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Preface to the Third Edition

The twenty-first century bears witness to the continuing hostility that has been expressed towards the Jewish people for nearly 4,000 years. A March 2008 report by the United States State Department found that there was an increase in antisemitism across the world, and that both old and new expressions of antisemitism persist. A 2012 report by the US Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor also noted that there is a continued global increase in antisemitism. Further, it found that Holocaust denial and opposition to Israeli policy were used to promote or justify blatant antisemitism. In 2014 the Anti-Defamation League conducted a study entitled ‘Global 100: An Index of Anti-Semitism’ which reported high antisemitism figures around the world.

Why is it that Jews have been so bitterly hated for nearly four millennia? The aim of this volume is to answer this question by surveying the history of antisemitism from a global perspective. As will be seen, numerous factors have created a climate of Jew-hatred. Scripture records that the Jews were oppressed by the Egyptian pharaoh. Through Moses’ deliverance, the ancient Israelites escaped bondage, eventually settling in the land that God had promised to the Patriarchs. There they established a kingdom but were subject to constant attack from their neighbors.

In the Greco-Roman world, Jews were viewed as alien and xenophobic. In the Hellenistic world, the common view was that anything non-Greek was uncivilized. In this context Judaism was regarded with contempt. With the emergence of Christianity such hostility towards Jewry intensified. Drawing upon Hellenistic ideas that had penetrated the Jewish religion, Christianity absorbed pagan hostility to the Jewish people and utilized aspects of Pharisaic Judaism to distance itself from the faith from which it had evolved. Eventually, such anti-Jewish sentiment became an essential element of Christianity.

The New Testament served as a basis for the early Church’s vilification of the Jews. According to the Church Fathers, the Jewish people are lawless and dissolute. Because of their rejection of Christ, the Jewish nation has been excluded from God’s grace and is subject to his wrath. This Adversos Judaeos teaching of the early Church Fathers continued into the medieval period. During the Crusades Christian mobs massacred Jewish communities. Jews were charged with killing Christian children to use their blood for ritual purposes, blaspheming Christ and Christianity in their sacred literature, and causing the Black Death by poisoning wells. Throughout the Middle Ages Jews were detested, and the image of the satanic Jew became a central feature of Western iconography. Repeatedly, Jews were accused of satanic activities and viewed as a subspecies of the human race.

In the post-medieval period such negative stereotypes of the Jews became a central feature of Western European culture. In France Jews were depicted in the most terrible fashion. In England Jews were as detested as they were in Germany. Such Christian antisemitism was most forcibly expressed in Martin Luther’s diatribes against German Jews. Elsewhere Jewish converts to Christianity became subject to the Inquisition. Initially tribunals were established in Spain to seek out those converts suspected of practising Judaism in secret. Later the Inquisition spread to Portugal.

Jews living in Poland were also subject to assault. In the mid-seventeenth century a Cossack pogrom led by Bogdan Chmielnicki led to the death of thousands of Jews. When Jewish territories were annexed to Russia in the nineteenth century the Christian population viewed their Jewish inhabitants with contempt and eventually Jews were expelled from their villages. Such attitudes continued into the modern period, when traditional Christian prejudice was coupled with commercial interests. In Germany merchants alleged that Jewish trade would pollute the nation and undermine the economic vitality of the country, while in France the bourgeoisie resisted Jewish settlement, as did the British.

Even though eighteenth-century champions of the Enlightenment sought to ameliorate the conditions under which Jews lived, others attacked Jews on the basis of misconceived rationalist and scientific assumptions. In France Protestants influenced by Enlightenment ideas sought to counter such charges, but even they were unable to free themselves from traditional prejudice. In Germany the rise of a sense of national identity and self-confidence fuelled antisemitic feelings among various writers. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Napoleon’s summoning of the Sanhedrin was an attempt to improve Jewish life, but such steps were opposed by reactionaries who feared the consequences of such a policy.

During the twentieth century Jews were attacked for a number of reasons. In Germany Jews were denigrated in various racist publications. Such an atmosphere led to the creation of political parties that were antisemitic in orientation. In France anti-Jewish views were expressed by various writers, providing the background to the Dreyfus Affair. During this period vicious persecution in Russia drove many Jews to emigrate, while others sought to improve their position in society though revolutionary activities. In the years prior to the First World War Jews became scapegoats for the ills afflicting European countries. In Germany polemicists protested against the malevolent influence of Jewry. In Russia antisemites accused Jews of espionage and collaboration with the enemy. With the onset of the revolution, Jews were also charged with fermenting insurrection against authority. In Britain Jews were accused of international conspiracy. Across the Atlantic, in the United States, a number of writers criticized Jews for their revolutionary attitudes as well as their alleged quest to dominate world affairs.

Such Judaeophobia serves as the background to the rise of Nazism. According to Hitler, the Jews constituted a vile race intent on seizing control of political, social and economic affairs. On the basis of Nazi racism grounded in the writings of earlier German thinkers, the Jewish community was subject to a series of restrictive measures and eventual plans for its extermination. Throughout this period the Nazis sought to bring about the total destruction of the Jewish nation. This terrible mission having failed to quench the flame of Judaism, in the post-Holocaust world Jews became intent on protecting themselves from future forms of violence by creating a homeland in Palestine. Yet, contrary to Zionist aspirations, the creation of the State of Israel has fuelled Arab hatred of Jewry.

Thus, for nearly 4,000 years the Jewish people has been subject to prejudice, persecution and murder. The motives for such antipathy have been religious, economic, political and social. Even though numerous attempts have been made to curtail such Judaeophobia, antisemitism continues to exist in new forms. Is there no end to humanity’s longest hatred? Arguably, this grim and unrelenting chronicle of Jewish misery confirms the biblical prophecy that Israel has been and will continue to be God’s suffering servant through the centuries, afflicted by many ills and led to the slaughter.


One

Jews in the Ancient World

The story of Jewish suffering opens with the Hebrew Scriptures, which record the history of anti-Jewish sentiment beginning with the events of the Exodus. As the centuries passed, the Jewish nation endured repeated calamities, yet it was only in Hellenistic times that antipathy towards Jews and Judaism was fiercely expressed by both political leaders and authors. Such animosity continued throughout the Graeco-Roman period, and was crystallized in the writings of prominent figures of the age.

Biblical Hostility to Jews in Ancient Times

The Hebrew Bible recounts the earliest known instance of hostility to the Jews in Pharaoh’s persecution of the Jewish population prior to the Exodus. According to the Book of Exodus, Pharaoh expressed concern at the growing numbers and potential disloyalty of the Jewish population living in Egypt:


Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. And he said to his people, ‘Behold the people of Israel are too many and too mighty for us. Come let us deal shrewdly with them, lest they multiply, and if war befall us, they join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the land.’ (Exodus 1:8–10)



Even though the Egyptians mistrusted the Jews, the Jewish community grew in strength, which caused dread among the Egyptians. Eventually, Pharaoh resolved to kill all first-born sons. Speaking to the Hebrew midwives, he declared:


When you serve as midwives to the Hebrew women, and see them upon the birthstool, if it is a son, you shall kill him; but if it is a daughter, she shall live. (Exodus 1:16)



However, the midwives feared God’s wrath and did not comply, allowing the male children to live. As a consequence, the Pharaoh condemned all the people:


Every son that is born to the Hebrews you shall cast it into the Nile, but you shall let every daughter live. (Exodus 1:22)



Here the motive for such hostility was not racial prejudice, economic envy or disdain of Jewish ways; rather Scripture states that the Pharaoh acted out of fear for his own nation.

Later when the Jewish people had established itself in its own land, the country divided into two kingdoms – Israel in the north and Judah in the south. During their history, both kingdoms were repeatedly attacked by surrounding nations. In the tenth century BCE, for example, the aggressor who threatened the nation was Shoshenk I, the first pharaoh of the Twenty-second Dynasty, who invaded the land and forced Rehoboam, the southern king, to pay tribute. An inscription in the Temple of Amun at Thebes refers to this conquest. Shoshenk does not mention the capture of any towns in Judah, but he does refer to some cities in the northern kingdom. Another inscription found at Megiddo suggests that the Egyptian incursion must have enveloped most of the territory. In any event, it was not motivated by hatred of the Jewish population; rather the Egyptian king invaded the country as an act of conquest.

Similarly, in the eighth century BCE the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III embarked on a policy of expansion during the reign of Menahem, King of Israel. Menahem’s son Pekahiah held his throne for two years by paying tribute to the Assyrian ruler, but was overthrown by his rival Pekah. The new Israelite king formed an alliance with the king of Syria against the Assyrians. Together they attempted to persuade Jotham, King of Judah, to join them; when he refused they declared war on Judah. In the face of this danger, the southern prophet Isaiah declared to Ahaz, Jotham’s successor, that this threat would come to naught: both Israel and Syria would collapse. But Ahaz was unconvinced. He attempted to placate the Assyrians and went to Damascus (which the Assyrians had just conquered) to pay homage to Tiglath-Pileser III. He returned with the plans for an altar to be erected in the Temple as a sign of Judah’s submission.

In the northern kingdom, Pekah’s position was weakened as the Assyrians pressed forward, and he was assassinated by Hoshea who surrendered to the Assyrians. When Shalmaneser V replaced Tiglath-Pileser III, Egyptian forces were powerless to help, and Shalmaneser V conquered Israel’s capital, Samaria, after a siege of two years. The annals of Shalmaneser’s successor Sargon II record that 27,290 Israelites were deported as a result of this conquest, which marked the end of the northern kingdom. However, as in previous centuries, this onslaught against the Jews was not the result of Judaeophobia but the consequence of political expansion.

The same applies to the Babylonian conquest of the kingdom of Judah in 586 BCE. In the seventh century BCE, the Babylonians advanced against Assyria and captured all its main cities. Later, they made a final attempt to regain the town of Harran. Embroiling himself in this struggle Josiah, the southern king, tried to halt the Egyptian army that had been summoned by the Assyrians to come to their aid. In the ensuing battle Josiah was mortally wounded, and Judah came under the domination of Egypt. Eventually, however, the Assyrian empire collapsed and the Babylonians succeeded in conquering the Egyptians at Carchemish in 605 BCE. At this King Jehoiakim, who had been put in power by the Egyptians, transferred his allegiance to King Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon.

When Babylon was defeated by Egypt several years later, Jehoiakim decided the time was ripe for rebellion. Nebuchadnezzar, however, quickly responded by invading the country and conquering Jerusalem. In this siege Jehoiakim was killed and replaced by his son Jehoiachin, who was taken prisoner. Along with other important citizens he was led into captivity, and the treasures of the palace and Temple were plundered. A new king, Zedekiah, was placed on the throne by Nebuchadnezzar in 597 BCE. The prophet Jeremiah counselled the king to accept Babylonian domination, but he was persuaded to join a rebellion led by Egypt. After a siege of eighteen months, Jerusalem was conquered; all the main buildings were destroyed, and Zedekiah was blinded and exiled to Babylonia. As had occurred centuries earlier in the north, the southern kingdom was overpowered by the might of Assyria. Here, then, in the history of ancient Israel, it is clear that the Jewish nation endured centuries of upheaval, oppression and conquest. Yet, such suffering was not due to animosity against the Jewish nation, but to the aims of foreign powers who engaged in a policy of expansion and conquest.

Nonetheless later events in Jewish history illustrate that foreign powers were disdainful of Jewish beliefs and customs. During the Hellenistic period, the kingdom of Judah was dominated by foreign powers. In 198 BCE the Seleucid king, Antiochus III, defeated Scopus, the general of the Egyptian king, Ptolemy V. Initially Antiochus III had a positive attitude towards the Jews; he reduced their taxes and made a donation to the Temple. In time, however, he reversed these policies for economic reasons. In 190 BCE he was defeated in a battle against the Romans at Magnesia near Ephesus. By the terms of the ensuing peace treaty he was forced to hand over his territory in Asia Minor, the richest part of the empire. A year later Antiochus III was killed while robbing the Temple in Jerusalem to increase his revenue and was succeeded by his son Seleucus IV, who, in his turn, dispatched his chancellor Heliodorus to plunder the Jerusalem Temple.

Later in the second century BCE, Seleucus IV was murdered and succeeded by Antiochus IV Epiphanes. Jason, a member of the Oniad family, bribed Antiochus IV to make him High Priest and on his appointment to this position, Jason attempted to Hellenize Jerusalem. This involved the introduction of Greek games in which athletes competed naked – a sight shocking to traditional sensibilities. Many Jews found such changes abhorrent, and Jason was deposed. In 168 BCE Antiochus IV invaded Egypt, but this time he encountered the Romans, who drove back his onslaught.

In Jerusalem it was rumoured that Antiochus IV had been killed, and a rebellion took place. Antiochus IV, however, reacted speedily; he conquered Jerusalem and led off some of the people as slaves. In addition he banned circumcision, Sabbath observance and the reading of the Torah. He also decreed that the Temple be dedicated to the worship of the Greek god Zeus, pigs sacrificed on the altar, and that all people, including Jews, should be allowed to worship there. In response, many Jews were willing to die rather than violate their traditions. Eventually a guerrilla band led by a priest, Mattathias, and his five sons engaged in armed revolt; on Mattathias’ death, this movement was spearheaded by his son Judas Maccabaeus. After a series of military engagements, the oppressive policies of the Seleucids were reversed. Jewish law was reinstated, and the Temple was restored and rededicated, an event subsequently commemorated by the festival of Hannukah. In this struggle, the Seleucids – unlike the Egyptians, Assyrians and Babylonians in previous centuries – were critical of the Jewish way of life, and in particular appear to have been disturbed by what they perceived as Jewish xenophobia and misanthropy. In their place they championed Hellenism as a superior civilization. In this respect, the Seleucids served as a model for future forms of antisemitism.

The antipathy towards Jews and the Jewish religion expressed by the Seleucids was indicative of the view of Hellenistic society in general. In the Graeco-Roman world Jews did not occupy positions of economic influence that aroused envy, as frequently occurred in subsequent centuries. Nor were they subject to racial persecution as in the Middle Ages and, most horrifically, in modern times. Instead, both Greeks and Romans objected to Jews on social grounds, giving rise to a general polemic against the Jews and their faith among classical writers such as Cicero, a Roman orator of the first century BCE.

In a famous speech Pro Flacco, delivered in 59 BCE, Cicero argues that the Jews represent an element within society which is contrary to the values of Rome. They are the embodiment of barbaric superstition. In his view, superstition is opposed to religion – religion is the essence of the political, cultural and spiritual ideals of ancient Rome. Because the Jews represent superstition, they stand for everything that opposes these values. Judaism, he continues, is inimical to the religion of Rome because it is incompatible with ancestral customs and institutions. In this diatribe he expresses contempt for the Jewish people, their behaviour and customs, and their growing influence in society, which he fears threatens the value-system of Rome.

In Egypt, where the Jewish community was particularly numerous, Jews frequently served as middlemen between rulers and the general populace. In this context Egyptian intellectuals relied on the biblical account in the Book of Exodus to castigate Jews who lived in their midst. According to the Hebrew Bible, the ancient Egyptians perished on account of Pharaoh’s unwillingness to allow the Israelites to flee from Egypt – the ten plagues were sent by God to persuade him to relent. This biblical account provided the basis for anti-Jewish riots which took place in Alexandria in the first century CE, and stimulated anti-Jewish polemics in Egyptian literature of the period.

This diatribe was expressed in an alternative account of the Exodus, according to which the Jewish people were initially a diseased population that had married slaves. Their flight from Egypt was caused by the Egyptians themselves, who wished to be rid of these lepers. According to Egyptian tradition, the observance of the Sabbath was caused by the disease-ridden condition of the ancient Israelite population: Jews were only able to travel for six-day periods because they were so unwell. In the third century BCE similar stories were recounted by the Egyptian priest Manetho, and later repeated by such historians as Cheremona and Lysimachus of Alexandria and Apollonius Molon and Pompeius of Trogus.

Paralleling such contempt, Hellenistic society in general reacted against what was perceived as Jewish exclusivity and the particularistic character of the Jewish community. Jews were determined to live apart from their neighbours and largely refused to embrace Greek customs. In their opinion, the gods of the Greeks were false deities, and Greek culture was seen as unclean. As a consequence, the Jewish population and non-Jewish society lived in a state of constant tension. Nonetheless, Jews were protected by Rome. Even though most Jews were not granted citizenship, they were permitted to practise their faith. Another factor which mitigated pagan animosity to Judaism was the fact that Jewish thought in Palestine and the diaspora (outside the Holy Land) borrowed various Hellenistic features. This helped to diffuse what otherwise might have led to an outburst of anti-Jewish feeling.

When Hellenistic writers expressed hostility towards the Jewish populace, a number of Jewish apologists stressed that Greek thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle had learned about philosophical concepts from Moses. As a result, Judaism contains a higher and purer religious system than that which is found among Greeks and Romans. Convinced of the correctness of their beliefs, Jews attempted to convert gentiles to the true faith. Thus in the Graeco-Roman period Judaism was missionary in its outlook and sought to establish itself as a universal faith. Converts were viewed as having the same status as born-Jews, and in addition numerous sympathizers of Judaism, known as God-fearers, became active participants in synagogue worship. For such gentiles, it was necessary only to keep the Noachian laws – those given to Noah – rather than the entire corpus of Jewish law. Such righteous gentiles, together with faithful Jews, could be assured of entering the World-to-Come.

In the first century CE, the Jewish population rebelled against Roman domination. The first revolt occurred from 66 to 73 CE, but was crushed by Roman forces. In the next century, from 133 to 136 CE, the Jews again rebelled, and this second attempt was similarly put down. As a result, the Jewish community was viewed with suspicion and contempt. Such conflict, however, did not provoke widespread persecution of the Jewish population. Rather the Romans simply desired to create a social structure that would place each ethnic group, including the Jews, into an administrative relationship with the Roman authorities. Even though Jerusalem had been decimated and the Temple destroyed, the Roman government sought to cooperate with those Jews who lived in Rome. Yet despite such accommodation, most Romans viewed Jewish religious practices as mere superstitions, and they regarded Jewish laws, such as circumcision, dietary regulations and Sabbath observance, with disdain. Although such friction was continuous, Jewish and Roman leaders nevertheless attempted to establish a basis for coexistence.

Even though antagonism existed between Jews and pagans in the ancient world, there were some Jewish writers who absorbed elements of Hellenistic culture. By translating the philosophical currents of the Graeco-Roman world into a Jewish framework, these authors sought to reconcile the Jewish faith with Greek thought. Yet, paradoxically, this quest provided the basis for Christianity’s eventual spiritualization of the Hebrew Bible and that religion’s subsequent attitude of animosity towards Judaism.

The Hellenistic interpretation of the Hebrew Bible is illustrated most clearly in the writings of the first-century Jewish philosopher Philo, who produced a variety of philosophical treatises. In his view, God’s creative power was initially manifest as the Logos or Word of God, a concept which unified the biblical Word of God with the Platonic concepts of the Ideal World and the Divine Mind.

For Philo, the Logos was expressed in Natural Law, which rules the cosmos and is found in all things. In this context the Torah should be seen as universal in scope. Yet the Torah is also a special revelation to the Jewish nation whose mission is to be a light to all peoples. Israel’s task is to enlighten the world, to draw all nations to an acceptance of God’s universal truth. In this sense the Torah should be understood as an expression of the path that all human beings need but which is possessed in its fullest manifestation by the Jews. Such ideas paved the way for the Christian belief in Christ and the Logos, as well as the doctrine of the Incarnation.

Such a universalistic conception of the Hebrew Bible gave rise to an allegorical interpretation of the commandments in Scripture. The Sabbath, for example, was perceived as the day on which the Logos emanated from God and served as the basis for the created order. For this reason the Sabbath was dedicated to the pursuit of spiritual wisdom. Similarly, ritual food laws were understood allegorically; they were conceived as signalling God’s characteristics of mercy and cleanliness as opposed to violence. Only animals that exhibit benevolent attributes were fit for food, whereas animals that were violent in nature were forbidden. Further, circumcision was viewed as an allegory of cutting away illegitimate pleasures as well as the sin of pride.

Such spiritualization and universalization invested Jewish ritual with mystical significance. The letter of the law was not to be disregarded, and through this interpretation of Jewish law and institutions, Philo sought to establish a link between inner and outer meaning. In his opinion it is not possible to dispose of outward observance and still experience the inner meaning of the law. Rather, it is precisely the physical observances prescribed in the Torah that express the spiritual character of the Jewish faith. Thus Philo’s allegorical interpretation was designed to demonstrate that God’s decrees serve as the expressions of universal, spiritual truths.

Despite Philo’s interpretation of the Torah, the Church Fathers utilized this spiritualizing tendency to distinguish between the spirit and the letter of the law. For Christians it became possible to observe a universal Law of Nature without taking into account the specific injunctions in the Bible. For these early followers of Christ, Jewish law was abrogated by the arrival of the Messiah. True sacrifice was therefore understood as the sacrifice of the heart through prayer and penitence. Further, authentic incense was understood as that which ascends towards Heaven through heartfelt prayer. Influenced by these Hellenistic notions, Judaism thus unintentionally paved the way for a separation between traditional Judaism and Christianity, a rift that was the inadvertent result of the quest to harmonize Jewish theology with Hellenistic categories of thought. Yet, instead of achieving their aim, writers such as Philo provided a justification for separating religiosity from ritual observance. Once Christianity had become a world religion, this transformation would have unforeseen and tragic consequences for the Jewish people.

The Hellenizing of Judaism as illustrated in Philo’s writings, however, was not universally accepted within the Jewish community. In the second century BCE, for example, the actions of Antiochus Epiphanes IV provoked the wrath of pietists known as Hasidim who urged the nation to return to upholding the ideals of Torah Judaism. Subsequently various sectarian groups carried on this tradition. Many Jews anxiously awaited the coming of the Messiah who would fulfil all previous biblical expectations of the redemption of their nation. Under God’s dominion, it was believed, the reign of evil powers would end and Israel would be saved.

Anticipating these momentous events, various Palestinian Jewish sects viewed themselves as true heirs of the covenant. The Samaritans regarded themselves as the inheritors of God’s revelation. Situated on Mount Gerizim, they strictly observed biblical law, rejecting the interpretation of Scripture expounded by official Judaism. In their view, Moses was the sole prophet of Israel who would return as the Messiah and bring about a restoration of the Jewish people. Believing themselves to be the true keepers of the Torah and the sanctuary, they stressed that all Israel would in time return to their form of belief and practice in the messianic age.

Another sect of this era were the Nazaraioi living in Jordan who embraced various types of ascetic practice; abstaining from meat as well as Temple sacrifice, they observed the Sabbath, practised circumcision and strictly followed other Jewish customs. Like the Samaritans, they viewed themselves as the true representatives of patriarchal times.

The Essenes were a third Jewish sect that flourished during the Graeco-Roman period, claiming to possess the true Zadokite priesthood as well as the correct Jewish calendar. Opposed to the Temple cult in Jerusalem, they adopted eschatological doctrines concerning Davidic and Aaronic Messiahs who would undertake both kingly and priestly functions in a reconstituted Israel. In their view, a Mosaic prophet would serve as a forerunner to these messianic personages. Critical of the Jewish establishment in Jerusalem, they envisaged the present as an era of darkness presided over by the powers of Belial.

A fourth Jewish sect active in the Hellenistic world were the Pharisees – in all likelihood descendants of the Hasidim of the Maccabean period. Like the Essenes, they wished to attain perfection by separating from other Jews in order to observe Jewish law. It was their aim to set a high standard of religious practice; congregating in the synagogue, they sought to lead the nation back to the covenant. According to Pharisaic doctrine, they were the true inheritors of ancient Israel.

In different ways these various sects sought to call the people to dedication to God’s covenant. In their opinion, the Jewish people had abandoned God’s law, and a conversion of the heart was now required to restore the community to its previous situation. Proclaiming this message, these groups proposed a new interpretation of Israel, one no longer based exclusively on birth, but rather on conversion and commitment. Among a number of these sects, those who were persuaded of the truth of this vision had to undergo ritual immersion in the same manner as gentiles who converted to the Jewish faith.

The central feature of these sectarian movements was their conviction that the true Israel must be distinguished from those who had abandoned the Jewish way of life. Jews who remained loyal to the tradition constituted a spiritual community who, having undergone conversion of the heart, would triumph against the forces of darkness. In the final apocalyptic battle, they would be victorious. Official Judaism, however, was perceived as no longer part of the covenant. Those who supported established institutions were like gentiles. Filled with messianic longing, these sectarians saw themselves as living in the last days, awaiting the unfolding of God’s plan for his people.

It was in such a milieu that the Christian faith developed as a sectarian messianic Jewish movement. Drawing on Jewish apocalyptic imagery, the early Church believed that their Teacher of Righteousness was the long-awaited Messiah. Vindicated through his resurrection, Jesus was understood as having ascended to heaven, where he sits on the right hand of the Father. According to the early Church, it is through Jesus’ ministry and death that all peoples can attain forgiveness and salvation. Sectarian Judaism of the Graeco-Roman world thus paved the way for the Christian doctrine of the transformation of history through God’s Anointed One.

Together with other groups, early Christians believed themselves to be the true Israel, a concept that provided the basis for the emergence of Judaeophobia within the Church. The absolutist claims made by the Church about Jesus’ redemption as promised in Scripture were set alongside Jewish blindness and stubbornness. Jewish existence was thereby negated, and the Jewish faith was understood as a stage on the way to Christianity rather than as an authentic religious tradition. In this way Jewish sectarianism inadvertently provided the basis for the repudiation of traditional Judaism through the Christian proclamation of the good news of Christ’s message and ministry.

Another important development in the ancient world also served to undermine traditional Judaism. The quest to assimilate Hellenistic patterns of thought to the Jewish tradition led to the development of gnostic doctrine. Drawing on Greek philosophy, oriental religions and the Hebrew Bible, various gnostic groups argued that the Supreme Divine Being must be distinguished from the demiurge who is responsible for creation and involved in the material world. Advocating a form of dualism, the members of these sects maintained that the world is ruled by two opposing heavenly powers, generally viewed as male and female.

The Supreme First Principle was conceived among gnostics also as an all-good Deity; the Creator Demiurge, however, was viewed as imperfect. According to some Christian gnostics, the First Principle should be identified with the New Testament ‘God of Love’, whereas the secondary creator was equated with Old Testament law. In opposition to Genesis 1:31 (‘And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good’), the gnostics believed that the universe is the result of a primordial fall. Further, they stated that the soul was created to be in exile in a lower, evil world into which it had fallen – the only hope of return was through the acquisition of secret knowledge (gnosis). Some sects also maintained that liberation from the material world could only occur by abandoning law.

Within Judaism at the end of the Second Temple Period, such gnostic ideas became part of the teaching of sectarian sects including the Essenes. Common both to Gnosticism and the Dead Sea Scrolls is the view of esoteric knowledge as a redemptive factor by which humans are able to bridge the abyss separating the human from the divine. Thus the War Scrolls of the Essene community teach that members of the sect are to be those who hear the glorious voice and see holy angels. The literature of this sect also adopted the dualistic principle of God (light) and the principle of evil (darkness).

Such ideas, which emerged within Judaism and spread beyond Jewish society, constitute a third source of anti-Judaism. Although dualistic theories were rejected by Christian orthodoxy in the second century CE, the earliest Christians in Alexandria as well as in the Palestinian Church were Gnostic-Essenic in orientation, and this type of Christianity eventually penetrated into Western Christendom. By the fourth century CE, it had become the dominant form of Christian spirituality, despite the biblical belief in the goodness of creation. In this way, Hellenistic Jewish thought inadvertently planted in Christian soil the seeds of doctrines which were later used to undermine Judaism itself.

Pharisaic Judaism also laid the framework for the emergence of antipathy towards the Jewish tradition. According to Pharisaic doctrine, the Oral Law was part of God’s revelation to Moses on Mount Sinai. By promulgating laws based on the 613 commandments contained in the Torah, this scholarly class provided a means of emancipating the Jewish people from a cultic system of Judaism based on Temple worship. The oral tradition served as a mechanism for coping with the changed circumstances and fortunes of the Jewish people in exile.

The new formulation of the Jewish faith in Hellenistic and Roman times embraced Greek thought in a number of respects. The Pharisees translated their concept of the Jewish nation into a form that Jews could transport with them no matter where they lived. Pharisaic Judaism also embraced the concept of a spiritual Jew whose life was regulated according to the covenant. Such a notion transcended ethnic descent and gave rise to the belief in the true Israel – those whose lives were structured by divine law. The obligation to serve God was thus incumbent upon all born-Jews, but it was also a viable option for gentiles. As a result, conversion to Judaism became a possibility as never before. Those who embraced the Jewish faith were to be regarded as the home born. Hence Pharisaic Judaism opened the way to missionary activities and a universalization of the Jewish faith. Moreover, linked to this stance was the Pharisaic belief that righteous pagans who kept the Noachide commandments (a limited number of ethical and ritual obligations) could enter into the World-to-Come.

Pharisaism also adopted an historical stance that emancipated Jews from involvement with both tribe and homeland. Just as a Jew could live a religious life without land, political autonomy or the Temple, so Jews were not to be overly concerned with the events of human history. What is of central importance is the spiritual significance of past events. For this reason, Jewish exegetes were at liberty to engage in speculation about the biblical text in order to extract the spiritual significance of past events for its application in the present.

Regarding messianic teaching, the Pharisees preserved central tenets such as belief in the resurrection of the dead and in the Hereafter. Nonetheless, these ideas were formulated in terms of obedience to law. Following the messianic age, those who had led righteous lives governed by the Torah would enter into Gan Eden (Heaven) whereas those who had violated the covenant would be confined to Gehinnom (Hell). Such an eschatological vision enabled the Jewish community to remain hopeful of future glory amidst the calamities of history and the loss of the Holy Land.

As far as God’s presence was concerned, the Pharisees further maintained that after the destruction of the Temple, the Shekhinah (God’s Presence) followed his people into exile. Thus God ceased to be localized in the Temple; rather, he was available to Jews everywhere. In this context, the Pharisees believed that the exile itself was due to Israel’s sinfulness. What was now required was adherence to the Torah. As a consequence of their waywardness, God had driven the people from their ancient homeland. In anticipation of this disaster, the Pharisees located their centre at Jamnia outside Jerusalem, where Pharisaic scholars met to carry out the interpretation of Jewish law.

The destruction of Jerusalem and the Second Temple in 70 CE thus became for the Pharisees a means of transforming the Jewish faith. Although overwhelmed by this tragedy, they nevertheless created a framework for Jewish survival in the diaspora. This revolution provided Jews with a constitution independent of the previous structure of a national faith, and through this reformulation the nation was freed from previous institutions and political boundaries. It had become a universal people with a transportable heritage. Yet, paradoxically, it was by adopting this very concept of universalism and spiritualization that the early Christian community was also encouraged to seek converts from among Jews and gentiles. With the dissolution of the nation, the Christian community claimed for itself the role of being a light to the nations. It regarded itself – rather than the Jews – as the true Israel, the authentic inheritor of the biblical tradition. For the Church, Judaism was an obsolete faith, rejected by God because of its rejection of Christ. It was Christianity that had now become the spiritual fulfilment of the Hebrew Scriptures.

Judaeophobia and Jewish Myth

As we have seen, Scripture records hostility to the Jews from the beginnings of the Hebrew nation. According to the Bible, Pharaoh feared the Jews and sought their destruction; on his instruction, first-born sons were to be killed. While it is impossible to know whether such events ever took place, the story of the Exodus has served as a central orienting event in the life and thought of the Jewish people throughout its history. Every year at the Passover ritual meal, the Seder, Jews recount the narrative of the exodus from Egypt. Early in the service, referring to the unleavened bread, the leader proclaims:


This is the bread of affliction that our fathers ate in the land of Egypt. All who hunger, let them come and eat: all who are in need let them come and celebrate the Passover. Now we are here – next year we shall be in the land of Israel; now we are slaves – next year, we shall be free men.



The matzoh, the unleavened bread, thus symbolizes persecution and oppression. As the Seder unfolds, the story of Jewish suffering is repeatedly emphasized. Quoting from the Book of Exodus, the Passover Haggadah relates:


And it came to pass in the process of time, that the king of Egypt died; and the children of Israel sighed by reason of their bondage. And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob … And the Lord said, ‘I have surely seen the affliction of my people, which are in Egypt, and have heard their cry by reason of their taskmasters; for I know their sorrows.’



The Passover symbols further stress the suffering of God’s people. The bitter herb, for example, is eaten because ‘the Egyptians embittered the life of our ancestors in Egypt. And they made their lives bitter with hard bondage, in mortar and in brick, and in all manner of service in the field; all their service, wherein they made them serve, was with rigour.’

In these passages, the myth of Jewish oppression is paramount, and this theme integrates the events that allegedly took place in ancient Egypt. Whether the Jews were in fact persecuted by the Egyptians, the theme of Jewish suffering has given shape to Jewish consciousness for nearly 4,000 years – a motif that is reinforced in the celebration of other festivals, which highlight both tragedy and triumph.

Of central importance in the Jewish calendar is Tishah Ba’av, a fast that commemorates the day on which the First Temple was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar and the Second Temple by Titus. According to the Talmud, the destruction of the Temple took place on 9 Av, and all subsequent major catastrophes that happened around that time were ascribed to that day. This day is traditionally observed as a fast; there is a ban on bathing, shaving and wearing leather shoes, and it is customary not to work or sit on ordinary chairs before midday. The essential characteristics of the liturgy include the reading of the Book of Lamentations in the evening service and the recital of dirges composed not only in commemoration of the events of 9 Av, but also in memory of the calamities that occurred throughout Jewish history.

In many synagogues, congregants sit on the floor or on low benches and read these dirges by dim candlelight as signs of mourning. In some synagogues the curtain over the ark is removed, and among some Sephardi congregations a black curtain covers the ark. It is also customary to visit the cemetery during the day. All these observances are designed to stress the perilous situation of the Jews throughout their history, and to reflect on the tragedy of the Jewish past. By recalling their history of persecution and suffering, the theme of continuing Judaeophobia is integrated into the life of the nation.

Another important festival in the Jewish calendar emphasizes victory over Israel’s enemies – the festival of Purim adds a further mythological dimension to the belief in the Jewish people’s continual suffering, but at the same time depicts Israel’s ultimate triumph. The Book of Esther deals with the Jewish community in the town of Susa, the Persian capital during the reign of King Xerxes in the fifth century BCE. According to some scholars the book was written in the second century BCE; other scholars date it much earlier because of the number of Persian loan words contained in the text as well as its oriental atmosphere. In any event, the book no doubt reflects attitudes towards the Jews in the period of the Second Temple.

Once Esther had become the consort of King Ahasuerus, her uncle Mordecai discovered a plot to destroy the Jewish people. Haman, the chief adviser to the king, was outraged that Mordecai would not bow down to him and declared to the king:


There is a certain people scattered abroad and dispersed among the peoples in all the provinces of your kingdom; their laws are different from those of every other people, and they do not keep the king’s laws, so that it is not for the king’s profit to tolerate them. If it pleases the king, let it be decreed that they be destroyed. (Esther 3:8–9)



Here the Jews are portrayed as an alien people, determined to observe their own customs. But, as the Book of Esther relates, Haman’s scheming was foiled, and the Jews protected by royal decree. At the king’s request secretaries wrote to all the governors of all the provinces where Jews lived, granting them permission to defend themselves from attack. To commemorate this victory over the nation’s enemies, the festival of Purim was inaugurated. In mythological terms, Haman personifies all of Israel’s enemies through the ages who have sought the destruction of the Jewish nation.

The theme of suffering and triumph is reiterated at Hannukah. This festival is celebrated for eight days and commemorates the victory of the Maccabees over the Seleucids in the second century BCE. At this time the Maccabees engaged in a military struggle with the Seleucids who had desecrated the Temple. After a three-year struggle, from 165 to 163 BCE, the Maccabees under Judas Maccabaeus conquered Jerusalem and rebuilt the altar. According to Talmudic legend, one day’s worth of oil miraculously kept the menorah (the eight-branched candelabrum) burning in the Temple for eight days. The central observance of Hannukah is the kindling of the festive lamp or candles on each of the eight nights – symbolically this Festival of Lights represents the triumph of light over darkness. The message is that the Jewish people will ultimately overcome their enemies.

A further mythological dimension to Jewish persecution relates to the account of the birth of Jacob (symbolically the Jew) and Esau (symbolically the non-Jew). In this, the twins are described as already warring in the womb; later Jacob tricked Esau out of his blessing from their aged and blind father. Esau was the first born and Isaac’s favourite; when he discovered what his brother had done, he was outraged. Fearing for his life, Jacob fled, and a lasting hatred was sealed with symbolic implications for their offspring.

In rabbinic sources this story has evoked a wide range of interpretations. Repeatedly, Esau has been symbolically and genetically linked to opponents of Israel, ranging from the Edomites (Esau’s direct descendants) to the Romans. Unlike Jacob, who is contemplative and cunning, Esau is depicted as a warrior and hunter, brutal and barbarous. Hence, from the beginning of Israel’s history a distinction is drawn between Jew and gentile, and this biblical tale thus adds to the collective memory of Jewish suffering.

This tradition of Jewish persecution and suffering embedded in the biblical narrative and commemorated in Jewish observance forms the background to an understanding of Jewish consciousness concerning the origins and nature of hostility to the Jewish people as it evolved through history. As we have noted, when Jews occupied their own country, they were subject to attack from foreign powers, yet this was not due to hatred of the Jewish nation – the development of hostility to Jews per se occurred in the diaspora when Jews dwelt among other peoples. As late as the fifth century BCE, the Greek historian Herodotus ignored the Jews altogether, an omission which suggests that until then they had evoked little adverse reaction from those among whom they dwelled.

In the early references to Jews in the fourth and third centuries BCE, one can discern little negativity. However, a notable exception to such general tolerance was the destruction of the temple in the Elephantine colony in about 410 BCE. Possibly this was an act inspired by political motives: the Jewish garrison stationed there had been sent by the Persians and naturally aroused Egyptian antipathy to these Persian representatives. In addition, the Jewish practice of sacrificing animals appears to have infuriated Egyptian priests, who worshipped the ram as sacred.

In the Hellenistic world, attitudes towards the Jews hardened. With the consolidation of Hellenistic culture, the Jews were increasingly perceived as alien. Distancing themselves from the majority population, Jews viewed Jerusalem as their holy city, and regarded the invisible God of Scripture as Lord of the universe. Setting themselves apart, they regarded their host countries as profane and their fellow citizens as religiously blind. Living in a self-imposed ghetto, they segregated themselves from the rest of society. Not surprisingly, such attitudes provoked resentment and fear, giving rise to venomous depictions of Jews and their religion.

Later, Seleucids such as Antiochus Epiphanes IV continued this tradition of hostility to Judaism in his assault against Jewish customs. Setting themselves against the Hellenizing process, the Maccabees championed Jewish civilization, and established themselves as rulers over their own people. However, under Roman rule, the Jewish community once again repeatedly came under attack in literary works of this period by such writers as Poseidonius, a Stoic philosopher and historian, who echoed Manetho’s description of Israel’s expulsion from Egypt as lepers. During this period, the rhetorician Apollonius Molon composed a diatribe against the Jews, repeating earlier charges that the Jews are atheists, hate strangers and observe superstitious practices. Again, Apion, an Alexandrian rhetorician, attacked the Jews in his History of Egypt. Not only are the Jews misanthropic, he argues, but they engage in sedition. Continuing this tradition of antisemitism, Cicero criticized Jewish ethnocentrism and religious intransigence, while Tacitus bitterly attacked Jewish institutions as sinister and shameful.

Graeco-Roman antipathy thus serves as the background for the emergence of Christian hostility towards the Jewish nation. Nonetheless, it was only when Christianity emerged in the first century CE that Jews came to be viewed as contemptible and demonic. In their advocacy of anti-Jewish attitudes, Christian theologians drew upon Hellenistic ideas that had penetrated the Jewish faith. Within Hellenistic Judaism the Torah was interpreted allegorically, and such a conception was transformed by the Church into a justification for separating religious meaning from ritual observance. Revivalist movements also provided a source for the Christian conviction that Judaism constituted the fulfilment of biblical teaching. Further, Gnosticism, which grew out of the attempt to harmonize Hellenistic ideas with the Jewish tradition, endorsed the Christian denigration of the God of the Old Testament. Finally, the Pharisaic spiritualization and universalization of Judaism intensified the Christian determination that the good news of Scripture should be spread to all peoples. Christianity thereby utilized features inherent in Judaism in the Graeco-Roman world to shape its own identity and distance itself from the faith from which it had originated.


Two

Judaeophobia in the New Testament

As we have seen, hatred of the Jewish faith did not originate with the emergence of Christianity; rather, Judaeophobia was common in Hellenized society. Yet anti-Jewish sentiment, which was prevalent in the Graeco-Roman world, intensified within the Christian community. Jesus’ messiahship was understood as ushering in a new era in which the true Israel would become a light to the nations. Christian animosity was fuelled by the Gospel writers, who depicted Jesus attacking the leaders of the nation. Further, the Church taught that what was now required was circumcision of the heart rather than obedience to the law. In proclaiming the good news, Paul emphasized that the Hebrew people had been rejected by God; Christ is the true eternal Temple in opposition to the earthly cult in Jerusalem. Such a contrast is also to be found in the Fourth Gospel, which differentiates between the spiritual universe of Christianity and a fallen world represented by the Jews.

Anti-Judaism in the New Testament

While we cannot know with certainty what Jesus actually said, the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) record many of his utterances, which reflect first-century Jewish thought. His view of divorce, for example, accords with the teaching of the sage Shammai; his understanding of the Sabbath being made for man rather than man for the Sabbath was a common attitude among the Pharisees; his preoccupation with intention as opposed to action was also a familiar theme. Nonetheless, there were important differences between his teaching and that of Pharisaic sages. Jesus’ concern for ethical behaviour was linked to messianic redemption. Convinced of the imminent coming of the Kingdom of God, he repeatedly urged his hearers to repent. Inclusion in this realm demanded adherence to God’s covenant.

According to the Gospels, Jesus saw himself as the long-awaited Messiah. Hence, when he entered Jerusalem prior to his crucifixion he believed that his proclamation of the Kingdom would usher in a new era of human history. However, rather than triumphing in glory, Jesus was killed like a criminal – for his disciples this event served as the ultimate test of faith. They did not abandon hope; instead they trusted in their Lord, who appeared to them as the Risen Christ. Initially he was active in their midst, but later ascended to heaven to sit at the right hand of the Father.

For the disciples, Jesus was the dying Messiah. Appealing to the Suffering Servant passages in Isaiah, they saw Jesus as fulfilling this prophecy. The Servant is depicted ‘as despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces, he was despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed’ (Isaiah 53:3–5). Prior to his death Jesus linked his destiny to this prophecy, and his disciples aligned this vision with the Psalmist’s description of the suffering and glory of the Messiah in Psalm 22, his prayer for deliverance in Psalm 69, and his rule over the whole earth in Psalm 18. In addition, Psalm 110 served as the basis for their conviction that the Messianic King would sit at God’s right hand until his enemies were conquered.

In portraying Jesus’ ministry, Daniel 7 provided an image of a glorious figure who would appear with God on Judgment Day:


Behold with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man … to him was given dominion and glory and kingdom that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him. (Daniel 7:13–14)



These biblical passages were viewed as predicting a future Redeemer who would be rejected, suffer, die, be resurrected and reign in glory (Mark 12:35–7; Matthew 22:41–5; Acts 2:34–5).

For the early Christians, it was the Jewish leaders who were the enemies referred to in the Psalms: they had led the suffering prophet to his death. But Jesus was the Son of Man of whom it was recorded that he would be rejected and suffer. This was the treatment meted out by the Jewish establishment. Until such a time as God will disclose himself to all people, salvation would be reserved for those who acknowledge Christ; these are the individuals whom God will redeem in the last days. Jesus, they asserted through the words of the Psalmist, was ‘the stone whom the builders rejected’, but had ‘become the head of the corner’ (Psalm 118:22). As Isaiah prophesied: he was the stone that would ‘become a rock of stumbling to both houses of Israel’ (Isaiah 8:14). Yet, as Isaiah declared, the same stone is a sure foundation of his people (Isaiah 28:16). Citing the prophecy of Daniel, Jesus was perceived as the stone who will disperse God’s enemies on the last day and become ‘a great mountain which will fill the entire earth’ (Daniel 2:34–5).

In this light, it is the Church – rather than the synagogue – which possesses the correct interpretation of Scripture. Armed with the good news, Jesus’ disciples set out to spread the message to Israel. Yet the nation refused to listen; only a few were drawn into the new community of Christian believers. The Jewish people did not heed Jesus’ message of repentance: this was the faithless, hard-hearted Israel unable to respond to God’s revelation in Christ. Paradoxically, however, it is the unrighteous of the nation who will enter into the Kingdom of God because of their trust in Christ: ‘Truly I say to you, the tax collectors and the harlots go into the Kingdom of God before you’ (Matthew 21:31).

The Christian faithful thus constituted a Jewish messianic sect whose adherents claimed to be the true Israel. According to the Gospel tradition, the followers of Christ castigated official Judaism, accusing it of sinfulness and treachery. The Gospel of Matthew refers to these unbelievers as hypocrites, blind fools and serpents; unbelievers who will be uprooted and thrown into the fire. The Church, on the other hand, was seen as the true plant of God. As the Gospel of John declares:


I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me, and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. If a man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire and burned. (John 15:5–6)



Although New Testament scholars stress that the conflicts between Jesus and the leaders of the Jewish nation were in all likelihood interpolated into the New Testament by later Christians for polemical purposes, these confrontations reflect early Christian antipathy to Jewish sages. Linking himself to the tradition of prophetic protest, Jesus attacked the scribes and Pharisees. Critical of their hypocritical attitudes, he warned:


Beware of the scribes who like to go about in long robes, and to have salutations in the market places and the best seats in the synagogues and the place of honour at feasts, who devour widows’ houses and for a pretence make long prayers. (Mark 12:38–40)



The Pharisees, Jesus stated, had betrayed God’s purposes:


For the sake of your tradition you have made void the word of God. You hypocrites! Well did Isaiah prophesy of you when he said: ‘This people honours me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.’ (Matthew 15:6–9)



Again, in prophetic fashion, Jesus reproached the Pharisees for their rejection of God’s commandments:


But woe to you Pharisees! for you tithe mint and rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of God; these you ought to have done, without neglecting the others. (Luke 11:42)



Repeatedly in the Gospels, Jesus is depicted as rejecting moribund, ritualized religious practices. For this reason, he renounced the Pharisaic interpretation of biblical law. In the Gospel of Matthew, for example, he defends his disciples for plucking grain on the Sabbath (Matthew 12:1–8). In this instance, the Pharisees were not concerned whether Jesus’ disciples were hungry; their only interest was that the Sabbath law be observed. Replying to their rebuke, Jesus reminded them that David had transgressed the law that reserved the eating of the loaves of offering in the Temple to the priests. Moreover, on the Sabbath the Temple priests were allowed to perform their function without being accused of breaking the Sabbath. If they were permitted to do this, Jesus argued, then his disciples could do the same in the new Temple, which is Jesus himself. Jesus’ aim here was to illustrate that his disciples’ action could be defended by an appeal to Scripture. For Jesus, love must take precedence over law.

Another encounter between Jesus and the Pharisees concerned a paralytic present in the synagogue on the Sabbath (Matthew 12:9–14). Jesus was not dissuaded by the Pharisees’ rebuke when he administered healing on the Sabbath, and replied:


What man of you, if he has one sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will not lay hold of it and lift it out? Of how much more value is a man than a sheep? (Matthew 12:11–12)



In a similar confrontation, Jesus pointed out that an act of compassion and love must take precedence over Jewish legalistic prescriptions. Here Jesus healed a blind and dumb demoniac. When the Pharisees observed this, they said: ‘It is only by Beelzebub, the prince of demons, that this man casts out demons’ (Matthew 12:24). In response, Jesus stated that their conclusion was contradictory:


Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no city or house divided against itself will stand; and if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself; how then will his kingdom stand? (Matthew 12:25–6)



Again in Matthew 15 Jesus further emphasized the iniquity of the leaders of the people. Jesus was in Galilee when he was approached by scribes and Pharisees from Jerusalem: ‘Why do your disciples transgress the tradition of the elders?’, they inquired, ‘For they do not wash their hands when they eat.’ In response, Jesus stated that religious impurity is located in the moral rather than the ritual sphere:


Not what goes into the mouth defiles a man, but what comes out of the mouth, this defiles a man … Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach, and so passes on? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a man. For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a man; but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile a man. (Matthew 15:11, 17–20)



In another speech in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus summarized his condemnation of the hypocrisy and iniquity of the leaders of the Jewish people:


The scribes and Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; so practise and observe whatever they tell you, but not what they do; for they preach, but do not practise. They bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with their finger … Woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you are like whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within they are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness. (Matthew 23:1–4, 27)



Such condemnation of hypocrisy and unrighteousness was based on the conviction that the leaders of the Jewish nation had directed the people away from God’s true intention. Jesus is said to have attacked those who claimed to hold the keys to the Kingdom but refused entrance to others. This challenge to the false religion of Israel became a rallying cry for Christians, with Jesus’ criticism of the leaders of the people serving to justify the Christian denunciation of both the Jews and the Jewish faith through the centuries.

For the Christian community, Jesus’ words appeared to support the view that the law had been abrogated. In Acts 7 Stephen declared that from the time of Moses, the people of Israel had turned from worshipping God. For this reason the covenant that was originally designed for the nation had been withheld until Jesus’ coming. Mosaic law thus never represented God’s true intention for Israel since what God had wished to give his people had been nullified by their disobedience. However, the true covenant was now made available through a new prophet. Further, Stephen argued that God does not dwell in the Temple but fills the cosmos:


Yet the Most High does not dwell in houses made with hands; as the prophet says, ‘Heaven is my throne, and earth my footstool. What house will you build for me, says the Lord, or what is the place of my rest?’ (Acts 7:48–9)



While the early Church did contain a number of Jews who insisted that all converts must be fully observant, Hellenizers in sympathy with Stephen stressed that salvation was no longer dependent on the observance of Jewish ritual. Rather it is attained solely through faith in Christ. Only his followers constitute God’s chosen people. All others are outside the covenant. From this standpoint, the Church alone possesses the correct interpretation of Scripture. Salvation now exists as the fulfilment of Scripture as predicted by the prophets. Christianity is thus not a new patch put on an old garment, or a new wine poured into old bottles, but needs a new garment and a new wine (Luke 5:36–9).

Given this understanding of law and salvation, the Church sought to bring the Gospel to the gentile world. The Christian message was for all who had ears to hear. By the second decade of the Christian era, it was acknowledged that God was carving out a new people for Himself. Since Jews continued to remain faithful to the old covenant, they were rejected; in their place a new Israel had been created. This notion is reflected in the New Testament by the frequent contrasts drawn between unbelieving Jews and committed gentiles. The leaders of the Jewish nation are depicted as rejecting and killing Jesus, whereas the first believer was a Roman centurion (Mark 15:39). The Good Samaritan is compared with the faithless Jew (Luke 10:33). The gentiles will come from all places to sit at the messianic banquet, whereas the sons of the Kingdom will be cast into outer darkness.

The parable of the wedding feast (Matthew 22:1–14; Luke 14:16–24) emphasizes God’s rejection of Jewry. When the guests who were invited – the observant Jews – refuse to attend, the king’s (God’s) messengers go out a second and third time to gather the rabble (the unrighteous and the gentiles). Thus unrepentant Israel is rejected in favour of the gentiles, who were previously outside the covenant. For Matthew, those who were originally invited were not simply too busy, as those described in Luke. They ‘seized the servants, treated them shamefully and killed them’ (Matthew 22:6). In response the king grew angry, destroyed the murderers
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