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Torah and Jewish believers in Yeshua (JBY) 

 

Throughout history, Jewish believers in Yeshua generally no longer identified themselves as 

Jews and saw themselves as totally free of Torah observance. Since the nineteenth century and 

especially after the Shoah, this has been changing as Jews who have come to belief in Yeshua 

retain some form of Jewish identity. Is this related to the development of a Jewish secular, 

cultural, national or ethnic identity or is this tied to religious and spiritual factors? Undoubtedly 

both!  Today, in the light of the emergence of individual Jewish believers in Yeshua (henceforth 

JBY) and communities of Jewish believers in Yeshua who identify strongly as Jews, the question 

of Torah and Torah observance imposes itself. Are JBY simply non-practicing (like many 

secular Jews) when it comes to their Jewish identity, satisfying themselves with nationalist, 

ethnic or cultural expressions of Jewish identity? Or is their Jewish identity an integral part of 

who they are as religious people?  

 

Two questions might be posed at the outset:  

1. In recognizing that Yeshua was born and died as a Torah observant Jew, who explicitly 

insisted that he did not come to abolish the Torah, what is the permanent value and relevance of 

Torah observance for JBY? 

2. In recognizing today that many JBY insist on their continued Jewish identity, is a Scripture 

based, religious and spiritual Jewish identity conceivable without any form of Torah observance?  

 

Before dealing with the subject of Torah observance in JBY kehillot, three questions about Torah 

observance in the broader community of those who believe in Yeshua might be posed: 

 

1. How much do the anti-Law tendencies that are prevalent in early and later Christianity lead to 

the “neglect… outright rejection”(Harvey, 140) of the Torah in much of the Church? To what 

extent are these anti-Law tendencies due to anti Judaism rather than to a hermeneutic of 

fulfillment that sets limits to the relevance of parts of the Torah? 

 

An important consideration in studying the relevance of Torah for believers in Yeshua, whether 

they are Jews or Gentiles, is historical. Thanks to a new wave of scholarship, we are more and 

more aware that Yeshua, himself a Torah observant Jew, and his disciples, including the writers 

of the NT and foremost among them Saul, also Torah observant Jews like him, did not promote a 

negative conception of Torah as legalism but rather observed Torah and seemed to assume that 

other Jews who followed Yeshua would too. We are more and more aware that the first 

community of Jewish followers of Yeshua was Torah observant. Furthermore, we are more and 

more aware that patristic Christianity and rabbinic Judaism in the first centuries defined 

themselves as opposed to one another and this had implications for the Christian understanding 

of Torah too. It was this grid of patristic anti-Judaism that was superimposed on much of the NT 

writings and that associated Law-Torah (nomos) and commandment-mitsva (entolos) with 

legalism and dry literalism. 

 



Much Torah observance might indeed have been rejected from the 2
nd

 century onwards and in 

the later Church because it was considered “Judaizing”, a serious accusation of heresy in the 

early Church, when distinction from Judaism was a priority. It is important to historically trace 

the discourse on Torah and mitsvot observance in order not only to root out all traces of anti-

Judaism in Christian teaching but also to restore a right understanding of the concept and 

function of Torah within the overall development of Christian theology. The very concept of 

“law” (Torah) as opposed to “faith” needs to be evermore clarified in a Christian tradition that is 

coming to a renewed understanding of “law” as divine teaching, an expression of divine will for 

the human subject, a moment of blessing, revelation and reconciliation. This is not only a Jewish 

Messianic project but the project of the entire Church in its renewed understanding that it is 

rooted in Israel and constitutes the meeting point of Jews who believe in Yeshua and the Gentiles 

grafted on to Israel’s trunk because of their faith in Yeshua. 

 

2. What does it mean that Jesus fulfilled the Torah but did not abolish it (cf. Matthew 5:17-19)? 

 

In the canonical ordering of the New Testament, Matthew’s Gospel was placed first and at the 

very portal of the New Testament we have a Yeshua who, like his predecessor Moshe, ascends 

the mountain and teaches Torah. A modern reflection of believers in Yeshua on the Torah can 

begin with the statement of Yeshua himself in Matthew’s Gospel: “Do not think that I have come 

to abolish the Torah (ton nomon) or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For 

truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will 

pass from the Torah until all is accomplished. Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these 

mitsvot (twn evntolwn), and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the 

kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom 

of heaven” (Matthew 5:17-19).  

 

What Jesus is referring to as Torah and mitsvot (nomos and entoloi) is not synonymous with the 

intricate web of rabbinic Halakha, which was developed in the Mishnaic and Talmudic ages that 

postdate Yeshua by hundreds of years. Rather, Yeshua is living within the framework of Torah 

and mitsvot that defined Jewish life in the centuries that span the Second Temple period, a Torah 

contained within the texts of the Old Testament, particularly in the Pentateuch. Rabbinic 

development of the Old Testament Torah is central to the survival of the Jewish people after the 

destruction of the Second Temple. Post-biblical, rabbinic Halakha is undoubtedly intrinsic to 

understanding who the Jewish people is through the centuries however it is not intrinsic to 

understanding who Yeshua is and how he lived his Jewish life in the 1
st
 century.  

 

Whereas what is meant by Torah is clear, two other important aspects are not as clear in 

Yeshua’s words in Matthew 5:17-19: Firstly, what does he mean when he says: I have come not 

to abolish but to fulfill? Secondly, what does he mean when he says: until all is accomplished?  

 

Yeshua is clearly saying that he fulfills rather than abolishes the Torah. Christians have generally 

understood that in his fulfillment of the Torah, he has incarnated the Torah, made it flesh and 

blood so that he is our model and we no longer need to seek how to put into practice each 

commandment – in this sense, Yeshua has replaced the words of the Torah with a living 

example. Whereas Israel lived according to the Torah, impossible to perfectly fulfill in the life of 

an ordinary Jew, according to Saul the Apostle, the kehilla of believers in Yeshua live according 



to the model of his life (cross, death, resurrection), the perfect fulfillment of the Torah by the 

Mashiah Son of God. The kehilla of Yeshua disciples is called to live in conformity with his life, 

death and resurrection in a way that parallels Israel’s struggle to conform to Torah. This 

conformity to his life, death and resurrection is termed faith by Saul – a faith that is often posited 

as opposed to the works of the law (Torah). Yet Saul is not naïve about the human potential of 

believer in Yeshua and describes the ongoing struggle to remain “faithful” – this struggle implies 

that Torah is still in place in many senses because the alternative is anarchy rather than holiness 

because of our all too human nature.   

 

It is noteworthy, that there is a time limit implied in Yeshua’s use of the word “until”, which 

leads one to expect that there will be a time when the Torah will indeed pass way. Is this the time 

of the “new covenant” as described in Jeremiah 31:31-34, a time when the commandments 

engraved on stone and taught to generation after generation are no longer necessary because the 

Torah is now inscribed on the hearts of a people, who no longer need to learn the Torah as Torah 

defines its every act from within. This is a people that conforms to the image and likeness of 

Yeshua himself. The Torah has an eschatological limit after which it passes away, undoubtedly 

significant but no longer practiced in the same way. However its passing is conditioned on its 

becoming flesh and blood in us. 

 

3. Within the one universal kehilla of disciples of Yeshua, are there different vocations for Jews 

and for Gentiles regarding continued Torah observance according to the letter of the Law? 

 

The Torah, in very practical terms, distinguished between Jews and Gentiles. The most 

characteristic markers of difference were circumcision, dietary laws and Shabbat. This issue was 

dealt with by the early Church in one direction: it was decided not to impose the full weight of 

the Torah on the Gentiles (Acts 15, Galatians 2). It should be pointed out that this went hand in 

hand with a recognition by the Torah practicing Jews who were believers in Yeshua that they had 

never been able to observe the Torah perfectly anyway (Peter's speech in Acts 15, Paul in 

Romans 7). What is not clear from the New Testament is whether the decision not to impose the 

Torah on the Gentiles meant that Jewish believers in Yeshua were expected to stop practicing 

Torah. The only issue that is dealt with is the one of separation: that Torah obligations should not 

become a cause for separation at the heart of the kehilla (reference is explicitly made to laws of 

kashrut although it is interesting to ask what was the practice with regard to intermarriage 

between JBY and their Gentile counterparts in the same kehilla). The question of kashrut is 

powerfully echoed in Paul’s debate with Peter in Antioch as reported in his epistle to the 

Galatians (ch. 2).  

 

There is one perplexing and important difference in the report of what happened at the renowned 

meeting in Jerusalem as documented in both Galatians 2 and Acts 15. According to Saul in 

Galatians: “they asked only one thing, that we remember the poor” (Galatians 2:10). This implies 

that, according to Saul’s report, written in the mid 50s, the only thing that Gentile believers were 

required was to remember the poor in Jerusalem but no Torah observance was imposed. 

According to Luke however, in his report compiled in the 80s, the same event led to the 

imposition on the Gentiles of a very basic level of Torah observance: “to abstain only from 

things polluted by idols and from fornication and from whatever has been strangled and from 

blood” (Acts 15:20). These four abstentions have often been compared to the much later seven 



Noachide laws developed in rabbinic halakha for Gentiles. It should be noted that there are not 

seven here and that the Lukan text predates rabbinic texts about Noachide laws by several 

centuries. Both the Lukan account and rabbinic Noachide laws might echo reflections on a pre-

Mosaic Torah in Genesis that applies to both Adam (Genesis 1:28) and Noah (Genesis 9:1.4-7) 

and is thus universal. Yet, Yaakov, the posek who carries the day, relates these abstentions to the 

fact that the Gentiles have indeed been exposed to the Mosaic Torah: “For in every city, for 

generations past, Moses has had those who proclaim him, for he has been read aloud every 

Shabbat in the synagogues” (Acts 15:21). 

 

It is important to remember that all believers in Yeshua, Jews and Gentiles, are invited to make 

the Old Testament fully theirs. Those who insist on the mitsvot of the Biblical Torah for JBY 

seem to be unaware that what they are proposing might be equally relevant to the Gentiles who 

are fully grafted on to Israel through their faith in Yeshua. Clearly, not all Torah observance 

leads to separation and some Torah observance might even be beneficial to Gentiles, particularly 

those who live with Jews (we will discuss Shabbat later in this paper as one particular Torah 

obligation that might have contemporary significance for all).  

 

Let us now return to the more specific question of Torah observance for JBY. 

 

The newness of a group of JBY who insist on their Jewish identity and by extension their unity 

with all other Jews – believers in Yeshua or not – is what brings up the question of Torah 

observance. The issue here is not only the unity of JBY with Yeshua believing Gentiles but also 

the need for a communion with non Yeshua believing Jews. Is there a dual call to unity for JBY: 

unity with Jews who do not believe in Yeshua and unity with Gentiles who do believe in 

Yeshua? In the context of communion with the larger Jewish world, can fuller Torah observance 

in some form by Jewish believers in Yeshua be a special vocation? It can perhaps serve as an 

important point of communion with Jews who do not believe in Yeshua as well as a witness to 

the fidelity of God to the Jewish people.  

 

The assumption here is not that Torah observance is a necessary condition for salvation of 

Jewish believers in Yeshua but rather a consideration of how Torah observance might be a key to 

bearing witness to Yeshua among Torah observant Jews who do not believe in Yeshua. Torah 

observance in this context is not simply a “missionary strategy” (as is seemingly proposed by 

Saul in his first epistle to the Corinthians (9:20), but rather a spiritual vocation to solidarity, 

fidelity and witness by remaining integrated within the Jewish people, integrated in their 

calendar (Shabbat and the feasts), their kitchen (dietary laws) and their physical features 

(circumcision). Observing Torah then is an obligation to remain in solidarity with the Jewish 

people. This is then more than simply a human obligation or choice but rather a vocation, 

inspired by the Holy Spirit, to solidarity with that part of Israel that is not in the Church.  

 

However, this vocation to solidarity is made all the more complex by the fact that the Jewish 

people today (and since the 17
th

 century in fact) has been less and less united with regard to 

Torah observance. The diversity within the Jewish people today regarding Torah might even be 

described as one in which Torah observance produces cacophony and division rather than 

harmony and unity. This is not only due to the diversity of meanings of the Torah within the 

various streams of Judaism (ultra Orthodox (haredi), neo-Orthodox (dati), Conservative, Reform, 



Reconstructionist), but also the seeming disregard for Torah among secular Jews. Their refusal 

of Torah observance all the while insisting on their Jewish identity opens up new modalities of 

Jewish identity in the contemporary age. Is this secular Judaism totally disconnected from 

Torah? Is it of total irrelevance to God’s work in and through Israel? This diversity within the 

Jewish people with regard to Torah observance must allow for as great a diversity among Jews 

who believe in Yeshua (themselves united among themselves and with Gentiles because of their 

faith in Yeshua rather than because of Torah observance).  

 

Reflecting on the reality of Jewish believers in the body of the Mashiah in the world, there seems 

to be more than one form of the promotion Torah relevancy. One part of the JBY is called to 

greater Torah observance in solidarity with the Jews who are not believers in Yeshua (Messianic 

Jews) whereas another part of JBY (like Catholic and Orthodox Jews) is called to greater Torah 

teaching among the Gentile believers in Yeshua, who must constantly be connected with Torah 

and mitsvot as part of who Yeshua is as their fulfillment. This recalls the accord reached in 

Galatians 2: “we should go to the Gentiles and they to the circumcised” (Galatians 2:9). Of 

course, this creates the need for a creative dialogue among JBY regarding the role Torah does 

indeed play in their lives – a dialogue now thankfully alive and well in the Helsinki Consultation.   

 

Today, JBY might agree on the following basic axioms that facilitate the development of a JBY 

theology of Torah in the life of our diverse kehillot: 

 

1. Torah is an eternal sign of the kingdom of God 

 

Torah constitutes an eternal sign because it says something about God. Ours is a God who seeks 

to explicitly reveal His will to His beloved son – Adam, Israel, Yeshua. Torah in this sense is not 

so much a yoke imposed as a gift bestowed. The Sinai moment is then an essential moment in 

which we get to know who God is. This is a God who awaits our yes to His will. 

 

In both the history of salvation and the canon of Scriptures, Torah is the constitution for the 

kingdom. Passing from Pharaoh’s land of slavery and death to God’s land of promise, Sinai is 

the foundational point of passage. At Sinai, Israel receives the Word of Life that must form its 

every step so that on entering the land, Israel will live its vocation as an anti Pharaoh’s Egypt in 

all things. Israel’s yes to the Torah gives flesh to its distinction from the nations – chosen by God 

in order to say this yes, the yes constitutes its witness to God in the world. 

 

In the New Testament, Torah and Christ cannot be reflected on as two separate entities. From the 

point of view of the believer in Yeshua, they are intricately linked together and cannot be 

dissociated. Torah is the fullest expression of the Word and the Will of God for Israel. Israel’s 

fullest yes to Torah will mean the eventual inclusion of all the Gentiles within the Kingdom. This 

is the prophetic vision as most fully formulated in Isaiah 2:1-3: the nations flock to Jerusalem to 

learn Torah and carry it to the furthest extremities of the earth. HaMashiah is the incarnation of 

that Word and Will, first for Israel and then for the Gentiles too. 

 

2. Torah and Israel 

 



In the history of salvation, Torah in its fullest form is given to Israel. However, it is significant to 

note that Torah relationship (will of God as law for humanity accepted in obedience) is already 

present in the creation of the human person. He is “blessed” by God at creation with five 

imperatives constituting a proto-Torah (Genesis 1:28). This is later repeated in the recreation of 

man with Noah (Genesis 9:1.4-7). Be that as it may, the giving of the Torah through Moses on 

Sinai is undoubtedly the foundational moment in the life of Israel, born in the Exodus in order to 

lead all nations back to God’s embrace.  

 

The question of course is who is Israel? - a people born to be a firstborn among many, a light to 

the nations, a son of God. Israel’s identity before the coming of the Mashiah is clearly sketched 

out in the Old Testament – descendants of Abraham and Jacob, liberated from Egypt, led by 

Moshe to Sinai and beyond, into the land. Exiled and then led back into the land, this people 

reaches a critical point in its history with the birth, life and death of Yeshua of Nazareth. The 

path of this people is guided step by step by the Torah – fidelity to the Torah is life and success, 

betrayal of the Torah is death and failure.  

 

3. Torah and Mashiah 

 

One of the roles of the Mashiah in NT theology is the fulfillment of the Torah, understood as 

God’s will. To what extent does the fulfillment of the Torah by the Mashiah alter the relationship 

between the individual and the Torah? By faith in the Mashiah, the individual believer associates 

himself or herself with the Mashiah’s fulfillment of Torah and thus enters, with the Mashiah, into 

a realm of freedom. Does this freedom from the yoke of the Torah make the Torah irrelevant? 

Freedom from the yoke of Torah alongside Torah’s continued relevance as a way of life can be 

enunciated together.   

 

What happens to Israel with the coming of Yeshua HaMashiah, Israel’s most illustrious son? 

Who is Israel today? Church clearly does not equal Israel and does not replace Israel but is 

intimately related to it. The complexity of who Israel is after Yeshua’s coming is a double 

complexity.  

- Firstly, only one part of Israel recognizes in Yeshua the one the Torah was preparation for. 

Even more complex with relation to a discussion of Torah observance is that this part of Israel 

continues, to a large extent, to observe the Torah and the rabbis develop Torah observance into a 

way of life that can replace Temple and priesthood. This development will also serve in some 

cases to block recognition of Yeshua as the Mashiah. Israel is, thus, divided between those who 

believe in Yeshua and those who do not. Among those who do not believe in him, the continued 

practice of the Torah bears witness to Israel’s vocation to be a light to the nations – continued 

fidelity to God’s Word and Will even if blind to Yeshua’s fulfillment of both. 

- Secondly, many among the Gentiles recognized him and through him were brought into 

intimate relationship with the Torah. Grafted onto the domesticated olive tree, they become one 

with it, not by nature but by faith, they are Israel too. Yeshua has brought many Gentiles into full 

communion with Jewish believers in him. They have been separated from their Gentile roots and 

grafted on to Israel just as Ruth the Moabite was in the Old Testament. Their origins are different 

from the origins of the Jews but they are fully grafted in.  

Whereas the Torah prepared Israel to accept Yeshua as the Mashiah, Yeshua as Mashiah brought 

the Torah to the Gentiles who believed in him. This fundamentally different relationship when it 



comes to Jews and Gentiles in their link to the Torah, converge in their veneration of the one 

who has come to fulfill the Torah. Clearly, the Church awaits both the full integration of Israel 

and the nations into the believing kehilla.  

 

4. Torah and JBY 

 

It is generally recognized today that Yeshua, his disciples, Saul and the first kehillot were Torah 

observant. Many fascinating exegetical and historical studies have tried to reconstruct the Torah 

interpretation and practice of Yeshua and his first followers. Undoubtedly Torah and mitsvot 

were an essential part of their lives. Undoubtedly, crisis with Torah and the life it wove around 

those who observed it emerged when the number of Gentiles in the community grew and soon 

dwarfed the number of Jews. The fundamental principle was clear – not Torah observance but 

faith in Yeshua is the key to salvation. However, Torah as a way of life, the way of life of 

Yeshua and his earliest disciples, meant that Torah remains a relevant issue. Not only that, but 

the resounding rebuttal of Marcionite tendencies in the early Church left the Torah intact as an 

integral part of the developing canon of Scriptures. 

 

Early Christianity drew a distinction between ethical and ritualistic aspects of Torah. What was 

ethical – like the Ten Commandments – was seen as universally and eternally applicable whereas 

what was cultic or ritualistic – like the laws of sacrifice in Leviticus – was seen as superseded 

and abrogated. Contemporary exegesis recognizes this distinction as problematic because the 

various parts of the Torah present themselves as a seamless garment where the vertical 

(relationship with God, cult) and the horizontal (relationship with neighbor, ethics) are intimately 

and intricately linked. The time has come to revisit the mitsvot and re-discern their relevance on 

the basis of their inherent theological and spiritual value rather than an often anthropologically 

biased dualism: cult versus ethic. Shabbat is an excellent example of where cult and ethics merge 

seamlessly. 

 

Contemporary reflection on the Torah can discern four basic issues here 

- Firstly, Torah in the New Testament is not what Torah is for Jews today. It was basically 

defined by the Old Testament, still largely focused on sacrificial rituals as defined in the 

Pentateuch, and still dependent on a mediating – teaching elite of priests. Sacrifice and 

priesthood are essential elements in understanding what Yeshua fulfilled in his crucifixion and 

resurrection, as described in the New Testament. 

- Secondly, Yeshua did teach on various aspects of Torah observance and further snippets of 

teaching can be gleaned from New Testament authors. This might point in the right direction: 

freedom from the yoke of the Torah together with relevance of the Torah as a way of life. 

- Thirdly, Torah for Jews today was developed by the rabbis largely to deal with the 

disappearance of the Temple and the priestly elite. It also contains elements that were defined in 

a polemical – apologetic rejection of the followers of Yeshua. Discerning its spiritual value is 

indeed helpful in appreciating how non-Yeshua believing practicing Jews continue to live the 

Torah. 

- Fourthly, approaches to the Torah among Jews today range from complete acceptance, through 

forms of adaptation to the modern world to total rejection. This also points to a certain kind of 

freedom that can only enhance the JBY search for a way to negotiate Torah relevance in JBY 

kehillot today.  



 

Contemporary JBY are characterized, according to Harvey, by four approaches to Torah – 

abandon, adapt, adopt and accept (181) – approaches that reflect trends in the broader Jewish 

world. Abandoning Torah would be the overwhelming response of JBY throughout history 

however there have always been interesting exceptions. Today, the Jew who believes in Yeshua 

is very often from a secular Jewish background and thus stranger to Torah observance. 

Furthermore, theologically, observance of the Torah can no longer be presented as a necessity in 

the same way that it might be for a Jew who does not believe in Yeshua. Adapting Torah is a 

widespread Jewish practice not only reflected formally in the various currents of contemporary 

Judaism but also a fact of life in the lives of individual Torah observant Jews. Adopting Torah 

lock, stock and barrel raises the important question of which Torah should be adopted – 

Pentateuchal Torah? Yeshua Torah? Rabbinic Torah? Or one of the plethora of versions of the 

Torah now available across the various currents of Jewish life? One might agree that Shabbat, 

Pesah or kashrut are significant and should be observed but according to which halakhic 

standard?    

 

How should then Torah be observed in the JBY kehilla? What mitsvot should or can be kept? 

Criteria can be developed according to particular contexts. In JBY communities that are 

exclusively Jewish (like some of those in Israel), the extent of observance might be greater. 

However JBY kehillot outside of Israel might be concerned with assimilation and loss of Jewish 

identity and therefore propose even more observance than might be felt necessary in Israel. 

Criteria regarding specific Torah observances might include: 

- Does the observance contradict specific teachings of Yeshua or interfere with seeing the unity 

of the Old and the New Testaments? (certain laws on dietary practices, marriage, celibacy…) 

- Does observance of a particular mitsva have its origins in the post-Biblical insistence to 

separate Jews from Christians? (certain laws on intermarriage or relations with non-Jews) 

- Does observance impede the unity of the kehilla and its communion with the wider, more 

universal kehilla? (certain dietary laws might indeed raise the same kinds of problems that Saul 

railed against in Antioch). This is undoubtedly a concern for JBY who are integrated in the 

Gentile Church or are members in Messianic kehillot where there are many non-Jews.   

 

JBY kehillot might need to look again at their attitudes to post-Biblical Judaism as Kinzer 

proposes. The Catholic Church teaches today that there is continuity from Biblical to Rabbinical 

Judaism, a continuity that can be respected even if there is also an acute awareness that inherent 

to that continuity is a rejection of Yeshua and the hermeneutic that seeks the unity of the OT with 

the NT. However, all cannot be reduced to polemic and apologetic, and there where rabbinic 

halakha is indeed a harmonious and organic development of the Biblical Torah and mitsvot, the 

JBY kehillot might discern their relevance and application. The “Torah positive” views of some 

of the Messianic thinkers (Rudolph, Juster, Kinzer et al) as well as positive contemporary 

Catholic approaches to the Jewish tradition are rich in discerning what is indeed valuable in 

contemporary Jewish halakha both as a coherent development of OT Torah as well as being 

relevant to contemporary life.   

 

5. Shabbat, Pesah and kashrut as practical examples 

 



Certain themes in the Torah, previously discarded as ritualistic legalism, are being rediscovered 

as being of universal interest because of their universal spiritual message. Shabbat is a very 

interesting issue in thinking about the relevance of the Torah in the JBY kehilla. The issue goes 

beyond Jews in the Church as we have seen by the renewal of interest in Shabbat in 

contemporary Christian writings like those of Pope Benedict XVI.  

 

In this context it is interesting to ask whether OT Shabbat observance is proposed for Israel 

alone? Whereas Shabbat is part of the Torah given to Israel on Sinai and distinguishes it from 

other nations, Shabbat is also inscribed in the very order of Creation. It would thus seem to have 

both a universal and a particular significance. This is echoed in the two different forms the 

commandment takes in the two different versions of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20 and 

Deuteronomy 5). The universal aspect recalls the acts of creation and the particular aspect recalls 

the acts of redemption, the exodus from Egypt, that lead to the unique covenant with Israel.  

However it must be recalled again, Gentiles who are grafted onto the domesticated olive tree that 

is Israel are clearly called into solidarity with Israel, solidarity that blurs the boundaries that 

existed before Yeshua came to bring near and far into one body, destroying the wall of animosity 

between the two and creating one new man (cf. Ephesians 2).    

 

Shabbat and Sunday are quite different in their spiritual messages although it would seem that 

over time the spiritual message of Shabbat was assimilated by Christians into Sunday. Growing 

up in Calvinist South Africa, this assimilation was particularly clear in that rest was imposed on 

Sunday – businesses were closed by law, radio and television broadcast only religious programs 

and the world indeed slowed down like in Jerusalem on Shabbat. However, it is important to 

distinguish between the two different messages. Shabbat is a day to contemplate the end of all 

things, a day of restful contemplation and thanksgiving for a Creation that has been 

accomplished as well as a Redemption from slavery that had been fulfilled. Sunday is the day of 

new beginnings, the eighth day that is the first in a new world, the Lord’s resurrection, the Lord’s 

Day, which marked the beginning of the new Creation and a bursting out of the news of 

Salvation to the furthest ends of the earth. It is not improbable that the first kehilla maintained 

these two days as two separate memorials, each with its specific liturgy – one a liturgy of 

thanksgiving for Creation and Redemption (in communion with all Jews) and the other a 

thanksgiving for new life in the Resurrection and the beginning of the spreading of the Good 

News.  

 

Shabbat has an eschatological element woven into its spirituality, which creates a very deep link 

with the Sunday celebration of resurrection. In the ancient liturgies of the East, this link is 

particularly vivid in the celebration of Holy Week and the passage from Holy Saturday (“rest in 

the tomb”) to Easter Sunday. 

 

In reflecting on Kinzer’s halakhic rulings regarding Shabbat and Benedict XVI’s concerns 

concerning the loss of a Sabbath consciousness, a large degree of convergence becomes 

apparent. The question then is: Why is this relevance of the Shabbat not something that can be 

universally proposed, linking all believers in Yeshua, Jews and Gentiles, with an OT spirituality 

of Creation and Redemption, shared with all Jews and expressed in Yeshua’s own practice 

during his lifetime and with that of the earliest kehillot? Shabbat reinstated for all believers in 

Yeshua would underline the universal solidarity of the Church with her Jewish origins.   



 

For the JBY communities in Israel, not only Shabbat but also the adoption of the Jewish calendar 

is a fascinating exercise in Torah relevance. Two feasts that have all but disappeared from the 

Christian calendar that can be fruitfully restored are Rosh HaShana as a celebration of creation 

and Sukkot as a feast of God’s sustenance in the wilderness and a feast of eschatological 

ingathering. 

 

Pesah is seen in Harvey’s survey as the Messianic Jewish feast par excellence. However, 

celebration of Pesah surely creates tension with non-Yeshua believing Jews because of the 

overwhelming tendency to Christologize the celebration. It might also create some tension in 

communities that integrate Jews and Gentiles) when it comes to union with the Universal 

Church, which celebrates Easter on an invariably different date. On this point, it might be 

proposed that Jewish Catholics and Orthodox insist on the issue of the calendar being brought to 

the consciousness of the Universal Church so that Pesah and Easter be reunited. Pesah can surely 

be a focal point for the JBY in bringing together OT and NT, Torah and Gospel, as this 

celebration is the very beating heart of the unity that JBY seeks. 

 

Yom Kippur is more problematic when it comes to union with non Yeshua believing Jews 

because of the significance of the cross in commemorating a fulfilled Yom Kippur. 

 

Harvey’s study makes apparent that there are few voices in the JBY kehillot who promote 

observance of kashrut. This might be because of the explicit treatment of dietary laws in the New 

Testament. Yeshua seems to deal with this point when he says: “Then do you also fail to 

understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, since it 

enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?" (Thus he declared all foods 

clean)” (Mark 7:18-19). Rudolph might be correct in pointing out that this interpretation of 

Yeshua’s words was meant for Gentile believers (209) whereas Jewish believers continued 

kashrut observance, like Yeshua and his disciples. Continued kashrut observance among JBY 

could then have two levels of meaning: 

- living Torah as Yeshua and his disciples did without forgetting the principle that Yeshua 

taught: what makes unclean is what comes from within and not what enters from without. 

- living Torah as contemporary Jews who do not believe in Yeshua do, thus reinforcing 

communion with them. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Harvey’s study shows the great diversity in Messianic communities with regard to Torah 

observance. The questions must now be posed for Jews in other parts of the body of the Mashiah. 

For many it will be a strange and perhaps even provocative question but it is an important one as 

the Church Universal wakes up more and more to her origins and the significance of the Torah 

for Yeshua and his disciples in the first century. Today, there are Catholic Jews and Gentiles, 

Orthodox Jews and Gentiles, who are asking similar questions.  

 

What is clear is that the great diversity in practice reflects an equally great diversity in the 

general Jewish world. What is perhaps important is not finding a halakha that will unite us all but 



agreeing that the question is a significant question as Jewish believers in Yeshua explore their 

identity and mission in today’s world. 

 

Jewish identity implies a link to other Jews and when that identity is religious too, a link to 

Torah. This would seem self evident. The link with Torah and other Jews must, however, be 

sensitive to the communion with Gentiles that Yeshua brought about in his crucified body. 

Rather than blunting the question of Torah relevance, this awareness might instead sharpen an 

awareness of how Torah might be relevant for all believers in Yeshua, grafted onto Israel. 

 

What does emerge though is the possibility of two separate vocations regarding Torah relevancy 

among JBY: 

- Some JBY are called to greater Torah observance as a sign of deep solidarity with a Jewish 

world that continues to observe Torah but is blind to Yeshua’s fulfillment of it. 

- Other JBY are called to greater Torah teaching as a sign of the Torah’s permanent relevance in 

a Gentile world that is constantly tempted to separate Torah from Gospel, Yeshua from his 

Jewish identity, the Church from her Jewish roots. 

 


