


MICHAEL WALTON 

SEEING JESUS AS THE FOUNDER OF A NEW RELIGION TENDS TO BLUR HIS LIFE 
AS A PRACTICING JEW IN FIRST CENTURY PALESTINE. 

J ESUS of Nazareth is generally viewed as the first 
Christi.an, the founder of a new faith, not the 
r e h m e r  of an old one. Seeing Jesus this way, 

however, tends to blur his life as a practicing Jew in Rrst 
century Palestine. Jesus worshiped and taught in the 
synagogues and in the Temple. He addressed the 
,questions traubling the Jewish consciousness. He taught 
in parables (mashal) after the manner of the popular 
teachers crY his people. Unlike Paul he made no attempt 
to contact non-Jews, declaring his ministry to be only to 
"the lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Matt. 25:24). 

  he early follswers of Jesus were Jews, who saw his 
teachings not as the basis of a new religion but as an 
extension and completion of Judaism. They continued in 
the traditional forms of worship which their master had 
used. The major difference between these Judeo- 
Christians or Miwiml(Hebrew, kind, genus) and their 
fellow Jews was their adherence to Jesus, the "Son of 
Man," and his teachings on the'law and the prophets. 
The Minim, however, were not destined to become the 
leaders of the movement which Jesus had begun. The 
doctrines of Jesus as interpreted by men like Paul, Mark, 
and Luke quickly took root among the Gentiles as well. 

1 After the destruction of Jerusalem and the dispersion of 
1 the Jews, the Gentile Christians were left as the best 

ornnizd and mast n u m e w s  bady t a  purvey the 
"Gospel." As a result, less than a century after Jesus' 
ministry his teachings were adapted to Gentile needs 
and usages. The.story of his life was rendered into 
Greek. His was accepted by thousands as the sofer of a 
rapidly growing m p t q  religian.2 Yet examining the 

Edltard Note: This paper wds originnlly read nt the 1981 Sunstone 
ThmIagic~l &mrnium. 

1 

In the town of Nazareth, Jesus was raised in the 
shadow of the synagogue. The synagogue was the piace 
of his education, his familp's worship and his 
introduction as an adult into the ~iewish mmmunity, 
Luke 4:16 reports that it was Jesu$"%crtstonr("~ gotnb 
the synagogue. Though it is difficult to know exactly i 
what transpired in synagogues during the first half of 
the first century C.E., the Mishnah and other sources 
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I 
liturgy, the Shema, the Tefillah, and the Torah service. 

The service began with such benedictions as, "Praised 
art Thou, 0 Lord our God, King of the universe who 
formed light, created darkness, who makes peace and 
created all things." The purpose of such prayers was to 
prepare the worshiper for the Shema, the quintessential 
statement of Jewish monotheism and devotion to God. I The Shema which consists of Deuteronomy 6:3-9 and 
11:18 and 20, formed not only a part of the synagogue 

I 
liturgy but was also included in the priests' morning 
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service in the second Temple (perhaps it came to the 
Temple from the synagogue). It begins, "Hear, 0 Israel, 
the Lord is our God, the Lord is one. And Thou shalt love 
the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, 
and with all thy strength." 

After the Shema the service turned to a series of 
prayers, the Tefillah. Then preparations were made to 
remove the scroll of the Law, the Torah, from its ark or 
container. At the removal of the Torah, the Shema was 
recited again. The scroll was held up for the entire 
congregation to see just as Ezra had done after the 
return to Jerusalem (Nehemiah 8:5). Members of the 
congregation were then called to read from the Law. 
(From 70 C.E. to the present, the sections of the Law to 
be read on a given day have been fixed. There was no set 
order followed by all synagogues before that time.) The 
scroll was again shown to the congregation, then set 
aside while a scroll of the Prophets was introduced. 

The reading of a passage from the Prophets (at the 
reader's discretion in Jesus' day but now fixed) with a 
sermon or commentary was seen as the completion, 
Haftorah, of the Torah service. Luke 4:16-30 presents 
Jesus reading the Haftorah in his home synagogue in 
Nazareth.4 His commentary was so extraordinary that 
his neighbors drove him from Nazareth. When Jesus 
taught in synagogues on the sabbath as in Luke 4:31, it is 
probable that it was often as a sermonizer on the 

Haftorah. 
It is against the background of synagogue worship and 

the Shema's centrality to the liturgy that Jesus'encounter 
with the scribe (Mark 12:28-34) can be best understood. 
When asked, "Which is the first commandment of all?" 
Jesus answered from the scribal tradition as found in the 
synagogue and Temple liturgy, "Hear, 0 Israel; the Lord 
our God is one Lord, thou shalt love the Lord thy God 
with all thy heart, and with all thy soul,. . ."Given Jesus' 
knowledgable use of the Shema, it is no wonder that the 
scribe replied, "Well master, thou hast said the truth." 

It is possible that the synagogue liturgy influenced 
other aspects of Jesus' life. The answers he gave during 
Satan's temptations were taken from Deuteronomy 6, 
Deuteronomy 8, and Psalm 91, all passages one would 
encounter in the synagogue. The "Lord's Prayer" is in 
essence an amalgamation of shortened versions of the 
third, fifth, sixth, ninth, and fifteenth benedictions used 
in daily worship. The synagogue was an essential 
element in the devout Jew's life during the first century 
C.E. It not only transformed Jesus'view of Judaism, but 
if he were to be effective in communicating with his 
brethren, he had to relate his style and teachings to the 
ideas and forms known to them. The Gospels indicate he 
did this. 
Temple Ritual 

Though the synagogue was the focus of local worship, 
the Temple was the religious center of Judaism at the 
time of Jesus. Only in the Temple could the priests and 
their Levite assistants offer the individual and national 
sacrifices prescribed in the Torah. All Israel looked to the 
Temple and sent funds to support it. Its ritual sacrifices 
united a dispersed nation in the service of the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Devout Jews desired to visit 
the Temple at least once in their life, especially during 
one of the pilgrimage festivals like Passover and 
Tabernacles. 

The heart of the Temple cult was the fulfillment of the 
sacrificial rituals prescribed in the L w .  By the first 
century C.E., however, other elements had been added 
to the Temple service. At dawn after the priests had 
completed the day's initial sacrifice, they would meet in 
the "Chamber of Hewn Stones" for a prayer service. The 
brief liturgy recited there consisted of the Ten 
Commandments, three benedictions, and theshema. The 
prayer service concluded, the priests returned to the 
morning sacrifices which ended with the priest's 
blessing on those who attended in the Temple Court. 
"The Lord bless, and keep you! The Lord make his face 
shine on you, and be gracious to you! The Lord lift up his 
countenance on you, and give you peace!" (Numbers 
6:24-26.) 

After the blessing, the Levite chorus would chant the 
psalms of the day. On  festival days, the Hallel (Psalms 
113-118) was sung. During the recitation of the last 
psalm of the Hallel, those present were dlowed to 
participate by answering each verse with the words of 
the twenty fifth verse, "We beseech Thee, 0 Lord, save 
now! We beseech Thee, 0 Lord, make us now to 
prosper!" The congregation's participation was also 
allowed when the popular Psalm 136, the Great Hallel, 
was chanted during various processions and services. 
The congregation responded to each verse, "for His 



mercy endureth forever.'' Many of the popular psalms 
used in the Temple were adapted to synagogue and 
home rituals and thus influenced worship outside of 
Jerusalem. 

In addition to its sacrificial and liturgical functions, the 
Temple served as a meeting place for the Sanhedrin, 
Judaism's highest legislative body, and for those who 
wished to study and discuss Torah. Those who attended 
the Temple could see sacrifice, hear songs and prayer, 
observe the governing elders of Israel, and exercise their 
minds in the study of the Law. It was the religious center 
of Israel in the fullest sense of the word. 

During his life time Jesus experienced each aspect of 
Judaism to be found in the Temple. After his birth, he 
was taken by his parents to the Temple (Luke 2:22-24) 
for presentation to the Lord as commanded in Exodus 
13:2. Also at that time Joseph and Mary offered sacrifice 
for her purification in accordance with Leviticus 12:6-8. 
In keeping with their modest circumstances, their 
offering was two turtle doves rather than the more 
expensive offering of one lamb and a turtle dove 
suggested in the Mosaic Law (Jesus, like his parents, 
supported sacrifice by recommending it to a leper 
[Matthew 17:24, Mark 1:44]). 

The next recorded appearance of Jesus in the Temple 
was during one of his parents' yearly visits during the 
Passover festival (Luke 2:40-50). The twelve year old 
Jesus became separated from his parents and was found 
discussing Torah with the masters who met in the holy 
place for that purpose. During his ministry Jesus seems 
not only to have paid his Temple tax (Matthew 17:24- 
27),5 but also taken every available opportunity to teach 
in the Temple while in Jerusalem. John 7:14 records that 
during the Feast of Tabernacles, "Jesus went up into the 
temple and taught." Luke 21:1, Matthew 21:23, and 
Mark 11:27 note that Jesus "taught the people in the 
Temple" before his last Passover. 

The presence of Jesus in Jerusalem during pilgrimage 
festivals like Passover and Tabernacles reveals his 
commitment to the commandment (Deuteronomy 
16:16) that "three times in a year shall all thy males 
a pear before the Lord thy God in the place which he 
s R all choose." As the festivals were centered on the 
Temple, Jesus demonstrated by his attendance both 
piety and an acceptance of the communal sacrifice. Even 
when he led his disciples to  believe that he would not 
attend Tabernacles (John 7:l-lo), he went in secret to 
honor the Law and, perhaps, to fulfill his own religious 
inclinations. Jesus' purification of the Court of the 
Gentiles also indicates the reverence which he attached 
to his "Father's House." 

Frequent temple attendance and synagogue study 
could only serve to make Jesus aware of the elements of 
the Temple liturgy and their traditional interpretation. 
That Jesus used that knowledge during his ministry is 
indicated by his use of the Hallel against the Pharisees 
and Temple leaders while teaching in the Temple 
(Matthew 21:23-42, Mark 121-11, Luke 20:l-19). When 
asked by some Pharisees by what authority he taught, 
Jesus answered with a parable of some gardeners who 
turned away their master's servants from his vineyard 
and killed the master's son. He followed this thinly veiled 
allusion to the leaders of the Jews who guard the Law 

but deny the prophets and the "Son of Man" who give it 
life with a quotation from the Hallel, "Have ye not read 
this scripture, 'the stone which the builders rejected is 
become the head of the corner, this was the Lord's doing, 
and it is marvelous in our eyes?' " 

This citation of Psalm 118:22 and 23, to which the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem had so often chanted, "save 
now I beseech thee, 0 Lord. . . ,"was calculated to force 
the Pharisees and Temple leaders to reflect on their own 
authority. By their adherence to tradition and rejection 
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Jesus understood and reacted negatively to the keepers 
of the Law. The ability of Jesus to  challenge their 
position struck the Temple leaders so forcefully that 
"the chief priests and the scribes the same hour sought 
to lay hands on him; and they feared the people: for they 
perceived that he had spoken this parable against them." 

Had Jesus not known the liturgy and the special role of 
the Hallel, he probably could not have caused such a 
reaction. His parable alone was not as damning to his 
interrogators as the citation and interpretation of the 
Psalm. Jesus' power to shape the traditional elements of 
Judaism to his purposes made him both a powerful 
teacher and a threat to  the status quo. 

Jesus' final contact with elements of the Temple 
liturgy was through the Passover Service which 
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- 
f i e  h i s -  Law in the Sermon on the Mount.8 

lesus' willing participation in synagogue and Temple 
Ye have heard that it was said by them of ald time, warship indicates that he was personally committed to Thou shalt not commit adultery: the central forms and practices of Judaism. Seen in the But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a 

arntegt d the first third of the first century C.E., Jesus woman to lust after her bath committed adultery with 
was an interpreter of Judaism rather than the founder of her already in his heart . . . 
a new re@ion. As an intrepreter, however, his vision Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of 
differed from others who attempted to direct Judaism old time, thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt 
and ita traditi0ns. Haw he differed from other Jewish verform unto the Lord thine oaths! 
leaders is, p ~ h a f %  best illustrated through his 
relatiomhip wlth t e Pharisees. 

Though mast readerg, of the Gospels see the Pharisees 
as hairsplitting 'heavies" or as antagonistic observers of 
Jesus, they were generally honored and their teachings 

I followed by the Jews of the period. At the time of Jesus, 
the Pharisees were only a small sect among the Jews.6 
They had llktle political power, as the leadership of 
Judaism rested with the chief priests and Temple leaders 
who adhered to  the equally small Sadducean sect. The 
impact of the Pharisees, like that of Jesus, came through 
the papular appeal of their knowledge of the Law and 
their ethical teachings. 
Much has been written about the similarity between 

the ethics of the Pharisees and the ethics of Jesus. It is 
often pointed out that Rabbi Hillel formulated the 
Golden Rule during the reign of Herod the Great. But 
there was a fundamental difference in their teachings. 
The difference turned not on how each would have the 
Jews livel, for Jesua $aid of the Pharisees, "All therefore 
whatsqexrer they bid you observe, that observe and do; 
but do not ye after their works; for they say, and do not 
(Matthew 23:3}."'It was, rather, a basic disagreement on 
tk autb&i& ta inter ret the law. 

The Phuieem .sw t E emselves as the heirs of Ezra and 
the quasi-mythical Great Synagogue who restructured 
Judaism after the return from Babylon. They believed 
that Exra and the rabbis of the Great Synagogue passed 
on a tr9diti~n of interpreting the Torah which began with 
Mows. This "Oral Law," of similar authority to the 
written Tor&, was the means by which the Torah was 
ada~ted to the ever channinn environment in which the - .a 

~ew's found themselves. The Oral Law was codified in 
the Mishnah at rhe end of the second century C.E. The 
Misknak cleady states the genealogy of the Oral Law: 
"hncusas received the Law from Sinai and committed it to 
Joshua, and Joshua to the elders, and elders to the 
Prophethi, and the Prophets committed it to the men of 
the Creak S y m u e .  They said three things: be 
deliberate in judgement, raise up many disciples, and 
make a fence! around the Law."W(Aboth 1 : ~ )  

As the heirs af the authority and traditions of the 
Prophets and the Great Synagogue, the Pharisees 
applied themselves diligently to the study and 
irnglem~~tion of the Law. They were especially 
zealous in building a "fence around the LawJ'-setting 
b ~ t h  principles which would prevent the children of 
hae l  fmm embarking on paths which could lead to 
breaking the precepts of the Torah. Establishing the 
W t s  6f a Sabbath's journey was no more excessively 
+listSc- ta the Pharisees than applying the Word of 
Wisdom to  cola drinks is fm Latter-day Saints. In both 
C~SW, the fence about the Law prevents sin and the 
&ppearance of sin. 

Jesus humelf indulged in building a fence about the 

But I say unto you swear not at all: neither by heaven; 
. . . nor by the earth . . . 

In each case, Jesus extended the Law to prevent a first 
step on the road to transgression. 

If Jesus recommended the teachings of the Pharisees 
(Matthew 23:3) and even adopted the oral tradition's 
admonition to fence in the Law, why did he denounce 
the Pharisees and they him? The pnswer seems t o  come 
from the Pharisees' question to Jesus, '"By what 
authority doest thou these things?" (Luke 20:2). The 
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Pharisees knew the source of their authority: the 
tradition extending to the Great Synagogue and be on4. 
In part, they were asking, what was Jesus'retirtions 7~ ip to 
that tradition? Jesus refused to answer, but Matthelw 
explains that Jesus taught as "one having authorityf' 
(Matthew 7:29). In other words, Jesus did not act by 
virtue of an earthly tradition. He was a charbmatic 
leader in the prophetic mald wha acted by divine 
direction.9 

One can scarcely imagine a greater ideological gulf 
than the one between the heirs of the traditions of the 
&them and the praphletic teacher Jesus. No amowt af 
similarity in form of worship or in substance of doctrine 
could bridge the chasm separating the righteous lawyers 
from the "Son of Man." Jesus' dmunciation of the 
Pharisees as blind teachers (Matthew 23) was not simply 
because there were insincere men ammng then. They 
were blind because they fded  to see the hand af God in 
his actions. The very prophetic authority -on which they 
based thdr  faith and teachings the denied when it wa); 
in their midst. The Pharisees cou r d not accept a new 
prophet led by God without the medium of the aral 



tradition. Jesus' claim of direct divine authority and the 
power to heal by his awn wards struck the Pharisees as 
blasphemous. Jesus was not only a threat to their 
tradition but to the faith of Israel. 

The distance of the Gospel writers and their Gentile 

themselves from honoring their 
claiming corban, sacrifice (Mark 
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The explanation of Pharisaical handwashing in 
Mark 7:l-4 demonstrates its author's limited knowledge 
of Jewish custom. The author of Mark felt a need to 
explain why the Pharisees faulted the disciples for not 
washing their hands. His explanation, however, was no 
explanation at all. He simply said, "They wash their 
hands oft. . . ." The ideas of cleanliness and purity so 
closely related to Christian baptism are not mentioned 
as possible sources for "the tradition of the elders." In 
attempting to show an acquaintance with Judaism the 
author of Mark indicated quite the opposite. Yet he and 
the other Gospel writers had access to enough genuine 
~ ~ t e r i i ? J  an Jesm t~ pass on much of the Jewish cantext 
of Jesus' life, perhaps without knowing or trying. 

The result af the Gospel writer's point of view was to 
create in the minds of their Gentile readers an image of 
the "perfidious Jews" who willingly commited deicide. 
(Perhaps the Barabbas story was invented to indict the 
entire Jewish people.) As heirs of thepharisees, the Jews 
of the later Empire and Middle Ages were assigned the 
burden aP guilt which belonged to their extinct enhmies 
'the Sadducees as the chief priests and rulers df the 

I 

people who arrested Jesus. As the "new Israel" the 
Gentile Christians felt justified in persecuting the fallen, 
guilty, and rejected Israel. 

If the Christians forgot the essential Jewi6hness ,of 
Jesus and misunderstood the Jews, the rabbis were, 
perhaps, little better. The Minim were harrassed by both 
Sadducees and Pharisees as apostates and potential 
traitors to the Jewish nation, They were also attacked by 
Gentile Christians for not be!n Christian. Though the 
M i n i m  continued in the Law an d were faithful in Temple 
and synagogue worship, they had to conceal their belief 
in the accuracy of Jesus' vision of Judaism. After the 
destruction of the Temple, the Sanhedrin passed into 
Pharisaical control and was moved to Yavrreh by Rabbi 
Yohanan benzakkai. After Yohanan's death, the IIW 
head of the Sanhedrin Rabbi Gmaliol I1 moved to  
protect Judaism from the Minim by adding a benediction 
to the Tefillah of the synagogue liturgy. It besought God, 
amone: other things. to insure that "the Minim and 
hereti& speedily Gerish."ll Anyone who refused to 
recite the benediction or to uphold it with the word 
amen was expelled from the synagogue. Ironically, the 
M i n i m  ceased to exist at about the same time 'that Paul 
and the Gentile converts to Christianity were 
transforming Jesus from an essentially Jewish figure 
into the first Christian. 
NOTES 
1. Min, plural M i n ~ n ~ ,  is a term for heretfcal Jews. Though It is 
sometimes used in reference to groups other than Judeo-Christians, 
most scholars agree that by the end of the first century C.E. It usually 
meant only Judeo-Christians. See The U n i w r s ~ l  ] d i s h  Ent~clopMia ~ 1 7 .  
pp. 567-568. 
2. The development of Gentile Christianity is discuwd in derail 
Arthur Darby Nock, Early Grnt iL  Chrisfianity and ikHdlmisEic&rkgmwn$ 
(New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1962). Mattjr sch~lir ly  and popular 
works also note the development of Gentile ChristlaniQ. Atprmg the 
most widely distributed texts is Michael Grant's Iesws (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1977). 
3. The best single volume dealing with thedevelopment of the Jewish 
llturgy is Abraham Millgram. Id& Wprshi~i (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society of America, 1971). Mwt of the points regardjpg 
synagogue and Temple worship disdssed belaw arc tbuched bn by 
Millgram. 
4. Bruce R. McConkie in The  Mortal  Messiah (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book, 19721, pp. 195 and 196 incorrectly attributes the Ineidsnt to 
Capernaum. On p. 198, however, he makes a correct attribution, 

5. The story of the Widow's Mite deals with the Temple Tax (Mark 
12:41-44). I I 
6. Josephus, Antiquitrffixvii, 2,4 notes that t h e P h a r i s ~ s  numberedawr 
6000. This, of course, refers to their leaders, hot to the laymen who 
followed their teachings. 
7. The classic study of the Pharisees is R. Travers Herfiord, T h e P k a r i s r ~  
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1962). 
8. R.T. Herforddiscussed theteachineaFJesus as they relate to Jewish 
forms and ideas in an article in the Universnl Jmish Encyclopadia, volume 6, 
pp. 84-88. 
9. Herford, in Phnr~sees, pp. 201-204, makes this oint as to theessential 
nature of the cmfLiCt M w e m  Jaiaits h A l  
10. Herford in Pharispes, p. 205, uses the Corbnn incident to shqw that 
Jesus was not well versed in Pharisaical &ought. In my vpinion, given 
Jesus' apparently good Jewish upbringing, the importance of the 
Pharisees to J e w i ~ h  life during his youth, and his Frequent contacts 
with the Pharisees while teaching, it seems more reasonable to view 
the incident as misapplied by the Euangdiit to the Pharisees. 
11. Talmud, Ber. 28b. The blessing was formulared hy R Sillnuel the 
Lesser. 
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