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This paper began as an attempt to frame the doctrine of sin in the framework of a messianic Jewish theology. As I began, I quickly realized that the subject was much broader than I first imagined. To discuss sin means also to talk about anthropology, that is, the nature of man, to ponder predestination and free will, to think about the whole issue of the existence of evil.  So today I only offer my first thoughts—first thoughts on what messianic Jewish theology is or should be, and first thoughts on what one area, the existence of sin, looks like in that context.
Part One: What Do We Mean by a 
Messianic Jewish Theology?


First, the term theology itself.  Millard Erickson, writing as an evangelical Christian, offers both a definition and a description.  He defines it as “that discipline which strives to give a coherent statement of the doctrines of the Christian faith, based primarily upon the Scriptures, placed in the context of culture in general, worded in a contemporary idiom, and related to issues of life.”
 He then gives five descriptive attributes of theology: it is biblical, systematic, related to general culture, contemporary, and practical.
 Wayne Grudem, also an evangelical Christian, defines “systematic theology” more simply as “any study that answers the question, “What does the whole Bible teach us today?”


Theology can also be defined as an attempt to organize, describe, and apply what Scripture says, thus a broader definition than simply a statement of doctrines or teaching of the Bible. Theology also provides us with a model of reality—a “model” because we can never arrive at “reality in itself.” Resultant creeds and theological statements can be regarded as both expressions/applications of Scripture and also as “fences” around what Scripture teaches. “Three persons and one substance,” regardless of whether that formulation is more Greek than Jewish, is a fence that prevents us from saying God is four or five. In Judaism, the “Shema” as understood by Orthodox Judaism works in the other direction as a fence against a three-in-one deity.


What then is a Jewish theology? Does Judaism and do Jews have a theology?


There is an old axiom that Judaism is concerned with action, Christianity with belief.  That was certainly one of the main points of contrast found in some older books before the rise of dialogue and pluralism, in which the emphasis has shifted to finding shared commonalities and mutual influences. In its popular form, the playoff of action versus belief is meant to say something to the effect that Jews can believe virtually anything (as long as they affirm the Shema) whereas Christians make belief of one or another doctrine the key to entering heaven. In this popular form, there is also the implication that in Christian teaching, actions do not matter, since all sins are forgiven anyway through simple “faith” and belief. That implication can be answered easily enough; though there is a strain of “easy believism” in some segments of Christianity, there is also a deep history of social action and an ingrained theology of behavior. It is the first idea that I wish to address here.


Contrary to the popular thinking, belief—in the form of affirmations that something is or is not true​—has been an integral, if not an always-present, part of Judaism. This especially is noticeable in medieval times, from Saadya to Maimonides and beyond.
 Right belief has in fact been made a condition of salvation:

…R. Hananel ben Hushiel of Kairouan (c. 975-1057) anticipated Maimonides in saying that certain beliefs are necessary to merit the world to come. However, as Kellner points out, Maimonides goes further than R. Hananel, and R. Sa’adiah as well, by saying that acceptance of his Principles are also a sufficient condition for attaining paradise. That is, Maimonides holds that one can commit every possible sin, but as long as the sinner accepts the Principles and his sins are not part of a rebellion against God, he will receive a share in the world to come.
 

This is a remarkable statement, not only making salvation dependent on belief, but also sounding like a Jewish version of the “easy believism” that is sometimes said to characterize Christianity. This problem of easy believism led the 14th c. rabbi Jacob Moelin as well as Solomon Luria (16th c.) to despair of those who knew and believed the Thirteen Principles, enshrined in the Yigdal prayer, but were ignorant of the commandments and believed that affirmation of the Principles allowed them to sin indiscriminately. Nor was everyone was happy with Maimonides’ strict formulation, which “leaves no room for honest error, a point concerning which there was a good deal of debate in medieval times.”


The category of “heresy” has also been alive and well in medieval Judaism and into modern times.  The term is used by Maimonides and Hayim Soloveitchik, though there is vigorous debate on unintentional heresy, as also on the issue of distinguishing doubting certain things from privately denying them and both from public denial. 


It does not matter if these formulations were made in response to Christianity or under the influence of Islam.  There is a clear tradition that belief in specific affirmations matters.


All this is to say, that in the Jewish context we cannot get away from talking about theological beliefs, nor can we get away from the need to systematize things.

Eisen (American Jewish Year Book 1991) offers the definition: “the term ‘theology’”—he means specifically Jewish theology—“refers to thought (1) of a relatively systematic character that (2) is informed by serious philosophical competence and (3) evinces real grounding in Jewish history and tradition.” 
He says that unlike Christian theology, Jewish theology has not focused on God’s nature (except in Kabbalah), nor creation, nor redemption, but on revelation: “what God wants Jews to do and how we know what God wants.”


He tell us why America is not productive of Jewish (and even other) theology: 


First, theology is inherently particularistic, the production of a faith community and arises “when belief and practice are challenged from outside.” Here his definition of theology sounds like what we might call apologetics. 


Second, there is a lack of qualifications to do theology. For Eisen, doing theology means mastering Jewish literature (not just the Bible!), philosophy, and Christian thinking as well. And because Jewish theology does not generally focus on the nature of God but on Jewish behavior, the lack of cohesive American Jewish communities, outside the Orthodox world, is a hindrance.


Third, there is a shortage of potential readers. American Jews are less concerned with systematic belief or even observance, but with appropriating tradition. 


Finally, modernity and “Auschwitz” bring fundamental doubt into the theological enterprise.


Those who have studied traditional evangelical systematic theology will see that the Jewish theological enterprise is not just exchanging Jewish ideas in place of Christian ones.  The whole idea of theology is shaped differently. As a result, when Eisen charts a number of trends in Jewish theology, they cluster into different topics than evangelical Christians are accustomed to: the covenant between God and Israel; the Holocaust; tradition; community.


To summarize Eisen, then, Jewish theology is systematic, philosophical, and interacts with Jewish sources (including the Bible), history and tradition.  Its form is systematic; its language is philosophical; its context is Jewish text, people, history, tradition.  Christian theology is not entirely different!


Some decades earlier than Eisen, Silberman wrote, “Theology serves the apologetic function of providing an intellectual structure for a community forced by its historical setting to appropriate a churchly mode of existence.”


As we have seen, “deed not creed” is an oversimplification which works best to place Judaism over against Christianity. One not only finds creed-like statements such as the Shema and the Thirteen Articles, but Judaism invokes both positive propositions (“all Israel has a share in the world to come;” “God is one;” “we are required to keep the mitzvot”) and negative ones (“God cannot become a man”). The raw materials of Jewish theology go beyond the Bible to include Jewish history, community, and experience; as well as ideas of covenant, God, and Israel that have developed through time.


What then is a messianic Jewish theology? Is there a theology that applies to Jewish believers in Jesus but to no one else?  We cannot mean that. Nor is it a new construct of truth. We gain some insight by observing that in the Christian world, at least, one can formulate a “theology of the environment,” a “theology of economics,” a “theology of art” and so on.  In other words, God’s word has application to all areas of life and we can think about how and why the Scripture speaks to each of these areas. And we rely on church history and the various church traditions to help us! Further light comes from noticing that there are “Asian Christian theologies,” “African Christian theologies,” and so on.  Missiologists speak of “indigenous” theologies which address the particular concerns of various groups as well as interacting with the larger culture in which those groups live.


Nor is it dependent on organizing theology according to a particular scheme.  Those who have attempted messianic Jewish theology sometimes prefer to move away from typical Christian categories (God, man, sin, salvation, etc.) and to utilize a three-fold “Jewish” rubric of God, Torah, and Israel; or Creation, Revelation, Redemption. It is true that some Jewish writers approach theology under that umbrella; but Maimonides had his thirteen principles and modern Jewish scholars such as Kaufmann Kohler and Solomon Schechter organized their thoughts along so-called “Christian” lines.  


It seems to me that a messianic Jewish theology, then, will first, address what it means for a Jewish person to believe in Jesus as Messiah. This will often mean applying Scripture to areas not usually addressed in Christian theologies. It will involve the questions of the place and role of the Jewish people in history, today, and in the future. Here we have questions of election, covenant, “Jewishness,” (nature-of-people issues) as well as supersessionism, dual-covenant and other theologies (people-in-salvation issues).


Second, a messianic Jewish theology will address issues of special concern to Jews, including Jewish believers in Jesus. Here we find questions of anti-Semitism, church history vis-à-vis the Jews,
 the Holocaust, Jewish continuity (note the overlap with the first set of issues above), the Torah and “observance” (again, overlap). 


Third, a messianic Jewish theology will take into account Jewish thinking on these issues, in order to speak into the Jewish world and also to draw on components and modes of expression that are consonant with faith in Jesus. This means that while the Scripture remains the controlling element, a messianic Jewish theology will interact with the range of Jewish sources alongside the usual range of church sources.  It will also interact with thinking already begun on some of these issues by those in the messianic Jewish movement.


The contours of such a theology have been delineated by the emphases among Messianic Jews.  Where non-Jewish Christian theology may, let’s say, emphasize the grace of God (vis-à-vis our works), messianic Jews have strongly emphasized the issue of the means of atonement for sin.  Thus the driving question has not been of reliance on God vs. reliance on ourselves, but on how our sins are forgiven.  This is partly historically driven (the Temple is no more) and theologically driven (the need to speak an alternative to the atonement theology of modern Judaism).


Another emphasis among Messianic Jews has been on the relationship of the Old and New Testaments, so that the Old Testament gets more exposure than in many evangelical churches.  However, the discussion has largely been atomized to messianic prophecy verses, and to a lesser extent to the whole broad issue of Old Testament–New Testament continuity.


A third emphasis among Messianic Jews is the question of the place and role of Israel and the Jewish people.

Fourth, the issue of lifestyle – matters of ethnicity, covenant-keeping, relating to the larger Jewish community, all have found emphasis among Messianic Jewish thinkers.


We note in passing that ecclesiology has not received sufficient emphasis among Messianic Jews except now among the Hashivenu group, and eschatology has tended to follow dispensational lines. The theological category of sanctification has yet to be treated in a way that interacts with the Orthodox idea of the Torah as vehicle to keep the yetzer hara in check. In other words, there is yet much work to be done.
Part Two: First Thoughts About Sin


A Messianic Jewish theology of sin will need to interact with Jewish thinking on the subject, and will also need to take account of the particular areas of concern to Jewish people and to Jewish believers in Jesus.  It will need to show that it addresses the concerns of unbelieving Jews, so will also be partly apologetic in nature.  It will find itself in dialogue with these Jewish concerns.  At the same time it will need to dialogue with Christian thought on the subject past and present. Its “shape” may end up looking different than typical evangelical treatments of the subject.


Let me summarize some of the primary areas of concern for a Messianic Jewish theology of sin:


1. It will deal with the phenomenon of individual sin, which has typically been the focus of Christian theology. Where did sin and evil arise from?  Is there “original sin”?  Do human beings have corrupted natures or wills? Can sinful people do any good at all? Is there free will? What is the balance between fatalism and free choice? Did God create evil or not?


Jewish writing on sin vis-à-vis Christianity typically has not sought areas of commonality but has rather responded specifically to the idea of “original sin.” This has been for two reasons: first, Judaism wants to avoid fatalism and determinism.  Judaism is act- and action-oriented.  The Torah commands us to do good.  The Scripture, Tanach and New Covenant both, exhort us always to choose, choose, choose.  Judaism finds “original sin” anathema to the idea of positive action. Second, Judaism has wanted to differentiate itself from Christianity, and the doctrine of original sin provides a clear means of doing so. In fact, in a recent book, Jewish writer Michael Kogan argues that the primary distinction between Judaism and Christianity does not lie in the area of Christology—who is Jesus?—but in anthropology—what is the nature of man since Adam and Eve?


2. It will deal with the phenomenon of corporate sin. What does it mean for the reality of sin that Israel is a nation and the church is a body? Is there such a thing as corporate sin?  What does it mean to confess sin as part of a community? In our own circles we have seen the phenomenon of some who offer apologies to the Jewish people on behalf of the church, or on behalf of all Christians, or on behalf of a nation.  Is this meaningful? Is it proper?    


Judaism emphasizes community. This becomes clear when Jewish theology utilizes the three-fold rubric of “God, Torah, Israel,” or “Creation, Revelation, Redemption.” God called an entire people as a people. This thought echoes down the centuries of Jewish expression. “Whoever kills one person, it is as if he had killed an entire world.  Whoever saves one soul, it is as if he saved an entire world.” “All Israel was at Mt. Sinai.” At Passover, the Haggadah tells us that we must consider ourselves as if we, even we today, were slaves in Egypt.  The ethical concept of ahavat Yisrael, concern for fellow Jews, literally “love of Israel,” underscores this in yet another way.  


3. A messianic Jewish theology of sin also will have to address the phenomenon of anti-Semitism. Why does it exist, in its individual and corporate/systemic forms? How are we to address it? How and why are we to fight it?  How should we think about the long history of Christian anti-Semitism?  How does anti-Semitism relate to such ideas as supersessionism and the modern state of Israel? This will spill over into what is usually called ecclesiology, but viewed from the standpoint of the question of evil rather than the question of God’s people. Pre-eminently, the Holocaust connects with this discussion, which again spills over into the larger area of what is called theodicy, reconciling the presence of evil with the reality of a personal God. The Holocaust has of course generated a huge discussion by both Jewish and Christian theologians.  It must be part of any discussion of sin and evil.


In this paper I will focus on the first question, the origin of sin, and explore some areas that will serve as a framework for developing a messianic Jewish theology of sin. 
Part Three: Interaction with 

Jewish Thought and Concerns

A Sampling of Modern Jewish Writers on Sin, Especially on Original Sin


Jewish writing on original sin tends to have two foci. One is the desire to simply distinguish Judaism from Christianity (a move that is in tension with the increasing tendency to find commonalities). There is certainly common ground about many aspects of sin, but in order to emphasize the distinctions, the point at issue is original sin.  David Stern
 uses the term “defensive” of Jewish theology and Jewish thinkers have at times been quicker to say what Judaism does not believe that to develop what it does believe.  


The second focus is the desire to avoid any kind of fatalism, which rightly or wrongly, is viewed as a teaching of Christianity in its doctrine of original sin.  Judaism is act- and action-oriented, so it becomes critically important to preserve the ideas of choice and “making a difference” in the world (tikkun olam). If the universe were fatalistic, nothing human beings do would ever matter. 


Therefore it is common, if not typical, for Jewish writers on sin to lay the highest weight on the differences from Christian teaching, to the point where both are diametrically opposed to one another. So, Trude Weiss-Rosmarin sets up the unnecessarily exclusive antithesis “Free Will vs. Original Sin” and remarks that “Christianity, in contradistinction to Judaism, is predicated on the doctrine of ‘original sin’ which implies the belief in ethical predestination.”
 Similarly for the anti-missionary writers: “Beth Moshe” speaks of sin as “a deeply divergent idea in our religions.”
  


Likewise Kaufmann Kohler, speaking as a modern Reform rabbi who laid out his book of theology along similar lines to that of a Christian systematic theology, says that “the insistence of Judaism on unrestricted freedom of will for each individual entirely excludes hereditary sin.”


Interestingly, Abba Hillel Silver hedges his bets by saying, 

Nor does [Judaism] accept the doctrine of man’s corrupt origin, “that all man [sic] descended from Adam contract original sin from him, and that this sin is transmitted by way of origin.” We had had occasion to note in other connections that such ideas, so widespread in the non-Jewish world, were not unknown to Judaism, and that references to them are to be found in its extensive literature. But they were never incorporated into the essential tenets of the faith.
 


As noted above, Jewish writer Michael Kogan in fact locates the main difference between Judaism and Christianity in this very area—in anthropology rather than in Christology:

… while Jews and Christians have usually located their differences as focused on the question of who this Jesus was (“What think you of the Christ?” Matt. 22:42), it has always seemed to me that the different responses to this question are the consequence of an earlier disagreement over the conduct of humanity’s first parents. In discussing Jewish theology, I stressed that whatever happened in the Eden story, Adam and Eve’s sin of disobedience did not constitute “original sin” in the Christian sense. For Judaism, humans remained free after the sin in Eden, still capable of choosing the good and living successfully with God. For guidance in their efforts, Israel was given the Torah to live by and to teach by precept and example to all peoples. The whole story of ancient Israel assumes that while sin may be a bad habit, it is one that can be dealt with by a combination of human obedience to Torah and divine grace through which God forgives us when we inevitably fall short.


It is here, in this initial moral evaluation of the post-Eden human person, that Christianity differs from Judaism. Both faiths include both human effort and divine grace, but the emphases are different.


On the other hand, there are other Jewish writers who acknowledge more of a continuity, namely that Judaism has given a place to the effects of Adam’s sin on subsequent generations. This is true both of Jewish writers compiling Jewish thought, as well as those who have commented on the New Testament and its Jewish background. So Solomon Schechter: “As an exception [to the general view] we may perhaps consider the sin of Adam, causing death and decay to mankind of all generations.”  In a footnote he adds: “There can be little doubt that the belief in the disastrous effects of the sin of Adam on posterity was not entirely absent in Judaism, though his belief did not hold such a prominent place in the Synagogue as in the Christian Church. It is also thought that in the overwhelming majority of mankind there is enough sin in each individual case to bring about death without the sin of Adam. . . . The doctrine was resumed and developed with great consistency by the Cabalists of the sixteenth century.”


In the Reform camp, Samuel Cohon writes of the commonality: “The doctrine of original sin, which in varying forms figures in Jewish as in Christian thought, derives its vitality from the raw facts of life, and involves both the nature of man and the justice of God.”
 By the “raw facts of life” he means empirical experience. Cohon goes as far as to say that the Christian doctrine was “following certain trends in Judaism.”


As to Jewish commentators on the New Testament, Joseph Klausner for his part affirms that “Judaism also thought that death was a penalty laid upon mankind because of ‘the first Adam,’ as set forth already in the Pentateuch. There is reason to believe that the idea of ‘the sin of the first Adam’ or ‘original sin’ in the Pauline sense is already present in the Hellenistic ‘Psalms of Solomon.’”
 He finds the main  contrast between Judaism and Christianity not in original sin but in the idea that redemption in Judaism comes through the Torah.  


The same main contrast is found in E. E. Urbach: “the primary difference between Paul and his predecessors and his circle does not lie in the evaluation of Adam’s sin and its consequences but in Paul’s on the Torah we discuss below.”


The fact is that in classical Judaism and Christianity both, we are dealing with sin as a reality, with the idea that universal sin and death bear some relationship to Adam’s sin, and with a recognition that the empirical reality is that sin has a “hold” on our behavior and interior life.  The chief points of contrast revolve around whether only death or also sin (and guilt) follow from Adam’s sin; and on the remedy for sin (Torah or something else).
Engaging Jewish Concerns

In the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, and Rabbinic Writings 
Before the Middle Ages 


It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss in what ways rabbinic theology may have developed in dialogue with / opposition to Christianity.  The shape of pre-rabbinic and rabbinic thinking on death and sin stands as follows. I have not cited all the relevant passages; see bibliography at the end.


Death and Adam. Well before the rabbinic period—from about 200 bce on—Judaism made a connection between Adam’s sin and consequent death.  Later, Adam’s sin was also connected with the death of all future generations—or at least, premature death. In some sources, the incident of the golden calf recapitulated the Fall in Eden
 – thus some connection. Similar is Paul in Rom 5 — “In a sense, then, Paul’s concern in this verse and throughout the passage, is not with ‘original sin,’ but with ‘original death.’”
 In pre-rabbinic, rabbinic, and Pauline material the emphasis is on the entrance of death, rather than the entrance of a corrupted human nature.


Yetzer ha-ra. This well-known concept of Judaism referred to an “inclination” for people to do evil, correlated with Genesis 6:5: “The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.” This inborn tendency is not related to Adam’s sin. There is the empirical recognition that people incline to sin, but this is not something that is transmitted due to a corrupted human nature. The remedy for the evil inclination in Judaism is the Torah.

Polemics. Jewish commentary on Paul generally does attribute to him a doctrine of “original sin,” not just “original death,” and in fact, E. E. Urbach  cites a baraita which he finds to be polemical against Pauline thinking — i.e., original sin only affected four minor people.  The “lust of the serpent” was removed for Israel at Sinai, though it continues among the Gentiles.  And even more polemically, we have Urbach’s comment on a midrash concerning the wicked who insincerely perform mitzvot: “not through ‘the obedience of one’ shall the many be redeemed from sin and death, caused by the first man; on the contrary, death was decreed upon Adam for fear of the faith preached by Paul.” [!!]


Further, Urbach cites sources in which death linked not to sin but to reward and punishment.  That is, death is a positive good — it is a reward for the righteous; and an atonement for sin — in that sense, “there is no death without sin.”


Summary. In general, apocryphal, pseudepigraphal, and rabbinic sources speak of a connection between Adam’s sin and death, but do not draw the idea out further. In the post-New Testament period, some of the material may be polemical in nature. See the bibliography below for much more extensive discussions.


Medieval Jewish Responses to Christian Arguments for Original Sin


The medieval Jewish response to Christians on this topic is a fascinating study in hermeneutics.  This response came in two waves: the first wave was about 1150–1350 ce, in which French and German Jewish writers addressed Christian handling of the Tanach. The second wave was about 1350–1650 ce, in which Spanish and Italian Jewish writers used previous arguments but added new criticism based on an increased familiarity with the New Testament. This second wave drew more on philosophy than on Scripture. 


The reason for the fascination is that the Christian exegesis of the Hebrew Bible often used methods which would be unrecognizable to us today who are accustomed to the “historical-grammatical” method of exegesis.  In many instances we would be quick to dissociate ourselves from both the choice of verses used to demonstrate original sin as well as the interpretive methods.

As an example: Genesis 2:17 says in the niv, “But you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” The phrase, “you will surely die” is in Hebrew mot tamut, literally something like “dying you shall die.”  Some Christians understood the twofold use of the word “die” to indicate two things: physical death in this life, and the suffering of the soul after death. 


Some of the Jewish response in this case was more historical-grammatical: the redundancy was only a matter of style.  Others, including Isaak Troki, the grandfather of all modern anti-missionaries, in more typical rabbinic style found two meanings: both words “die” refer to physical punishments, namely death, and curses.  In addition, Ezekiel 18:20 and Deut. 24:16 refute the notion of original sin.


Or again: in Genesis 15:15, God tells Abraham, “You, however, will go to your fathers in peace and be buried at a good old age.” Christian theology of this time period held to the doctrine of limbus patrum, that the patriarchs were in She’ol until Jesus’ first coming; at that time they went to heaven.  So Christian exegesis of Gen. 15:15 took “go to your fathers” to mean joining his evil pagan ancestors in She’ol, and “in peace” to mean that Abraham nevertheless would not suffer as much as they did.  The Jewish response was that being in She’ol was neither peaceful nor good, and “your fathers” could as well indicate Abraham’s righteous forbears such as Noah and Shem. The Christian exegesis bears little affinity to modern methods; the Jewish response seems ad hoc. 


Sometimes the Jewish response was as much as to say that the Christians gave themselves enough rope to hang themselves by.  If the Christians said that Psalm 51:5 (v. 7 in the Hebrew Bible) was evidence that even newborns are sinful—“Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me”—then the Jewish response that since Jesus was born of a woman, he must have been sinful. If the Christians said that 1 Samuel 28 shows that Samuel was in hell after his death—the limbus patrum​—then the Jewish response was that had he been in hell, he would not have minded being disturbed from there! Moreover, Jewish teaching was that the soul spent the first year after death still in the body, mourning.  The Witch of Endor called up Samuel because his soul was still in his grave.

Later medieval Jewish arguments turned to the New Testament and to philosophy. Nachmanides argued that the results of Adam’s sin cannot be transmitted from soul to soul.  If that were the case, then Nachmanides’ own soul is connected not only to his own father through whom original sin is transmitted, but also connected to the souls of previous generations, even to Pharaoh’s soul.  Will Nachmanides go to hell for Pharaoh’s sins? 


The arguments are many.  Some argue about the physical aspects vis-à-vis the spiritual aspects of human sin, and whether physical or also spiritual punishments are transmitted down the generations. There is the question of the injustice of original sin: Ezekiel tells us sons are not to be punished for the sins of their fathers; in response to some Christian teaching that souls suffer the taint of sin by being implanted in bodies, it was held that it would be most unjust of God to force souls into bodies that would then corrupt them. Moreover, the effects of Adam’s sin are still with us even after Jesus came.  Nor does a sin against an infinite God require an infinite atonement, as the Christians argued.  Since all sins against God are infinite, Jesus should then be repeatedly crucified!
Doing Philosophical and Historical Theology


In interacting with this spectrum of Jewish thinking on sin/original sin—some set forth positively, some in response to Christian teaching—a messianic Jewish theology needs to engage at both the philosophical and historical level. 


Philosophical theology


Some areas of engagement philosophically would include: The origin of sin – the avoidance of fatalism and minimization of choice – the extent of sin, the weighing of sin, e.g. in light of Holocaust, for an ordinary person how can “all our deeds be as filthy rags”? – can a person do actual good? are any deeds righteous?
 – systemic / corporate aspects of sin and confession.

Recall Eisen on Jewish theology: unlike Christian theology, Jewish theology has not focused on God’s nature (except in Kabbalah), nor on creation, nor on redemption, but on revelation: “what God wants Jews to do and how we know what God wants.” Choice, doing things, being righteous or unrighteous—how can all this cohere with a doctrine such as “original sin”?


Interaction must also take place with the doctrine of the yetzer hara, briefly mentioned above.  This, the evil inclination, is the most well-known rabbinic concept to explain human sin. Some have attempted to parallel this concept to the idea of original sin in Paul.  On the other hand, Jakob Jocz has said that “the Jewish conception of yezer ha-ra‘ is totally different from the Christian conception of sin.”
 That seems to be the consensus among scholars.


Colorful statements about the yetzer hara abound in rabbinic writings. In rabbinic thinking the yetzer hara was created by God. In a sense, Judaism deals with the existence of human sin by pushing it back to God Himself.  Perhaps that is why the yetzer hara is said to be not only the motivator of sin in mankind, but also has positive value: if not for the yetzer hara, we would not procreate, get a job, and so on.  At age 13, the yetzer hatov enters man.  At any moment, then, we can choose the good or the evil.  Human freedom is preserved.

Historical Theology


Louis Goldberg has spoken of “recontextualizing Nicea” regarding the doctrine of God.
 Do we need a recontextualization of the doctrine of “original” sin? If we think Augustine was on the right track, do we need to recontextualize the church fathers? We note that Augustine’s opponent Pelagius was—like the rabbis—concerned for reality of choice, the reality of a response to God. Another historical consideration is to develop a doctrine of sin in light of Christian anti-Semitism , noting that rabbinic theology often developed in response to Christianity and vice-versa. Also in historically approaching the subject, we must address the influence of Arabic philosophy and Aristotelianism on medieval Jewish philosophy, as well as the hermeneutics of medieval Christian and Jewish biblical exegesis.

The above then, suggests some contours of a messianic Jewish theology on the doctrine of (original) sin.
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