nucleus of the converted Israel. By this time 
Zinzendorf had moved to London to apply himself to the organization of the local 
branch of the Brüdergemeine. At that point, the new Judenkehille was also intended 
to be based in London and to be supervised by Lieberkühn and the convert Ben-
jamin David Kirchhof (1716 – 1784).20

As late as the 1770s, the Moravian Brethren were facilitating the establishment of 
fully autonomous Judenkehille congregations in Germany, England, and Switzerland.

Messianic Judaism and Jewish Missionary Societies  
in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century

With nineteenth-century Protestant missionary societies promoting cross-cultural 
evangelism, it became increasingly acceptable for Chris tians of Jewish descent to 
identify as “Hebrew Chris tians” and to form missionary societies to bring the gospel 
to their own  people. These early Jewish mission agencies included the London Soci-
ety for Promoting Chris tian ity Amongst the Jews (1809), the Episcopal Jews’ Chapel 
Abrahamic Society (1835), the Hebrew Chris tian Alliance (1867), the Hebrew Chris-
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tian Prayer Union (1882), the British Hebrew Chris tian Alliance (1888), the Hebrew 
Chris tian Alliance of America (1915), and the International Hebrew Chris tian Alli-
ance (1925).

It is important to recognize that Jewish mission agencies did not promote Mes-
sianic Judaism. They facilitated Jewish evangelism and encouraged “converted Jews” 
to join Protestant churches, which assimilated these Jews into Gentile Chris tian ity. 
Hebrew Chris tians who were employed by Jewish missionary societies did not typi-
cally live within the orbit of Judaism or identify as Torah-faithful Jews. Most were fully 
at home in the symbolic universe of Gentile Chris tian ity.

Despite (or perhaps because of) this Gentile Chris tian context, some Jewish 
believers in Yeshua who came to faith through Jewish mission agencies refused to 
assimilate into Gentile churches. They wanted to continue to live as Jews. These indi-
viduals called themselves “Messianic Jews” to distinguish themselves from the major-
ity of Hebrew Chris tians who saw little to no value in Judaism, and who thought it 
was backsliding or heresy for Hebrew Chris tians to practice Judaism as a matter of 
covenant, calling, or national duty before God.

Prominent Messianic Jews in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
included Joseph Rabinowitz in Russia, Rabbi Isaac Lichtenstein in Hungary, Mark 
John Levy in the United States, Philip Cohen in South Africa, and Hayyim Yedidyah 
Pollak (Lucky) in Galicia. Other leaders included Moshe Imanuel Ben-Meir and 
Hyman Jacobs in Jerusalem, Paul Levertoff (who held the chair of Hebrew and Rab-
binics at the Institutum Judaicum in Leipzig), Paulus Grun in Hamburg, Alex Wald-
mann, Israel Pick, Jechiel Tsvi Lichtenstein-Herschensohn, and John Zacker (who 
founded the Hebrew Chris tian Synagogue of Philadelphia in 1922).

Messianic Jews referred to their religious tradition as “Messianic Judaism,”21 a 
term that implicitly called into question the traditional narrative of a first-century 
parting of the ways between Judaism and “Chris tian ity.” It is important to recognize 
that Messianic Judaism challenged fundamental theological assumptions about the 
nature of the ecclesia and argued on the basis of New Testament texts  —  primarily Acts 
15; 21:17 – 26; and 1 Co rin thi ans 7:17 – 24  —  that Yeshua-believing Jews had a continu-
ing responsibility before God to live as Jews.22 Messianic Judaism took exception to 
eighteen hundred years of Gentile Chris tian theology and exegesis that precluded 
reading the New Testament in this way. Most Jewish mission agencies did not want 
to be identified with this new perspective and distanced themselves from Messianic 
Jews and Messianic Judaism.

In December 1910, the first volume of The Messianic Jew was published by Philip 
Cohen’s organization, the Jewish Messianic Movement. The journal promoted the 
importance of Yeshua-believing Jews living within the orbit of Judaism and embracing 
a Torah-observant life.
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In response to this publication, David Baron, a Jewish missions leader who headed 
the Hebrew Chris tian Testimony to Israel, wrote an article titled “ ‘Messianic Juda-
ism’; or Judaising Chris tian ity” in the October 1911 edition of The Scattered Nation. 
Here Baron called Messianic Juda-
ism “dangerous” and described it as 
the agenda of spiritually immature 
Jews in Christ:

From different directions ques-
tions have been addressed to us 
as to our views and attitude in 
relation to the “Jewish Messianic 
Movement,” which rather grand-
sounding designation does not 
describe any movement of Jews 
in the direction of recognising 
our Lord  Jesus Christ as the Mes-
siah, but an agitation on the part 
of some Hebrew Chris tian breth-
ren, who have evidently yet much 
to learn as to the true character of 
their high calling of God in Christ 
 Jesus. . . . [The observance of Torah 
by the Hebrew Chris tian] is not 
only doubly incongruous, but, as 
experience has shown, a hindrance to his own full spiritual development; a means 
of confusion to his fellow-believers from among the Gentiles; and a stumbling-
block to the Jews.

What these brethren preach and agitate for is, that it is incumbent on Hebrew 
Chris tians, in order to keep up their “national continuity,” not only to identify 
themselves with their unbelieving Jewish brethren, in their national aspirations  
—  as expressed, for instance, in Zionism and other movements which aim at creat-
ing and fostering “the national idea” and regaining possession of Palestine  —  but 
to observe the “national” rites and customs of the Jews, such as the keeping of the 
Sabbath, circumcision, and other observances, some of which have not even their 
origin in the law of Moses, but are part of that unbearable yoke which was laid on 
the neck of our  people by the Rabbis.

To deal fully with this subject, and to point out all the dangers and fallacies of this 
“movement,” one would require to write a very long treatise; but let us very briefly 
look at those observances which are included in the “Minimum programme” of 
these Judaising brethren. At the head of all stands circumcision. Now, from the 
physiological and hygienic point of view, there is a great deal to be said for the 
practice; but to say that it is incumbent upon the Jewish Chris tian to circumcise 
his children in order to keep up “his national continuity,” is both erroneous and 
absurd.
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This law-observing Judaism will not be contented were we to observe its national 
religious customs and yet believe in  Jesus: if we would have its recognition we must 
deny Christ. This is the price required by the synagogue for our approach to it. 
Alas! some have paid this price who began by seemingly harmless “observances.”23

The 1917 issue of The Hebrew Chris tian Alliance Quarterly, the official journal 
of the Hebrew Chris tian Alliance of America (HCAA), labeled Messianic Judaism 
a heresy that was banished from the alliance ranks. The Alliance Quarterly leaves 
no ambiguity about the HCAA stance on Messianic Judaism: “We felt it our duty to 
make it clear that we have nothing to do with this so-called ‘Messianic Judaism,’ in 
any shape or form, nor have we any faith in it.” The journal goes on to state that the 
HCAA stands opposed to the “misguided tendency” of Messianic Judaism and that 
“we will have none of it!” They conclude with the statement, “We are filled with deep 
gratitude to God, for the guidance of the Holy Spirit, in enabling the Conference to so 
effectively banish it [Messianic Judaism] from our midst, and now the Hebrew Chris-
tian Alliance has put herself on record to be absolutely free from it, now and forever.”24

Messianic Judaism and the Birth of the Congregational 
Movement in the Late Twentieth Century

Despite the social and theological marginalization of Messianic Judaism by Jewish 
mission agencies, the Messianic Jewish movement became a fixture in the world-
wide community of Jewish believers in Yeshua. A shining source of inspiration was 
Joseph Rabinowitz’s establishment of a Messianic synagogue in Kishinev, Russia, in 
1884 called Beney Israel, Beney Brit Chadashah (Israelites of the New Covenant). 
Neither Rabinowitz nor his synagogue was connected to a Chris tian denomination; 
the government of Bessarabia legally designated the Messianic Jewish community a 
distinct Jewish sect.25 Rabinowitz’s synagogue considered circumcision, the Sabbath, 
and festivals incumbent upon Jews, as section 6 of the community’s Twenty-Four 
Articles of Faith makes clear: “[As] we are the seed of Abraham according to the flesh, 
who was the father of all those who were circumcised and believed, we are bound to 
circumcise every male child on the eighth day, as God commanded him. And as we 
are the descendants of those whom the Lord brought out of the land of Egypt, with a 
stretched out arm, we are bound to keep the Sabbath, the feast of unleavened bread, 
and the feast of weeks, according as it is written in the law of Moses.”26

Rabinowitz’s congregation referred to their building (which seated 150 – 200 
 people) as a “synagogue,” and they read from a Torah scroll.27 Traditional synagogue 
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prayers were used with Messianic additions, and the Messiah was referred to by his 
original Hebrew name, Yeshua.

In the decades that followed, a number of missionary societies in North America 
and Europe attempted to start congregations in light of Rabinowitz’s success. These 
included the First Hebrew-Chris tian Church of America in New York City (1885), 
the First Hebrew Chris tian Church of Chicago (1934; Presbyterian), the First Hebrew 
Chris tian Church of Philadelphia (1954; Presbyterian), and Emmanuel Presbyterian 
Hebrew Chris tian Congregation (1963). However, because these churches did not 
view Jewish life as a matter of covenant and calling before God, they struggled to 
transmit Jewish identity to the next generation. These Hebrew Chris tian churches 
were more often than not Presbyterian churches that put on a veneer of Jewishness to 
draw Jewish  people to the gospel.28 This was their raison d’être. It was not until the last 
quarter of the twentieth century that Messianic synagogues, reflecting the Rabinowitz 
model in theology and Jewish ethos, began to dot the landscape of major cities around 
the world.29

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a large number of Jews in their twenties became 
believers in Yeshua and refused to assimilate into Gentile churches. They wanted to 
maintain their Jewish identity and live as Jews. Many had extraordinary experiences 
that pointed them in this direction. Marty Chernoff, a pioneer of the late twenti-
eth-century movement, saw a vision of a banner stretched across the sky with the 
words “Messianic Judaism” on it.30 His wife Yohanna writes about how they and their 
community of young Jewish believers in Yeshua came to reject the Hebrew Chris tian 
model and embrace Messianic Judaism:

Almost every attempt by Hebrew Chris tians in the past to form congregations of 
Jewish believers had failed. Among the few notable exceptions was a congregation 
founded in Illinois in 1934, the First Hebrew-Presbyterian Church of Chicago, 
pastored by David Bronstein, Sr., under the auspices of the Presbyterian Church, 
USA. But David had to work to justify the use of the word “Hebrew” in the name, 
stressing that the liturgy was not patterned after that of the synagogue, but merely 
sprinkled with a few colorful Hebrew phrases and the reciting of the Sh’ma. While 
there were a few other isolated incidents of congregations of Jewish believers, most 
were more along the lines of a Jewish church rather than a synagogue and were an 
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extension of the Chris tian church at large. Consequently, most Jewish members 
ultimately assimilated into the church, along with most other Jewish believers at 
this time, and were soon lost to their  people. . . . Our congregation felt that it was 
time to rise up as one body to make a statement. In effect, we agreed that: “We are 
Jewish believers in Yeshua as our Messiah. We have our own destiny in the Lord. 
We will no longer be assimilated into the church and pretend to be non-Jews. If 
Yeshua Himself, His followers and the early Jewish believers tenaciously main-
tained their Jewish lifestyles, why was it right then, but wrong now?”31

Like the Chernoff family, many Yeshua-believing Jews in the 1970s wanted to live 
within the orbit of Judaism and to lift up the name of Yeshua within their local Jewish 
community. They established Messianic Jewish congregations to make this possible. 
Within a decade, the Messianic Jewish movement went from being a blip on the North 
American religious scene to being a grassroots congregational movement fueled by a 
new generation of Messianic Jews.

The Union of Messianic Jewish Congregations (UMJC) was formed in 1979 with 
nineteen member congregations, and the International Alliance of Messianic Con-
gregations and Synagogues (IAMCS) followed in 1986 with fifteen member con-
gregations. In 2012, these two umbrella organizations represented more than two 
hundred Messianic synagogues. There are an additional three-hundred-plus congre-
gations around the world that are independent or linked to smaller Messianic Jewish 
networks.

Messianic Judaism and the Diversity of the  
Twenty-First-Century “Messianic Jewish” Movement

In 1975, the Hebrew Chris tian Alliance of America (HCAA) changed its name to the 
Messianic Jewish Alliance of America (MJAA) under pressure from young Messianic 
Jews who swelled its ranks. The name change reflected an about-face from the HCAA’s 
stance in 1917 (“We felt it our duty to make it clear that we have nothing to do with 
this so-called ‘Messianic Judaism,’ in any shape or form . . . and now the Hebrew Chris-
tian Alliance has put herself on record to be absolutely free from it, now and forever”). 
While the name change reflected an institutional commitment to move in the direc-
tion of Messianic Judaism, the MJAA did not immediately define “Messianic Jewish” 
or require its members to embrace new theological commitments. Thus, overnight, 
hundreds of Hebrew Chris tians with no prior commitment to “Messianic Judaism” as 
a historical theological concept became part of a Messianic Jewish national organiza-
tion and in time began describing themselves as “Messianic Jews.”

Compounding the confusion, a number of Jewish mission agencies (with no 
theological commitment to historic Messianic Judaism) began using the terms “Mes-
sianic Jewish” and “Messianic Jew,” having found that potential Jewish “converts” 
resonated with the terms. The new terminology was also a way to connect with the 
growing number of Jewish believers in Yeshua who identified as Messianic Jews. 
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Internally, however, these mission agencies were not unlike early twentieth-century 
Hebrew Chris tian missionary societies that opposed Messianic Judaism on theologi-
cal grounds because of Chris tian theology’s traditionally negative view of Judaism. 
One mission agency that quickly adopted the terms “Messianic Jewish” and “Mes-
sianic Jew” without embracing their original meaning is Jews for  Jesus, a San Fran-
cisco – based organization that is known for its high-profile media campaigns and 
confrontational street evangelism.32 Many Jews and Chris tians assume incorrectly 
that all or most Messianic Jews are part of this organization.33

A third factor that contributed to the muddling of the term “Messianic” was that 
evangelical Chris tian churches and ministries in Israel in the 1940s and 1950s began 
using the Hebrew term Meshichyim (“Messianic”) instead of Nozrim (“Chris tians”) 
because of its more positive connotation to Jews:

Baptist Robert Lindsay noted that for Israeli Jews the term “Chris tians” (nozrim in 
Hebrew) meant, almost automatically, an alien, hostile religion. Because such a term 
made it nearly impossible to convince Jews that Chris tian ity was “their” religion, the 
missionaries sought a more neutral term that did not arouse their strong negative 
feelings. They chose the term Meshichyim (“Messianic”) to overcome the suspicion 
and antagonism that the term nozrim was provoking. The term Meshichyim also 
emphasized messianism as a major component of the Chris tian evangelical belief 
that the missions propagated. It held an aura of a new, innovative religion rather 
than an old, unfavorable one. The term was used to refer to those Jews who accepted 
 Jesus as their personal Savior and did not apply, for example, to Jews accepting 
Roman Catholicism, who in Israel called themselves Hebrew Catholics.34

In sum, as a result of (1) the HCAA/MJAA name change, (2) the adoption of 
Messianic terminology by Jewish mission agencies for evangelism and networking, 
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and (3) the Israeli Hebrew use of Meshichyim (“Messianic”) as a substitute for Noz-
rim (“Chris tians”), the term “Messianic Jew” took on a broader meaning in the late 
twentieth century. Consequently, today many  people use the term “Messianic Jew” 
to refer to any “Jewish believer in Yeshua,” whereas the historic term connotes a Jew 
who believes in Yeshua and continues to live as a Jew as a matter of covenant, calling, 
or national duty before God. Similarly, many  people now use the terms “Messianic 
Jewish,” “Messianic movement,” and “Messianic” loosely to refer to the work of Jewish 
mission agencies and Chris tian ministries in Israel, whereas the historic terms refer to 
the way of life, thought, and communal experience of Yeshua-believing Jews who live 
within the orbit of Judaism. The only related term that has not been adopted by Jewish 
mission agencies and, for the most part, continues to maintain its historic, social, and 
theological connotation is “Messianic Judaism.”

What is “Messianic Judaism” in the twenty-first century? The Union of Messianic 
Jewish Congregations offers the most comprehensive definition of the term,35 and it is 
a definition in continuity with how the term has been used for over a hundred years:

Basic Statement
The Union of Messianic Jewish Congregations (UMJC) envisions Messianic 

Judaism as a movement of Jewish congregations and groups committed to Yeshua 
the Messiah that embrace the covenantal responsibility of Jewish life and identity 
rooted in Torah, expressed in tradition, and renewed and applied in the context 
of the New Covenant.

Messianic Jewish groups may also include those from non-Jewish backgrounds 
who have a confirmed call to participate fully in the life and destiny of the Jewish 
 people. We are committed to embodying this definition in our constituent con-
gregations and in our shared institutions.

Expanded Statement
Jewish life is life in a concrete, historical community. Thus, Messianic Jewish 

groups must be fully part of the Jewish  people, sharing its history and its cov-
enantal responsibility as a  people chosen by God. At the same time, faith in Yeshua 
also has a crucial communal dimension. This faith unites the Messianic Jewish 
community and the Chris tian Church, which is the assembly of the faithful from 
the nations who are joined to Israel through the Messiah. Together the Messianic 
Jewish community and the Chris tian Church constitute the ekklesia, the one Body 
of Messiah, a community of Jews and Gentiles who in their ongoing distinction 
and mutual blessing anticipate the shalom of the world to come.

For a Messianic Jewish group (1) to fulfill the covenantal responsibility incum-
bent upon all Jews, (2) to bear witness to Yeshua within the  people of Israel, and 
(3) to serve as an authentic and effective representative of the Jewish  people within 
the body of Messiah, it must place a priority on integration with the wider Jewish 
world, while sustaining a vital corporate relationship with the Chris tian Church.

In the Messianic Jewish way of life, we seek to fulfill Israel’s covenantal 
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 responsibility embodied in the Torah within a New Covenant context. Messianic 
Jewish halakhah is rooted in Scripture (Tanakh and the New Covenant writings), 
which is of unique sanctity and authority. It also draws upon Jewish tradition, 
especially those practices and concepts that have won near-universal accep-
tance by devout Jews through the centuries. Furthermore, as is common within 
Judaism, Messianic Judaism recognizes that halakhah is and must be dynamic, 
involving the application of the Torah to a wide variety of changing situations and 
circumstances.

Messianic Judaism embraces the fullness of New Covenant realities available 
through Yeshua, and seeks to express them in forms drawn from Jewish experience 
and accessible to Jewish  people.36

National Messianic Jewish organizations like the UMJC, the MJAA, and the 
IAMCS represent the mainstream of the Messianic Jewish movement in North Amer-
ica. Their statements on Messianic Jewish definition, vision, and theology ultimately 
delineate the center and the periphery of the movement.

The diversity of the twenty-first-century Messianic Jewish movement is reflected 
not only in its spectrum of religious observance and theological self-definition but 
also in its demographic makeup. Recent studies indicate that the Messianic Jewish 
community, like the wider Jewish community, is becoming increasingly multiethnic. 
A growing number of intermarrieds (i.e., Jews married to Gentiles) are embracing 
Messianic Judaism as an option for their families. Given that one out of every two 
American Jews intermarries,37 the Messianic Jewish community in North America is 
poised to grow exponentially in the years ahead as more and more blended families 
find in Messianic Judaism a solution to the intermarriage dilemma.38 In addition, 
thousands of Yeshua-believing Gentiles with a love for Jewish  people are finding a 
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home in the Messianic Jewish community and helping Messianic Jews to build con-
gregations for Yeshua within the house of Israel.

Messianic Judaism is by definition a movement “fundamentally among Jews and 
for Jews.”39 Jews within the Messianic Jewish community represent the rich tapestry 
of the Jewish world and come from all branches of Judaism  —  including Orthodox, 
Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist, Renewal  —  and the various Jewish subcul-
tures of the world, such as Ashkenazi, Sephardic, Ethiopian, and Asian. Messianic 
Judaism is growing in Israel, and the center of the movement is slowly shifting to the 
Land. Among the hundreds of thousands of Jews in churches, more and more are con-
necting to the Messianic Jewish movement and finding in it a way to convey Jewish 
heritage to their children. Finally, there are now third- and fourth-generation Mes-
sianic Jews being raised in the Messianic Jewish community. These young Messianic 
Jews stand on the shoulders of their parents and grandparents and view the Messianic 
Jewish movement from a different perspective than Jews who have entered it from the 
wider Jewish or Chris tian world.

Like the miracle of the State of Israel rejoining the community of nations after 
millennia, the Messianic Jewish community has been restored to the Jewish-Chris tian 
world after a hiatus of more than sixteen hundred years. For centuries, the church and 
synagogue have marginalized Messianic Judaism, treating it as an excluded middle. 
Today there are signs of change. The Messianic Jewish movement is growing in sup-
port among churches as New Testament scholars and theologians increasingly dem-
onstrate that Messianic Judaism is consistent with the teachings of the Jewish apostles 
and the experience of the earliest communities of Yeshua-believing Jews in the Land 
of Israel, Syria, and beyond. The movement is also winning sympathizers in the Jewish 
world as Messianic Jews demonstrate through their actions that Yeshua is good for the 
Jewish  people.40 The progress in the latter area is slow  —  often two steps forward and 
one step back  —  but incrementally there is movement toward the day Yeshua spoke 
about when Jewish leaders will say, Baruch HaBa B’Shem Adonai (“Blessed is he who 
comes in the name of the Lord”).41

9780310330639_IntroMesJudaism_sc_int.indd   35 11/15/12   9:33 am



36 David Rudolph

For Further Reading
Ariel, Yaakov. Evangelizing the Chosen 

 People: Missions to the Jews in America, 
1880 – 2000. Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2000.

______. “Judaism and Chris tian ity Unite! The 
Unique Culture of Messianic Judaism.” 
Pages 191 – 222 in Introduction to New and 
Alternative Religions in America. Edited by 
Eugene V. Gallagher and W. Michael Ash-
craft. Volume 2: Jewish and Chris tian Tra-
ditions. London: Greenwood, 2006.

Boyarin, Daniel. Border Lines: The Partition of 
Judaeo-Chris tian ity. Philadelphia: Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press, 2004.

Broadhead, Edwin K. Jewish Ways of Follow-
ing  Jesus: Redrawing the Religious Map of 
Antiquity. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010.

Carleton Paget, James. Jews, Chris tians and 
Jewish Chris tians in Antiquity. Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2010.

Cohn-Sherbok, Dan. Messianic Judaism. Lon-
don: Cassell, 2000.

Harvey, Richard. Mapping Messianic Jewish 
Theology: A Constructive Approach. Mil-
ton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2009.

Kinzer, Mark S. Israel’s Messiah and the  People 
of God: A Vision for Messianic Jewish Cov-
enantal Fidelity. Edited by Jennifer M. 
Rosner. Eugene, Oreg.: Cascade, 2011.

______. The Nature of Messianic Judaism: 
Judaism as Genus, Messianic as Species. 
West Hartford: Hashivenu Archives, 2000.

______. Postmissionary Messianic Judaism: 
Redefining Chris tian Engagement with the 
Jewish  People. Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005.

Kjaer-Hansen, Kai. Joseph Rabinowitz and the 
Messianic Movement: The Herzl of Jewish 
Chris tian ity. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1994.

Pritz, Ray A. Nazarene Jewish Chris tian ity: 
From the End of the New Testament Period 
until Its Disappearance in the Fourth Cen-
tury. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1988.

Rausch, David A. Messianic Judaism: Its 
History, Theology and Polity. New York: 
Edwin Mellen, 1982.

Rudolph, David, Joel Willitts, Justin K. Har-
din, and J. Brian Tucker, eds. New Tes-
tament after Supersessionism. 18 vols. 
Eugene, Oreg.: Cascade, forthcoming.

Rudolph, David J. “History of Judeo- Christian 
Communities in the Jewish Diaspora.” 
Pages 136 – 39 in Encyclopedia of the Jew-
ish Diaspora: Origins, Experiences, and 
Culture I. Edited by M. Avrum Ehrlich. 
Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2008.

______. A Jew to the Jews: Jewish Contours 
of Pauline Flexibility in 1  Co rin thi ans 
9:19 – 23. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011.

______. “Messianic Jews and Chris tian Theol-
ogy: Restoring an Historical Voice to the 
Contemporary Discussion.” Pro Ecclesia 
14, no. 1 (2005): 58 – 84. Online: http://
www.mjstudies.com.

______. “Paul’s ‘Rule in All the Churches’ 
(1  Cor 7:17 – 24) and Torah-Defined 
Ecclesiological Variegation.” Studies in 
Chris tian-Jewish Relations 5 (2010): 1 – 23. 
Online: http://www.mjstudies.com.

Skarsaune, Oskar, and Reidar Hvalvik, eds. 
Jewish Believers in  Jesus: The Early Centu-
ries. Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2007.

Tomson, Peter J., and Doris Lambers-Petry, 
eds. The Image of the Judaeo-Chris tians in 
Ancient Jewish and Chris tian Literature. 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003.

Willitts, Joel, David Rudolph, and Justin K. 
Hardin. The Jewish New Testament: An 
Introduction to Its Jewish Social and Con-
ceptual Context. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
forthcoming.

Winer, Robert I. The Calling: The History of 
the Messianic Jewish Alliance of America, 
1915 – 1990. Wynnewood, Pa.: MJAA, 
1990.

9780310330639_IntroMesJudaism_sc_int.indd   36 11/15/12   9:33 am


