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PREFACE 

My interest in Jewish-Christian relations in the 

middle ages grows out of my personal experience as a Jew 

living in a non-Jewish society. From childhood on I found 

myself defend ing my commitment to Judaism in the presence 

of my Christian friends. Looking back on those early years, 

I realize how interfaith discussions forced me to evaluate 

a nd clarify my stance as a Jew. 

In medieval times o ur ancestors we r e faced with a 

similar challenge. Howeve r , thei r conversations with Chri s-

tians had far-reaching effects . Jewish-Christian encounters 

in past centuries had to take into account the Chri stian 

intent to convert the Jew t o Christianity . During my child-

hood none of my Christian friends entertained such a notion. 

Yet now the times appea r to be changing . While friendly 

intellectual dialogue continues in many circles , the Ameri-

can Jewish community must also face a g r owing challenge 

from prosely ti zing Christians. It is with this recognition 

that the following paper is presented. While thi s work by 

Jacob ben Reuben has been available in Hebrew , it is my hope 

that its arguments and ideas wil l now receive attention 

f rom an English speaking aud i ence . 

In p r epa ring this paper I have received assistance from 

many quarters. My thesis advisor and lea rned professor 

Martin A. Cohen has g~ided me th r ough t he year - long p r ocess 

of analyzing and evaluating primar y and secondary sources. 

~ 
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Taking into account my often erratic travel schedule, he 

has made himself available by phone , letter and in person . 

His gu i dance, particularly in the pr ocess of preparing 

this paper, made the experience smoothe r and easier. 

Special thanks also go to my reade r and editor, Rabbi 

Gary Glickstein . He put in many hours to help make this a 

clear and concise paper. While any criticism of t he con-

tent of this paper must be addressed to the writer alone, 

Rabbi Glickstein's efforts have made it easier to perceive 

that content . 

To my special friends, Judi and Paul Reichenbach , must 

go a lar ge measure of thanks . Thei r presence at 60 River -
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to bear. Paul's sense of humor and Judi's typing skills made 

the completion of this pape r seem effortless . Litt l e Sara 

added comic relief . 

Lastly , to my life ' s partner , Peter A. Weinrobe , I 

owe the g reatest debt . He was always ready to listen 

and advise , encouraging me without pushing. He has made 

ou r marriage a warm and wonde r ful haven from all pressures 

and c ri ses. His endless patience made all the difference. 

Ma rch 28, 1980 
11 Nisan , 5740 

Debra R. Hachen 
New York , New Yor k 
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INTRODUCTION 

Jacob ben Reuben's Milchamot Ha-shem <~ev/JINh/N) 

presents one of the earl iest and most vituperative attacks 

on Christianity be a medieval Jew . According to three of 

the extant manuscripts , 1 Jacob ben Reuben wrote this work in 

1170. It is known under various titles , including ?~O 

.P 11rt / ~s )11~1 '1.JJ , ~'f) 1 J ,, .,, 1D o , and r/7:Jfl,-., / ';J i>Jllllc iJ fr h '.J '1 

?/)'/1/))1. 2 The author himself refers to it asfn'N1>/ il'l-:>tvri 7~ 0 

h d f h . . d . 3 at t e en o is intro uc t1on . 

Before World War II manuscripts of this work existed 

in the British Museum , Breslau, Lening rad , Oxford , Paris and 

Vie nna . After the war the Leningrad and Breslau manuscripts 

were missing . 

Several publishers in the middle to late nineteenth 

century printed parts of Milchamot Ha-shem . These sections 

1 

included the Intr oduction , part of Chapter II, part of Chapter V, 

Chapter XII, and bits and pieces of other chapters . In 1913 

Adolf Posnanski finished preparation of the entire work for 

publication. He died before seeing the fruit of his labors. 

His work was later deposited at the Hebrew Univer si t y on 

4 Mount Scopus. A full Hebrew edition edited and introduced 

by Judah Rosenthal was published in 1963 through Mosad Harav 

Kook. It is the critical edition to which later schol ars refer. 5 

There were several authors with the name Jacob ben 

6 Reuben living around the twelfth century . First, there was 

the Karaite author who wrote 1el1'» 1C>O, a commentary on 

Later Prop h e ts and Writings . This could not be the same 
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person because the author of Milchamot Ha- shem quotes from 

Rabbanite scholars and sources which a Karai t e would never 

mention. 

Another Jacob ben Reuben is the author of a book on 

J.l?/C fl'Ji'lc also called by the title 1~/8'";) 7CJO. Only eleven 

pages of this book are extant. Little is known of this 

writer, and it is possibl e that he is the same as the Jacob 

ben Reuben of Milchamot Ha-shem. Within the text of 

Mi lchamot Ha- shem, Jacob ben Re uben refers to having ex­

plained Psalm 23 in another place. 7 Since it was not men-

tioned elsewhere in Milchamot Ha-shem, he must have me~nt it 

was in a nother work. This could very well be 1e.1~n 7€JO . 

There was also a per son called /)lf.N>J ?/'"!'(Jacob the Poet) . 

who travelled extensively, ending up in Mor occo. He was also 

called ~~fNv , a name used for Jacob ben Reuben in one of the 

Milchamot Ha-shem manuscripts . 

According to two of the Milchamot Ha-shem manuscripts, 8 

Jacob ben Reuben was born in 1150. Another manuscript gives 

1136 as his year of birth. 9 J acob ben Reuben himself notes that 

he is young to be writing such a work when he states that he 

is not well-suited fo r the task I °!/Jl'J Jtl/jl ' .. HJ/f/ ('' because 

of the ignorance of youth " .)10 Throughout the work the au thor 

refers to himself as one who has learned from the JJ'N)n 

(sages) and .fJ'ft1~ (grea t ones) of his generation. The 1150 

date fits such evidence, making h im twenty years old when he 

wrote this work . 

Jacob ben Reuben ' s place of birth and residence at the 
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time he composed this wo rk are unknown. In the Introduction 

he writes of events having occurred when he was in the region 

of ''' 'e"· · 1 11 h. · l h h '" '/ c.. in exi e. Althoug it is c ear t a t e came 

to this place from another region , he does not mention his 

present location by name. Various manuscripts spell this 

name as k'.11-;();', lc.''J'j'Or!, k'''f'tt, or lc'-1j>tj' . 12 Henri 

Gross in Gallia Juda i ca identifies the location with Huesca , 

Spa in which is normally written in Hebrew as 11J1e!lc or '7j>G 'lc/C.
13 

Rosenthal feels the manuscript spellings have more in common 

with Gascony in Southern France. One wa y to approach the 

question of Jacob ben Reuben's residence at the time of 

Milchamot Ha-shem ' s compos ition is to look at the various con-

te1nporary sources and scholars mentioned in the work. Ibn 

Ezra is quoted and mentioned by name in the text. It is known 

that Ibn Ezra travelled in Southern France around 1147, vis iting 

the region of Provence , p roceeding to Northern France , and re­

turning in 1161 to Narbonne in Provence . 14 Since Gascony bor-

ders on the region of Provence, Ibn Ezra ' s writings could easily 

have spread from one location to the other over a short period 

of time. A young man studying in Gascony in the 1160's could 

have had access to Ibn Ezra ' s work. 

Jacob ben Reuben also mentions the physician and writer 

Joseph ben Meir Ibn zabara . Ibn Zabara was born around 1140 

in Barcelona . He travelled extensively in Spain and in Pro­

vence.15 During these travels it is possible that Jacob ben 

Reuben met him. It is also possible that Ibn Zabara's ear l iest 

writings reached Gascony before the writing of Milchamot Ra-shem. 
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It is possible that Jacob ben Reuben was originally in Spain, 

moved to France during the expulsion by Almohades, then re­

turned to Spain at a later date. This would follow the pattern 

of the more famous Tibbon and Kimhi families . 16 

However , Jacob ben Reuben ' s place of residence is less 

important than the audience for which ne wrote. Whether in 

Gascony or Huesca , his Jewish audience was the same . His 

fellow Jews in both locations were confronted with the identical 

challenge : Christian proselytizing of Jews. As Jacob ben 

Reuben himself viewed it: JJ-))'lfJv1 ..O>J'.}llJl'5f J@Od il''n .,,e>;i 

._p.JJ1p'f 'JNINiJ j"JI' f~tf1/ 'lct ,1.;NI '.lrN.P';r,I. 17 ( "We have to 

explain Christian errors and words to the masses of our people , 

because not all of them are wise enough in the depths of their 

minds. " ) To this end Jacob ben Reuben composed Milchamot 

Ha- shem , consisting of an introduction and twelve chapters . 

The work's structu re is straightforward . The first chapter 

deals with rational arguments about Christian and Jewish doc­

trines . The followi ng nine chapters a nalyze passages from 

the Hebrew Bible which the Christians use as proofs of their 

beliefs. Chapter XI is the author' s direct attack on the New 

Testment , emphasizing the Gospel of Matthew. In the final 

chapter the author clearly states his beliefs about Judaism and 

the corning of the messiah. 

Jacob ben Reuben sets the stage for his work by describing 

his encounter with a priest l earned in both theology and philo­

sophy. 18 At this priest ' s insistence, Jacob ben Reuben responds 

to theological questions . The first ten chapte r s of the work 

I 
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are organized as the record of the debate between this 

Christian and Jacob ben Reuben . The priest is called 7nJN~ 

(the Denier) by the author , while he calls himself ~O'N~ 

(the Unifier , or Believer in one God). While the Denier 

begins each seation of the debate, the Believer does more 

than just answer the challenges. He often brings in new 

points of debate. The author at times interrupts the debate 

to give a short introduction to some new issue. At these 

points he refers to himself as )~hN~, the editor. In the 

last two chapters, where Jacob ben Reuben completely takes 

the offensive , he drops the dialogue form and writes directly 

from his own point of view. 

The following chapters will examine the discussion between 

the Believer and the Denier. This discussion is divided into 

three parts. The first part consists of the controversy over 

proper exegesis of texts. The second is an examination of 

Christian doctrines with their refutations by Jacob ben Reuben. 

The concluding chapter discusses Jacob ben Reuben's knowledge 

of various sources, his style, and his purpose in creating 

this work. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

As previously mentioned, the first ten chapters of Mil­

chamot Ha- shem are in the form of a dialogue between a Chris­

tian cal led rh?N:;) , the Denier, and the Jew refer r ed to as ~h iv;J, 

the Believer. The major portion of the discussion bet ween 

these two characters focuses on exegesis of the Hebrew Bible. 

This work contains some criticism of the New Testament found 

toward the close of Milchamot Ha- shem as an addendum to the 

dialogue between the two characters. 

While the central chapters are divided according to the 

order of the books of the Hebrew Bible , verses from any Bibli­

cal book are intersper sed among t he various chapters. Several 

major exegetical themes permeate the discussion. The author's 

first concern is to b r ing out the difference between the literal 

exegesis of Bible and a more figurative, even allegorical , 

approach. The second aim of the author is to refute Christian 

claims that Biblical passages refer to Jesus . The author's 

final point is that Jesus has not fulfilled obvious prophetic 

passages. 

The author clearly identifies the Jewish exegesis as a 

literal form of Biblical interpretation. While according to 

the Believer some allegory is acceptable in Jewish circles , 

the overwhelming approach is to emphasize the Gt~(the literal 

meaning) of a Biblical passage. The Christians, on the other 

hand , look for faults or contradictions within a literal ap­

proach so that they may buttress a more figurative stance . 
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The Jewish response to Christian interpretation re-establishes 

the logic and consistency of the passages in their literal 

sense. 

Milchamot Ha-shem presents five cases which demonstrate 

the proper Jewish r esponse to Christian allegorical interpre-

t ation. In the first instance the Denier claims there is a 

contradiction in the second chapter of Genesis when God first 

allows man to eat from all trees (Gen.2:16) and then forbids 

ea ting from the tree of knowledge (Gen . 2 : 17) . 19 The Believer 

explains that this is simply the way of human speech which can­

not give both commands simultaneously. 20 As we read , we should 

understand these verses as if God commanded the two together: 

the general given simultaneously with the exception. 

The second example is when the Denier points out a con­

tradiction between Genesis 1:31 and Leviticus 11. 21 In the 

first verse God calls all creatures r/cN ~tG (very good), but 

in Lev. 11 God labels some as kNG(defiled or impure). The 

Denier understands this allegorically: all creatures are 

very good when it comes to eating them, but some are defiling 

k . 1 22 to use as wor an1ma s. The pig is given as an example of this 

two-fold approach . The Believer answers that t here are four 

ways one can defeat the Denier's approach . 23 The first he at-

tributes to Ibn Ezr a , namely that within each individual created 

thing one finds mostly good. Therefore God could say all 

were "very good" while each may s t il have contained some bad 

qualities. The second refutation is to understand "very good" 

as referring to the majority of all creatures when they are 
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added together. The sum of crea t ion then is mostly good. 

The thi rd answer is that pair ed opposites are necessary in 

order for us to identify and appreciate the good in the world. 

That is, for good to exist there must be evil. The Believer ' s 

last answer is a refutation of the Denier ' s allegorical solu-

tion concerning the pig. In Levi t icus 11:8 God specifically 

forbade the eating of pig . 24 Christians cannot change direct 

Biblical commands . A second expl anation concerning the issue 

of the pig is that whatever is forbidden to sacrifice is also 

forbidden to eat . This would also prohibit the eating of pig. 

At this juncture the author turns from the Bible to attack 

Christians more severel y . He notes that even the Moslems forbid 

the eating of the pig , leaving the Christians as the minority 

in this custom. Finally , the Believer notes that the dog and 

the pig are treated as parallels within the Bible. He then 

rhetorically asks why the Christians do not encourage the eating 

25 of dog. 

A third argument put forward by the Denier is the seeming 

contradiction between God commanding Moses to build the altar 

a certain way and Moses taking it upon himself to change the 

materials and the size of the altar. 26 Christ i ans understand 

this to be an allegory showing that the proper way to worship 

God can change , and that the Christians now possess that pro-

per way. The Believer bases his defense of the l iteral inter-

. h . 27 pretation on t ree points. Fi r st , Moses is only following 

commands as given by God in Exodus 27:1-2 and Exodus 30:1- 2. 

This shows he must build two different altars. Moses does not 
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deviate from God ' s commands. Secondly , the Believer points 

out God's 'f)k fir , acting in a way to make the command more 

palatable and acceptable to people . God first asks only for 

an earthen altar. He then allows s tone to be used as long as 

it was not hewn stone. Lastly , God allows the people to in-

corporate precious materials in the altar unde r the rubric of 

a free-will offering . Therefore God did not change His mind 

about the composition of the altar, but rather revealed His 

plan slowly . The Believer bases his last argument on the 

practical use of the two altars. The Christian questioned 

the difference in the size of the two altars Moses built. The 

Believer explains that one was for animals which needed more 

room, the other for spices which required less space. 28 

The fourth case in which the Christians question the lit-

eral approach is understanding Deuteronomy 22:10 in which God 

forbids using the ox and ass to plow together . 29 The Denier 

asks why other kinds of cooperation are allowed between these 

two animals since they are a mixture of a /c.NG (defiling) ani­

mal and a )t~G(pure) one. Secondarily , the Denier wants to 

kno w why only these two animals are mentioned . The Denier•s 

own answer is to interpret this allegorically. He explains 

that animals are often considered to represent leadership 

types . The Deuter onomy passage indicates that there are 

certain kinds of people who should not be leaders, the lcNG 

(defiling ) types. The Denier explains that he is basing this 

argument on Pau1 1 s 30 exegesis of the rules found in Lev . 11:2-8 

d . . l 31 regar ing anima s. The Believer explains that God's mercy 

• 
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is behind this commandment. 32 Since the ox chews its cud, 

the ass would suffer from hunger while they stood side-by-side 

working together plowing. All other kinds of work can be done 

together because one would be in front of the other, so the ass 

would not see the ox "eating." The Believer also corrects 

the Denier about animals being kNCor llvC. He explains that 

live animals have no such qualities; animals can only defile 

when they are dead. 33 

The last case juxtaposes God prohibiting idol-making 

(Ex . 20:3- 4) and God comma nding Moses to make a snake idol 

(Numbers 21:8) . 34 The Christian allegorical solution sees 

the snake as a symbol of sin. Since only a snake can defeat 

a sndke , Jesus must take that form to defeat sin. When Moses 

makes the snake image he is really presenting Jesus to the 

people as their sav ior from sin . When the people demonst r ate 

their belief in the snake, Jesus heals them. For the Denier 

the pole on which the snake symbol is placed is a clear reference 

to the cross on which Jesus died. The Believer first refutes 

this by explaining what the prohibition of idol-making really 

meant. The prohibition did not include any rule against making 

decorative forms . .3 5 It forbade any form intended as an object 

of worship. To the Believer the snake r epresents the punish­

ment God brought upon the people. The purpose of the snake 

symbol was to induce the people to recognize that God has the 

powe r to heal just as He has the power to harm. 36 The p lacing 

of the snake on the pole was not t o r epresent a cross , bu t 

rather to force the people to look upward in recognition of 

• 
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God' s power over them . 

The author ' s second area of conce r n in connection with 

Biblica l exegesis is t hat of Biblical passages which Christians 

have traditionally interpreted as referr ing to Jesus . The 

majority of these are in the book of Isaiah , though other 

prophetic books and even some of the ..P 1
r l j)'J (Writings) are 

examined . The following parag r aphs present the detailed a r ­

guments between the Den ier and the Believer about such passages . 

The earliest passage in Isaiah identified iby the Denier 

as describing Jesus is Isa.11 which opens with , "And there shall 

come forth a rod out of the stem of Yishay , and a branch shall 

grow out of his roots. " 37 The passage goes on to descr ibe 

how this person will contain God ' s spi rit . He will judge 

other people a nd mete ou t proper punishment . 'J~he Denier iden­

tifies the branch as Jesus , the savior and judge! . 38 The 

Believer ' s response is threefold . 39 First , he points out t hat 

if one continues on in the chapter to verses 11- 12 , o ne finds 

that when this judge arrives , the remnant of Israel will be 

gathered from all over the world. Since that did not take 

place i n Jesus ' time , the rest of the chapter could not apply 

to him . Second, t he message of the chapter is a consol ation 

to the people of Israel after Asshur had destroyed so many of 

them. As a final response to this argument , the Believe r agrees 

with one point the Denier makes, that verse six descr ibing 

the wol f and lamb lying down together is meant as an al l egory . 

Ano t her verse cited by the Denier 40 is Isa . 28 : 16 , "I l ay 

i n Zion for a foundation a stone , a tried stone , a precious 



corner s tone •. •• " The tried stone is identif i ed with Jesus . 

The Believer' s answer 41 is to continue on with verses 17 and 

18 which show that the coming of this tried stooe he r alds a 
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time when death a nd destruction will come to destroy the wicked. 

The stone then brings death a nd not salvation , so if Jesus is 

the stone he is not a savior. 

In Isa.30 : 20 the prophet describes a teacher, saying, 

"thy teacher shall not withdraw himself anymore , but thy eyes 

shall see thy teacher . " To the Denier this is Jesus. 42 The 

1 . 43 h h. ' 'f Be iever counter s that t e istory of Jesus own 11 e con-

tradicts such an application . Jesu ~ did withdraw himself by 

orig inally fleei ng from his people . Secondly , he was not a 

real te~cher because he never taught the sages of Israel . Last­

ly, J esus is labeled by the Believer as .h~v )On, a person lack-

ing in intellegence. Taking all this into account, Jesus could 

not be the teacher in the verse . 

The next citat ion is Isa . 33 : 13-17 which describes the 

· f 11 · ht k . Wh1·1e the Den1·er 44 says coming o a to t a y rig .eous ing . 

h . . h B 1 . 45 . h . 14 h t is is Jesus, t e e iever points out t at in ve r se t e 

sinners are afraid of thi s king. I f Jesus came to save sinners , 

would they not rejoice r a ther than fear him? The mean ing 

according to the Believer is that only the righteous person will 

be able to see this king . 

In Isa.42 : 1-4 we have the firs t case of a passage men­

tioning a servant (~po ) is identified with Jesus . 46 In ve r ses 

1-3 the servant who b r ings judgment i s described . In verse 4, 

the Christians read " and the i sles wait for his Torah" as a 
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reference to the new law which Jesus brings to replace the 

old one. The Believer47 refutes this by pointing out that 

the Denier has previously identified Jesus as a great and 

powerful figure , connecting him with Isa.35 : 4 , " . .. your God 

will come with vengeance .••. " In rsa.42:1-4 the person is 

described as a humble servant. He cannot be both . Obviously 

the ve r ses do not describe Jesus . Moreover , the Denier can-

not take the plain word ~1 1.J') (Tor ah) and say that it now means 

a new Torah. The Torah i s the same one given to Moses and 

it does not change . Lastly , the Believer presents the Jewish 

reading of these ver s es. 48 They descr:be the coming of Cyr us 

to power . The phrase "isles wait for Torah" indicates that 

strangers will also have a share in the Torah . 49 

The Christian equation: Tor ah = new Torah, is continued in 

Isa.51:4-5 " for Torah will pr oceed from me. " SO Again the 

Believer says that the use of the word Torah does not mean a 

new Torah . And , if one continues in this chapte r through 

verse 12, the sense of the chapter is tha t no mortal man can 

endure. Therefore applying thi s section to Jesus would be 

denying h is immortality. 

The crucial pa ssages used by the Den ier to identify 

Jesus as the "suffering servant " are found in Isaiah chapters 

52 and 53 . The Believer refutes this identification on five 

count s. · 51 h · h d. · b First , t ere i s t e contra ict1on etween verses 

there which describe Jesus as ugly a nd versus cited elsewher e 

by the Denier as showing Jesus' physical beauty. Two examples 

of such verses are Psalm 45:3 , " faire r than the children of 

' 
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men" and Jeremiah 11: 16 , "fair with goodly f r uit . " He cannot 

be both ugly and fa i r. Secondly, God's nature is to be always 

exal t ed . 52 Though it is true that this ugly servant becomes 

exalted in Isa . 52:13 and 14, "he shall be exalted and extolled , 

and be very high, " his visage remains marred (verse 15). God 

can never be marred, so this servant cannot be God . The Be­

liever ' s thi r d p r oof53 is t h a t Isa.53 : 3-4 refers to a man who 

is constantly ill, J)/iJ/c.)11/ e··1c. Jesus ' history is not that 

of a sick man . Further , the illness and afflictions of the 

servant in Isaiah are caused by God . Jesus' aff l ictions were 

caused by men . A fourth counter to the servant being Jesus is 

h . I 53 4 . . l h d h . h. 54 t at i n sa. : it i s c ear t at Go as sm i tten t is person . 

If Jesus is God, this cannot fit. God cannot be smitten by God. 

Las t l y , the fifth arg ument by the Believer points o u t t he Jewish 

reading of '::!ipy 
"1 , "my servant . " It cannot apply to God because 

God is never anyone else ' s servant. It is the name God gives 

to Israel. 

Another interesting application of an Isaiah passage to 

Jesus is 53 : 3-5 where the Denier focuses not on the servant 

nature of the person des cribed but rather on his suffering 

bringing salvation to others. 55 The Believer points out t hat 

from within this passage one can see that Jesus ' soul cannot 

save anyone e l se I s soul. In 53: 10 it reads , J<liJ.J .Pelc fl1 e./J ..Pie , 

"if his soul shall consider it a recompense for guilt , " mean-

ing he was a guilty person himself with an unclean soul. 

Then in 53:12 it says , "he has poured out his soul to death," 

meaning his soul itself dies. 56 The Believer asks how anyone 

• 
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who is a sinner and whose soul dies can save other souls. 

If Christians take this to mean that the souls of other people 

depend on Jesus then there are other examples in the Bible 

57 where people ' s souls depended on other persons . One 

example would be Gen.12 : 13 where Sarah has the power to save 

Abraham by lying and saying she was only his sister , a s Abra-

ham puts it, " and my soul shall live because of thee." Ano-

ther case is Gen . 19:19 when Lot indicates that he owes his 

life to the men who removed him from So dom before the de-

struction saying, 

mercy which thou hast shown to me in saving my life"). So 

the servant's saving souls or lives in Isaiah does not make 

him divine. 

In Isa.62:10-11 the Denier explains that the phrase 

k~ p~e· ~Jt( 11 behold, they sa lvation comes") means " behold Jesus 

comes . " 58 the Believer ' s answer is that one cannot change the 

word r~e'to r!t' . 59 The Believer then points out Isa.63:1- 3,
6

0 

where the Denier reads..Pif(~ty as the color red which symbolized 

J e sus ' bloo d pouring out for the people . First the Believer 

counters that one cannot change J>li'lcN to .PrlkN. Further, in 

verses 2 and 3, it i s other people's blood that gets sprinkled , 

not this person identified as Jesus. The Believer also attacks 

the Denier for taking up Jerome ' s error of always reading Iv~ 

(blood) as_)]/~/~ (transgressions). 61 The Believer even offers 

examples where this cannot be so. Lastly he points out that 

if the Denier extended this interpretation, Isa.63:6 would 



mean that Jesus kills innocent people, for he "trods down 

people in anger" and "poured out their lifeblood upon the 

earth . 11 62 
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In one last Isaiah reference the Denier identifies Jesus 

through verses 65:1-5 and 65:8. The Denier 63 sees ve rses 1 

and 2 as describing Jesus ' attempts to seek out: the people: 

"I was ready to be sought by those who did not ask for me •... " 

In verse 8, he interprets the wine as referring to Jesus. The 

Bel i ever ' s refutation is that firstly the wine can be under-

stood in its literal sense, referring to a cluster of grapes 

that are the first fruits, therefore containing a special 

blessing. 64 Secondly, the Jewish reading of these verses is 

that God saves Israel. 

The Denier's arguments move on to other books of the 

Bible : Psalms and prophetic works. However, there are a few 

comments on the Torah and other writings. In Deut . 18:15 the 

Denier 65 identifies Jesus as the prophet: who "God will raise 

up to thee .•. from the midst of thee , of thy bre thren , like 

me ... . " The Denier says that Jesus is the one who most closely 

fits a Moses-like description , since he too was a l awgiver . 

The Bel i eve r refutes this , arguing that the new prophet de-

scribed by Moses must also match Moses by being human and 

morta1 . 66 If Jesus is this person , then Jesus is not divine. 

The ph r ase "like me" does not mean the new prophet will also 

be a lawgiver, but rather he will be a believable prophet. 67 

In Daniel 9:24 there is reference to the coming of a pro-

phet and the anointing of the Holy of Holies . The Denier 
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quotes this verse as reading 

_JJ:JJ)/) 1 &.t ( "when the Hol y of Holies comes your messiah ship will 

remain.") This the Denier applies to Jesus ' messiahship. The 

masoretic text extant today reads JO'~YJ e;p /JtlJl!J k 1
,:JJI. The 

Believer states that the Denier has a corrupt text. The Believer 

. d . f. 68 h h in ent1 ies t e e rro r as coming from Augustine w o added extra 

words to the verse. 

The Denier then examines Proverb 4 . 69 Here there is talk 

of the "Father' s Son" giving instruction , even Torah. The Be­

liever answers70 by applying the continuation of the passage . 

This son clearly needed teaching (v . 4) and needed to live by 

the law, as his father told him: -,1 '/Jt '.../)!]/II 7Ne ( " keep my com-

mandments and live") . Also , this son clearly had brothers. 

The Be liever bases th is point on v.3 where his text reads 

'tVk 'J~J 1'/J'! meaning the first or special one among the sons 

of my mother. The masoretic text we have today reads instead 

'Nie 'Je>J r'IJ I I , "the only one is the sight of my mother ." 

There are several possible explanations for this difference. 

Jacob ben Reuben could have been working from a different 

text. 71 Re could have known the r eading as we have it today , 

yet chosen to change the word because it fit the Christian 

argument too well. It is also possible that the text was in a 

state of flux and he chose a reading which fit his polemic . 

Research on twelfth century manuscript differences in Proverbs 

might answer this more definitively . 

The Denier emphasizes passages in Psalms as identifying 

Jesus . He begins with Psalm 45. According to the Denier 's 
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• 72 3 d • t view , verse escr1bes Jesus ' beauty , ' Thou art fairer 

than the children of men ." Verses 7- 8 show Jesus ' divinity, 

"Thy throne 0 God is fo r ever and ever .. • therefore God , thy 

God , has anointed thee with the oil of gladness above thy 

fe l lows ." Las t ly , the Den ier read verses 10-12 as describing 

Jesus ' mother, "upon thy right hand stands the queen in 

l d f Of ' II 0 J • h 7 3 • • h go o i r. ... ne ew1s answer is to point out tat 

the Denier vacillates between describing Jesus ' appearance 

as beautiful and as ugly . Secondly , the Believer points out 

the phrase in verse 8 , r-ndtc .J'',jJ/c (h<!IN , " therefore God, 

thy God, has anoin ted thee. " If Jesus were God himself , how 

could another god anoint him? Could another god cont r o l our 

God? Also , the th r one mentioned is the throne from God , not 

God ' s own th r one . Lastly thP. Believer cites verse 17 in 

which the person described in the preceding verses is referred 

to as havirag children . Since Jesus had no children , he can-

not be the one described. 

Psalms 46-50 are treated next. In 46:11 the Denier74 

t a kes the word J'l7/c ( " I will raise up" ) to mean .fl/11) ( "was 

lifted up") . This then would refer to Jesus' exaltation and 

sacrifice. He also applies 48:4- 6 where kings are desc r ibed as 

assembling: /y~/J (wi tnessing) . The Denier relates these to 

t he kings who witnessed Jesus ' bi r th. The Believer ' s answer s 

are threefold . 75 First , .JJ/7/c means going up not coming down . 

Therefore it cannot be used to mean God ' s coming ~own to be 

among the people or LO be on earth . Secondl y, the word 

does not have to mean witnessing an unusual event like the 



birth of Jesus. The word is often used in connection with 

acts done by kings . Lastly, these kings do not fit with the 

ones witnessing Jesus ' birth . Here in Psalms the kings are 

trembling , but why would they be afraid of Jesus? Also , the 

place they visit is Jerusalem , but Christian history places 

Jesus' birth in Bethlehem. Either way, the kings do not fit 

a Chris tian interpretation . 

In Psalm 68 two verses are applied to Jesus. 76 Verse 2 

JJ 1,1ftc /''f'' is t aken to mean Jesus' ascension . Verse 21 -,/J))'JI 

.JJ!k]U1 ..)i1Nf 'J11c. is read to mean that Jesus can save us from 

the issues (}l/k]t.11) of death . The Believer77 refutes this 
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fi r st on the grounds that the entire chapter is set at Sinai . 

He further points out that the Jewish reading of ...)~r:3rJ> is 

that Torah laws can save the soul. This is not very clear but 

Jacob ben Reuben may be reading _,A//c]1.11 ../JtAlf as " a~ainst death 

(are) the saving laws. II 

Psalm 72 describes a king and judge. The Denier 78 

identifies him as Jesus, especially noting verse 6, "May he 

come done like r ain upon the mown g rass . " Two verses are used 

b h 1 · d · h · · 79 1 b · y t e Be iever to isprove t is connection . Verse eg1ns 

with the word >7A1Jlf, which the Believer takes as meaning that 

the following verses describe Solomon. And , verse 11 says that 

"all kings fall down before him; all nations serve him." The 

Believer points ou t that this would well apply to Solomon at 

the height of his rule. It cannot apply to Jesus for only one 

nation , the Christian, bow t o him or serve him. 

The last two psalms the Denier cites are Ps.87 and Ps.110. 80 

• 



In the first , ve r se 5 says that ;);3-1J.· ~·1c1 e'k:, liter ally ·. 
"man and man was born in her " (refe rring to Zion) . The 

Denier a r gues that the two references to i~ are a hint at 

Jesus' two par ts : divine and human . The Jewish answer 81 is 

that the grammar in the fol l owing verse shows the psalm is 

talking about a single per son : "this man was born the r e. " 
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In Psalm 110:1 God says to someone "sit thou at my right hand." 

To the Denier this means Jesus. To the Believer, that would 

mean that the Son would have less power than God Himself, since 

the Son sits to one side . The r efore , Jesus could not be 

divine . Secondly , the Denier ignores the apparent meaning 

of the psalms .as r eferr ing to David. The word ~{does not 

mean that David should co~e and sit at God ' s side, but rather 

that he shou ld "rema in" there. fJ~· also means "remain" in 

Deut . 1:46 and Gen.13:18. Later verses of this same psalm re-

inforce the interpretation that i t is talking of David whom 

God will protect from al l his enemies. 

A few other citations from various prophetic books a re 

used by the Denier to prove that Jesus was p r edicted in the 

H b "bl H 6 82 . h" h 2 d 3 lk f e rew Bi e . osea in w ic verses an ta o 

being raised up on the third day i s connected by the Den ier 

to the resurrection of Jesus . The Believer83 points out first 

that the Bible actually says ·/J(!!/: , mean ing that he will raise 

us, not he will rise himself. The Believer then asks how 

Jesus could r evive himself if he died . If he were t ruly dead 

he could not act to revive himself. If only his body died, 

as some Christians might claim , then the messiah was half-dead 



and half-alive. The Believer finds this to be a ridiculous 

stance. 

In Hosea 10:12 the Denier84 takes the phrase .;J)l't /cit:>' 

to literall y mean God will physically come to earth. The 

B l • 85 • / ' I 
e iever points out that the verb tclrr does not have to 

mean a physical coming . Examples of more figurative uses 

of the word can be found in I Samuel 3:10 , Isaiah 19:1 , and 

Exodus 11:4 . 

Turning to the book of Jeremiah , the Denier cites two 

major passages . 86 In Jer.11:16 the olive tree is taken by 
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thP. Denier as Jesus , as is the un~nowing lamb being led to 

slaughter in verse 18 . The Believer87 answers that the olive 

tree is destroyed by God . That would mean that God destroyed 

Jes us purposefully and because He hated him. In regards to 

verse 18 , if Jesus were divine, he could not be "unknowing" 

like the lamb men t ioned there . God mus t be omniscient. As 

the Believe r sees it , the burned olive t r ee means the punish-

ment that will come to those who worship Baal . The lamb is 

the p rophet Jeremiah himself , f l ee ing from the men of Anatot . 

The second Jeremiah passage used by the Denier is Jere-

miah 23. The chapte r talks of a king who wi ll be a descendant 

of David and whose name will be ·IJ J.f ~ •1liJ 1 ( "the Lord is our 

righteousness " ) . For the Deni e r this is a good example of 

the blending of the human and the divine in Jesus: he comes 

from David (human) but his name includes ;}/iJ' (divine). To 

the Believer 88 Jesus cannot fit the description in Jeremiah . 

First , the per son described shoul d save Judah and Israel, but 
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Jesus did neither . Secondly, the Believer suggests that the 

word 'J/i>' might not really be part of a name. If it is, it 

would not mean that the person had t o be divina , for many 

names include God ' s name. As examples he cites Gen . 35:7 and 

Ex.17:15. Lastly, from the whole passage it is clear to the 

Believer that this king has not yet come. 

A few other prophetic passages are mentio ned by the 

Denier . In Joel 2: 23 he reads the word ;,.?IN~ as meaning 

teacher. 89 (Its usual meaning is "the former rain.") This 

teacher is t he messiah, Jesus. The Believer 90 holds that 

God is giving this .,))ttt1 , therefore: the >J)/,y cannot be divine. 

If it is Jesus, then Jesus is not divine. This same argument 

is used to refute any r efe rence to Jesus in Habakkuk 1:1291 

whe>re the Denier identifies "the establi shed one " ( 1J.,~o.') -. 
as Jesus . Since God established him , 1~ himself cannot be 

all powerful and therefore cannot be divine. 

Lastly , in Malachi 2:6 we r ead of a per son upon whose 

lips is the Torah of truth, who turns away many from iniquity. 92 

The problem with call ing this person Jesus is that in Malachi 

it is clearly a person who is a descendant of Levi . Jesus was 

supposed to be of the house of David. 

To summarize, Jacob ben Reuben ' s criticism of Christian 

exegesis spel ls out the errors of the Denier. First, the 

Denier ignores the GUJ (simple meaning) of the verse in ques-

tion . Then, verses he chooses to interpret as referring to 

Jesus conflict with other Biblical passages . Thirdly , the 

Denier takes phrases or verses out of context. He misreads 
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words and ,bometimes even adds words . He ignores the lo­

gical consequences of inter preting the verse a certain 

way. 

I n various places Jacob ben Reuben points out that cer-

tain prophecies that t he messiah should have fulfilled are 

ignored by the Denier . While the author devotes mor e atten-

tion to this point a t t he end of the work , many i nstances are 

examined within the chapters dealing with exegesis . Events 

which should have occured were Jesus t he t r ue messiah incl ude : 

the people should have been ransomed (Isa . 35 : 10); 93 trees 

should have grown i n the wilderness <Isa.41:12- 30) 94 people 

should have dwelt peacefully after his coming (Isa.30 : 20) ;95 

he shoul d have trod upon other peoples ' princes (Isa . 41:25- 27) 96 

have ended all wars (Isa . 2 : 4) ; 97 rebuilt Jer usalem (Isa.45 : 15); 98 

been a king r iding a donkey (Zech.9 : 9); 99 ruled from Beth-

lehem (Micah 5 : 1): 100 redeemed the people and the city 

(Isa.62:12) ; 101 freed the captives (Isa.61:1); 102 built the 

wastes (Isa . 61 : 4) : 103 redeemed Zion (Isa . 59:19-20) : 104 

105 bound up Israel's breach (Isa . 30 : 20); saved Judah and Israel 

(Jer.23) ; 106 destroyed all the enemies (Zech .12 : 10) . 107 None 

of these p rophecies were fulfilled by Jesus. 

The other part of Jacob ben Reuben ' s work wh ich focuses 

on exegesis is his examination of Christian wr itings . All 

of chapter XI is the author's refutation a nd c r iticism of 

New Testament passage s . He analyzes the fol lowing fourteen 

passages . 

Matthew 1 : 1-16 presents the genealogy of Joseph who 



married Mary, mother of Jesus. 108 Joseph's line is traced 

back to King David . The firs t criticism offer ed is that the 

few mothers mentioned in this genealogy are mostly negative 

female char ac t ers . They are Rahab , Tamar and the mother of 

Solomon (Bathsheba} who were adultresses , prostitutes , o r 

tricksters . Mary then is included among evil women. Further, 

since Joseph is David1c , Ma r y cannot be of the same tribe. 

A woman had to marry outside he r tribe . Since the Christians 

claim that Joseph was not the progenitor of Jesus , the child 

cannot claim Davidic descent. 

In Matthew 3 :13-17 the Gospel t alks of Jesus ' baptism 

and of the spirit of God descending upon him . Jacob ben 

R b 109 . h h. ld h 1 k d eu en po ints out t at t is wou mean t at Jesus ac e 

the holy spirit before he was baptized. He t herefore 

could not be divine . Moreso , if Jesus were crea t ed out of 

thP holy spirit , he should not have needed baptism . 

The fasting of Jesus for forty days told in Matt-

hew 4:1-11 , 110 depicts Jesus as famished . Satan challenges 

him t o turn stones into bread and eat it for food . The 

author arg ues t hat the state of hunger would be impossible 

if Jesu s were divine . Moreso, Moses was able to fast for 

forty days without becoming hungry, yet he was human . 111 So 

Jesus was not as great as Moses . Further , if Jesus were 

d i vi ne , he could have done what is described in verse 4 : l ive 

on God ' s wor ds . Lastly , this passage in Matthew suggests that 

one is not to t est God . Jacob ben Reuben cites many instances 

where such testing occured: Moses pe rformed signs (Ex .4: 1); 
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Elijah challenged God to light the altar fire (l King 18 : 24) r 

Elisha tested God (II Kings 5 : 8); God commanded his own tes­

ting (Malachi 3:10); and Gideon tested God (Judges 6:37 , 39} . 

Jacob ben Reuben goes o n to attack the Gospel in Matt­

hew 5 : 33-39 . 112 He accuses Jesus of both destroying the Torah 

and adding to it. The destruction occur s when Jesus tells 

the people not to use oaths containing God ' s name. This is 

directly contr ary to the Bible which says 'lrl U IA1 t~1 ("and 

thou shalt swear by His name " ) in Deut . 6:13. Jesus adds to 

the Torah by telling people to " turn the other cheek" . This 

goes beyond the Bibl i cal command of a n eye fo r an eye . The 

author continues this same criticism of Jesus in Matt.5:43- 44 . 

Here Jesus again changes the law, adding a command to love 

one ' s enemies . Jacob ben RPuben points out four faults in th1s 

command. Firstly, it goes against Lev.19 : 18 which specifies 

o n ly loving "thy neighbor as thyself . " Secondly, a statement 

like Jesus ' shows that he r ejects the Torah as a Torah of 

mercy . By this , Jacob ben Reuben probably means that Jesus 

misreads the Tor ah, for otherwise he would fi nd mercy with i n 

it and not need to invent new laws outside of it. Thirdly, 

he notes that this law has not helped the Christians because 

they still fi~ht with each other. Lastly, he accuses Jesus 

of encou r aging the Christians to do " forbidden things " i n 

their churches as a result of this law . It is not clear ex-

actly what ritual ac t s the author refers to he r e . Perhaps 

he means the persecution o r forced baptism of Jews. 

113 A short comment on Matt . 11 : 25-27 notes that when Jesus 
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thanks the "Father" for hiding certain ideas from the learned , 

a nd revealing them to the simple , and for entrusting knowledge 

co the " Son, " the Gospel is admitting that there is a separation 

between the knowledge of the "Father" and the knowledge of 

the "Son." Jacob ben Reuben builds much on this kind of 

separation in other places where he seeks t o show that the 

trinity cannot be a unity. 114 

1'15 Turning to Matt.12:1-8 , one reads the stor y of Jesus 

allowing his disciples to eat from the fields on Shabbat , a 

practice that clearly breaks Jewish law. Jesus defends this 

practice on the grounds that David had once eaten sacred 

bread which he should not have touched. He a l so defends him-

self on the grounds that the priests in the temple break the 

Sabbath, yet are held innocent. Jacob ben Reuben criticizes 

this passage on four counts. First , if Jesus were divine he 

should have forbidden his disciples acting t his way on the 

Sabbath, based o n the commandment in the Torah to work six 

days and rest on the seventh . 116 The second critic ism is of 

Jesus ' attempts to base this action on David ' s breaking the 

law. Jacob ben Reuben points out that David ' s act was 

punished by his having to flee . Also , David acted only 

once: he did not try co change the law . Further, if Jesus 

were to al low imitation of David even when David b r oke the 

law, Jesus would have to allow adulte r y ! As a third c riticism 

of this passage , Jacob ben Reuben shows that the law concerning 

fire did not apply to the priest. In Ex . 35 : 3 the command­

ment is co have no fire P;)'JJ~VN S)f:) (in all your dwellings) . 

• 
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Since the sanctuary was not the priests' dwelling, the 

law did not apply there . Lastly , Jacob ben Reuben accuses 

Jesus again of adding to Moses ' words. He changes a law 

handed down by Moses, even though in another place in the 

Gospel (Matt.5:17) Jesus claims he did not come to 

abolish the law. 

Another internal contradiction is brought up by Matt.8:1-4117 

in which Jesus commands a leper whom he has cured to go and 

make the proper sacrifice. This contradicts other passages of 

the New Testament . It contr adicts Matt.9:13 where Jesus says 

that mercy, not sacrifice , is required of people . Jesus also 

tells the leper to keep the matter secret . This contra-

diets three other places in the New Testament where he com-

mands people to sp~ead the word (Luke 8:39, Mark 5:18-20 , and 

Matt.10:32). 

In Matt.26 : 36-39 Jesus is praying to God. Jacob ben 

b 11 f . bl . h h. 118 Reu en spe s out ive pro ems wit t is . How can God 

pray to God? If Jesus were divine , how could he be afraid? 

If one tries to say that only the body was afraid while the 

s oul was not afraid, this cannot be . It is assumed that when 

a body is in pain, the soul is also in pain . Jesus himself 

admits that his s ou l is involved when he tells his disciple: 

'J,IWrf 1UJi1r1'f" (my soul is grieved unto death) . Why does Jesus 

c omplain about his impending death when so much is said about 

him taking on this act willingly? Finally, the passage im­

p lies that Jesus lacks the power to save himself. Jacob ben 

Reuben points out that the men in the Daniel story were saved 

• 
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by their faith alone , and Jesus t he r efore is not as good 

as they were (Dan . 3 :27 ) . 

In Matt.21:19 Jacob ben Reuben finds an ind ica tion that 

Jesus i s lacking in many ways . 119 In this stor y Jesus sees 

a fig tree f rom afar , but wh e n he approaches it he fi nds no 

f r uit . He cur ses it and it withers a way . This shows that 

Jesus was not d ivine , for he l acked omniscience. He should 

have known whether the tree had f ruit or not. Also , Jesus 

appea r s a fool when he des troys a defenseless fruit tree 

simply because it did not please him . This contradicts his 

ea rlier s tateme nt o f "love your enemies." 

In Matt . 28 : 16- 19120 Jesus talks of being given the king­

ship : ".Ji l:i$N 'f ,·)J(JU." The author here points out that if 

it was given h im, the r e was some higher powe r who gave it . 

Again, Jesus cannot be divine. 

Turning to Mat t . 15:21-25 , 121 Jacob ben Reuben q uotes the 

story of a Canaanite woman whom Jesus refused to help because 

he was sent only to the house of Israel. The author no tes 

t hat this contradicts Ch r istian doctrine in which Jesus was 

sent to the whole world. It also contradicts the prophets 

who make it clear that God desi r es the r epentance of e v e ry 

si nner. Another case s i milar to this is in Matt . 13:10-13 

where Jesus says that t he parables he t el l s are on l y for a 

f e w, not for all people . 

In Matt . 12 : 30-32122 Jesus himself differentiates be-

tween slander spoken against the Holy Spirit a nd slander 

s poke n agai nst the Son . For the fo rmer the re is no forgive-

• 
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ness, while the latter will be forgiven. Jacob ben Reuben 

points out that this would mean there is no unity within the 

trinity . Further , such a statement would l ead to the ul-

timate absurdity; where would one ' s soul go after death if 

the Holy Spirit would not grant forgiveness, while the rest 
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of God would? This passage cannot be interpreted rationally . 

Lastly , Jacob ben Reuben brings up some comments 

made centuries earlier by Nestor Ha-Komer. 123 Nestor Ha-Komer124 

mentions that Jesus had to be either the q nJe 0 (sent ) or 

the " nSirl' (sender) i he could not be both . Then Nestor cites 

passages from the Gospel in which Jesus himself admits to 

being a messenger, not God Himself . However, all the pas-

sages are summaries or paraphrases. They cannot be found in 

our present version of the New Testament . 

Jacob ben Reuben not only criticizes the Gospels 

but is aware of arguments of other Christian writers. One 

of thP.se is O/S/k@(Paul) 125 whom the Denier quotes126 as 

saying that the Jews believe in a God containing both good 

and bad. The Believer answers127 that Paul , an enemy 

of the Jews, cannot be a n authority on what Jews believe . 

Secondly, there cannot be good and bad incidents in God. 

Incidents only affect man and other changing objects. Since 

God must be changeless, God cannot be affected by incidents. 

Rather , God created incidents . God only created the good and 

is not the source of bad. However, good creations involve 

h 1 . . 128 . t emse ves in circumstance wn1ch brings evil. God gave 

man only goodness, but just as wine can turn to vinegar when 
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left alone, so man can turn to evil . Lastly, God cannot 

contain good and evil because God is Jl'flc1 and J{)nk(the 

First and the Last). Since good and bad are created things , 

they cannot be part of God's essence. God is beyond creation , 

not part of it . 

Though exegesis comes into play throughout the enti re 

work , it is most clearly the basis of argumentat i on in the 

areas examined above. The Hebrew Bible , the New Testament 

and the words of a Christian writer are criticized by Jacob 

ben Reuben. Another area which uses exegesis is that of his-

torical a rguments . Certain historical expectations are seen 

by the Christians as having been fulfilled by the Jews, as 

witnessed by the Hebrew Bible. The Jews , on the other hand, 

also use the a rgument of history to show Jesus to be false. 

One of the main Christian arguments i s that the Jews 

rejected God . History proves this because the Jews suffer. 

According to the Denier , God makes unbelievers suffer . There­

fo re, the Jews' suffering proves they have been rejected by 

God as unbelievers . 129 To buttress this , the Denier also 

quotes from Isa.45:8-10 where the prophet rages against one 

who would say to his father "What begettest thou? " (v . 10). 130 

The Denier says this is about the Jews who question the off­

spring (Jesus) of the divine "Father.n The Believer offers 

no answer. 

A second Christian attack is that the Jews killed God ; 131 

specifically , they sold Jesus. To prove t he selling the 

Chri stian turns back to the Hebrew Bible . The first passage 

• 



the Denier cites is Zec h.11 :121 32 in which a 30 shekel r e­

ward is supposedl y mentioned. The Believer133 criticizes 

this because the passage is talking about a /J ( (price for 

hire) not a l~N(selling p r ice). The individual being 

talked about in Zechar iah is being paid , not paid for . The 
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Believer also notes the true sense of the passage is a descrip-

tion of a shepherd . Another verse used by the Denier t o show 

that the Jews sold Jesus i s Amos 2 : 6134 which says , "because 

they sold the r i gh t eous for s i lver , the poor for a pa i r of 

shoes .'' The Christ i a n r ead s the last wo r d "..,P 1 k~J" as 

11 &1J 11 : to be locked up o r c l osed up . The Believer1 35 of 

course objects to t his changing of a Hebrew word . Secondly , 

he says that this would cont r adict what Christian writings 

say . In Chris t ian wri t i ngs the Jews buy Jesus f r om Judah . 

They are not the seller s. In the Amos ve r se, if read the 

Christian way , they would have sold Jesus . 

The result of all this evil which the Jews had done , ac-

cording to the Den i er , was that they would carry the sin for 

killing God forever . As the Denier put it: 11 
;

1Jo JV>lcvl]J 

t ._pJ/?> i J>.J' J (J J~ .fl~ ofa .J'j )~ rJ-j} L v&ye' >)fl~n 11136 (they S inned 

against hjm a g r eat s i n , which is i ncumben t upon you a nd you r 

descendants fo r ever.) 

The other histor ical result of the Jews ' supposed sin 

against Jesus was the loss of the kingship. Here the Den ier 137 

bases his argument OG Gen . 49 : 10 in which Jacob is giving 

" Cri~ 110'-!cl va r ious blessings to his sons . He says: 

,)d'~ /cfJ' -':J 11 l'dc'l ( rt1 i'?l/)11/ i)i />J'f/" . The Christians 

• 
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read this as meaning that when ,7d'(., comes, Judah's rule ends. 

h 1 . • 138 · h . f Sh' l h T e Be iever s answer points out t at the coming o i o 

means the destruction of the altar at Shiloh. This event 

is seen as initiating the coming of a Da·1idic king . Also, 

the coming of the messiah is supposed to confirm the Davidic 

kingship. Further , if the coming of Jesus is seen as the 

event which destroyed the kingship, then the Christians are 

confused . Herod, the king in Jesus' time, was not a Davidic 

king. Lastly, the Believer insists that descendants of 

. d . 11 l . k h k. h. 139 
Davi are st1 a ive to ta e up t e ings ip. 

While Jacob ben Reuben is usually on the defensive, in 

this area of historical argumentacion he takes the offensive . 

From history itsel f one can see that Jesus did not carry 

out the expectations from a messiah. In the last chapter
140 

he quotes Saadia's list of unfulfilled prophecies.
141 

This 

list is divided into three parts. The first includes in-

ternal Biblical contradictions which preclude Jesus being the 

mess iah . The second contains physical changes in the world 

which should have come about if Jesus had been the messiah . 

Lastly are those predictions in the Bible which common sense 

shows have not been fulfilled. 

Saadia bases the first part of his list on passages 

from Ezra and Nehemiah. It seems that Saadia along with 

writers of his time t ook these passages to descrive the period 

in which Jesus lived. The confusion of periods five hundred 

years apar t can perhaps be attributed to the underlying 

Jewish jdea that in the Bible 

• 
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"there is no earlier or later time . " Also, since Ezra and 

Nehemiah are from the beginning of the Second Temple period , 

Saadia assumes that their words can be applied to the whole 

period which includes Jesus' time. There are five contra­

dictions based on Ezra and Nehemiah. First , in Ezekiel 39 : 28 

all of Isr ael was to be gathered in at the time of thP messiah. 

Ezra 2 : 64 states that only 42 , 360 people were present during 

the Second Temple period. A second contradiction is that 

Isa.11:11 states that exiles were to be gathered from the isles. 

There is no indication in Ezra or Nehemiah that this happened. 

Thirdly, in Isa . 60:10 we read that the non-Jews fought against 

Jerusalem . The fourth example i s that in rsa.60:11 the gates 

were to be always open. Yet in Nehemiah 7:3 the gates are 

closed daily. Lastly, in Isa . 60:12 all nations are said 

to serve Israel when the messiah comes. In Neh .9:36 Israel 

clearly serves them instead. 

The second section of Saadia ' s list shows that certain 

prophecies about physical changes in the world have still not 

taken place , namely that the forest would fall without cut­

ting (Ezek.39:10) , the river would dry up (Isa.11 : 15-16) , the 

Mount of Olives would split in half (Zech.14:4), the Temple 

would be expanded (Ezek . 40), new rivers would be formed 

flowing from the Temple (Ezek.47: 1 ) , and fruit trees would 

grow which would bear medicinal fruit (Zech .14:8). 

In the third part of Saadia's list are happenings pre­

dicted in the pr ophets which common sense tells us have not 

taken place . If the messiah had already come, then all 

.. 
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peoples would now believe in the same God and worship only Him. 

This was prophesied in Zephaniah 3 : 8-9 , Psalm 86:8-10 , Isaiah 

Isaiah 45:23, and Zechariah 14:9. Also , Israel would now be 

free from all enemies as in Isaiah 62:8- 9 . Common sense shows 

us that Israel is not free , but is controlled by other nations. 

Then , in Isaiah 2, we a r e told that when the messiah comes 

there would be no more war . But contrary to Isa.2:4 there is 

now (according to Saadia) more war than ever. In Isaiah 11:6- 9 

the animals were supposed to live peacefully with each other. 

Yet common sense tells us they still fight. lastly , in 

Ezek . 16:53-54 it was told that Sodom would return to its 

original flourishi~g state. Yet it is still covered with 

salt water. 

To summarize , Jacob ben Reuben has shown that the 

Hebrew Bible stands fast as the true testimony of the belie fs 

of the people of Israel. He has offered various defenses to 

show that i t does not support Christian contentions. He has 

tried to prove that the Bi ble is to be taken in a literal 

sense in most cases . He has also demonstrated that the New 

TPstament itself has such internal difficulties that it can 

in no way be counted on to replace t he Hebrew Bible . Lastly1 

using Saadia ' s thought , he demonstrates that while the Bible 

does contain prophecies about a messi ah, those prophecies were 

not fulfi lled by Jesus . The Jews still await the true messiah . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

While most of the above is a defense of the Hebrew Bible 

and Jewish doctrines, Jacob ben Reuben is not afraid to go 

on the offensive. Throughout the book he challenges Christian 

doctrines. Such attacks center upon the Trinity , Incarnation, 

and the Virgin Birth. 

The basic Christian belief in the Trinity as expounded 

by the Denier is that God is three in "Persons" and one in 

"Substance". 142 All h 11 Gd d Gd · are t en equa y o , 3n o remains a 

unity. Therefore Christianity upholds the belief in monotheism. 

As the Denier explains, "He (Jesus) gives birth and was 

born; he is the father and the son; the one who is called by 

two names and was three; and the trinity is still a unity; and 

the unity remains a trinity called the father, son and spirit; 

and one who does worship in the name of the three has not 

left the worship of the one. 1114 3 The Denier tries to prove 

this to the Believer in several ways. First he gives proof 

of this doctrine taken from the Hebrew Bible. For example, 

Genesis 1:26 God says U...1' 1N:Y:J /JN~32 .P'flc ¥t1J : "let us 

1 . . '' Th D . 14 4 . make man in our form, ike our image. e en1er inter-

prets the p lural form as being God t he Father addressing t he 

Son . Also , since making man in God ' s image is mentioned 

three times in Genesis chap ter 1 , this is a hint about the 

Trinity . Gen.2:7 say s man is made from dust, somehow taken 

to indicate God's unity. 

Another p roof text used is Gen . 18:1- 3 where the three 
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messengers come to visit Abraham. 145 When Abraham bows to 

them he is recognizing the Trinity . Then when he addresses 

them in the singular, 'S~ ~ ("my Lord") , he is recognizil)g . .. 
God ' s unity. A h l 146 f T . . d . . not er examp e o rin1ty an Unity in 

one phrase is the opening of the Bible : ,p'-,) /fc /,);J (Gen .1: 1) • 

The plu r al .Jl'~J/c shows God is three in Person, while the 

singular form k7~ shows that in Substance God is a Unity. 

d . . 1 h . 147 In iscuss1ng Isa . 6: -3 t e Denier identifies the 

phrase etf;7 ~If/' 61Yjl, "holy , holy., holy", as a reference to 

the Tr inity. Then the following phrase 

/1/f')tJ/6>, "the Lord of Hosts, the whole earth is full of 

His glory," which refers to God in the singular, demonstr dtes 

His simultaneous Unity. 

Less obvious references to the Trinity are presented by 

the Denier . In Deut . 32 : 39148 God says J/t; twice. This is 

taken to mean that there a r e two persons in God. Then in 

Habbakuk 3: 2 the Denier149 reads the words .J' '!f: (J 1pr as .P::!~ il1 j11J: 

meaning that the Father and the Son are two united. The 

Denier reads Psalm 2: 7 lJi y'f• .Pl'-» Jlc ~1.hlc '.J?, the Father and 

the Son and the Spirit which comes out between them. He 

seems to be basing this on the three cases of the use of the 

first person in the sentence. Lastly , the Denier150 brings 

up Prov . 30 : 4-5 , 'f;yJ! '::J IJj)-J'(;flNJ INi-»N, "what is his name 

and what is his son ' s name, if thou canst tell? " He inter-

prets this plus the following verse, "Every word of God is 

proven : he is a shield to those who put their trust in him," 

as mentioning God ' s three Persons and then his Un i ty. It is 

• 
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not clear how he divides the phrases to get this interpretation. 

The Denier tries to explain the Trinity doctrine by 

explaining Jesus' generation: how he came to be the Son. 

Here the Denier talks about incarnation . Connected to the 

Trinity doctrine is his contention151 that Jesus was the 

Son even before his birth, so there was never a time when 

the Son was not part of the Trinity. 

A third explanation of the Trinity is through compari­

son to the Jewish concept of God's attributes. The Denier152 

notes that the Jews know God as .f'//l), /Uf), h.:J, ..P''h, 11t, and 

..P'fi f/c among many other terms. The Denier says that these 

attribut~s represent independent principles. He explains 

that this is the same as the Christian idea of separate Persons 

in God. 

The l ast argument attempting to convince the Believer 

of the Trinity is the Denier's use of analogy . The Denier 

admits that "unless you understand thP root of the matter, 

the idea of three being one is unbelievable. Therefore I will 

teach it to you .. . I will bring proofs from created things."153 

He then proposes the analogy of burning coal. The coal is 

first a Unity , one substance . However, it can be compared to 

the Trinity in that it is composed of three parts :.,P)~ (cause) 

tic .}11'TJ1)) (the resulting fire) , and i"fJJ (the flame). 

The Believer ' s refutation of the Trinity must be culled 

from various places within Milchamot Ha-shem. The refutation 

can be grouped as arguments based on separation precluding 

Unity; God as unlimited; the impossibility of Jesus' 
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generation from the Father; the difference between attributes 

and the Trinity; criticism of analogies; and the Denier's 

exegetical errors. 

First there is the Jewish refutation based on the fact 

that separation between two of the persons indicates a dif­

ference in their powet. 154 They then cannot also be a Unity . 

Examples of this based on earlier texts, which the Denier 

said described Jesus, include the Father making the Son; 155 

one advising the other as in Gen.1:1 7)q,1fJ: 156 one sending 

157 . 158 the other; one showing mercy to th~ other ; and one 

. . h h 159 h l . h anoint ing t e ot er. In t e ast case one was in eaven 

and the o~her on earth: again showing that they were not 

a real unity. 

The Trinity doctrine is refuted by the Believer on the 

ground that it would go against the philosophical requi r ement 

that God be unlimited . 160 God must be unlimited first in 

time : God is the creator and never the created . So one of 

God ' s persons could not be a creature. Also , God cannot be 

limited in space . God must be formless , substanceless and 

161 changeless . The Trinity doctrine would contradict all 

of these, especially the last. 

Another challenge to the doctrine is the problem of 

Jesus' generation from the Father. Linguistically , one can 

only be called a son after birth. 162 Further , the fact of 

the birth of part of God means that God changes . Yet God 

cannot change. Again, the creator cannot be created: k11~ 

precludes being a (cl?J. 16 3 Jesus i s a created being , so he 

cannot be God . 
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Jacob ben Reuben answers the Denier ' s example about God's 

attributes with Saadia's explanation . 164 Saadia says that 

we cannot describe God's essence because human language is 

limited . Whatever we say is not to be taken as the truth 

about God . Secondly, man's ~.)(;(rational faculty) under­

s tands that behind all these words is a belief in God's 

unity. The names are an attempt to clar ify that unity. God ' s 

true essence is unity , and that is unchangeable and constant as 

in Zech . 14: 19, 'd, f)/c I Nfl,J 9 h ie -,1/.;, 1 ?J'.,J 1 ldml ...P/'lJ ("on that day 

the Lord shall be one and His name one.") 

165 To answer the analogy of the coal, Jacob ben Reuben 

offers two solutions . First , the parts within the coal are 

not exclusive to the coal. One can find flame in other 

substances . Therefore this does not prove a unity that is 

intimately and exclusively connected t o a trinity. Also , 

there are o ther natural objects which have more than three parts. 

Are we then to understand that God has five parts , or ten 

o r even more? 

The author lastly finds many exegetical error s in the 

Chris tian interpretat ion of Biblical passages . First, not 

every plural has to be a trinity. Perhaps it could be a case 

of brother to brother when God says vtrJ. 166 Why must it be 

father to son? A plural could also be a larger number , 

greater than three. 167 The real meaning of plurals when 

used by God is to indicate authority. This can be seen in 

Gen.42:30 flk-» 1

J/rlc ("the lords of the land" ) when only 

Joseph is being described to Jacob. It is also the case in 

--



40 

Isaiah 19:4 ...,1tp ...JJ'Jl~fc ("a hard lord") wt:.en the prophet des­

cribes a harsh king who will make the I sraelites suffer . In 

addi tion , as Saadia has noted, human kings empl oy the plural 

in speaking of themse l ves. How much the moreso would God 

use it in speaking of Himself . Another exegetical error 

cited by the Believer 168 is the Denier claimi ng that the 

double use of '.lie. r efer red to the father and the son . If 

doubled words were al l r ead that way then ~le 'Pk- ( " my father , 

my fathe r" ) in II Kings 2 : 12 would mean two fathers. In 

II Samuel 19:1 ~p ~~ ( " my son , my son" ) would mean there were 

two Avshaloms . Another error is when the Denier claims that 

Jesus calls God 'rte , my fa t her , indicating that he is then 

God ' s son . The Believer 169 points out that others call God 

~c. David does this in Psalm 99:27 and Sol omon in II Sam.7:14 . 

They used thjs term without meaning they were literally the 

son of God . Related to this , t he Believer c ri ticizes the 

Ch ri s t ian for say ing that God calls Jesus J~(my son ) , in­

dicating a s peci a l r elationship . He points out that the 

term ~~is applied by God to Isr ae l in Ex.4: 2 2 in a figurative 

sense . It too does not have to be t a ken litera lly. Lastly , 

there is clearly some t hing amiss in the Coristian interpre­

tation of the story of Abraham and his three visitors. Ac­

cording to Jacob ben Reu ben170 if Ab raham had recognized 

these th ree as the Trinity he would ha ve known they were God; 

he would not have offered them f ood since God does not eat . 

Since he offe r s them food , he does not see them as divine . The 

Denier would have to admit t hat either they were not God , o r 

-



that Abraham did not recognize God. If they accept the 

latter the whole argument falls through , for Abraham cannot 

recognize God. If they accept the latte r t he whole argument 

fal l s through , fo r Ab r a h am cannot r ecogniz e the trin i ty 

within the un ity if he does not see God a t all . 

The second doctrine wh i ch comes up often in Milchamot 

Ha-Shem is the Ch r istian belief in incarnation. There are 

several parts to this belief. First , the Deniet 171 tries 

to prove that even the righteous are destined for hell . He 

supports this with sever al verses . In Isa . 52 : 5 it says they 

are " taken away for nought." In 57 : 1 it says "the righteous 

is lost , merciful men are taken away." 172 I n Job 4:21173 it 
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reads "they die for t hey are with wisdom . " Even the patriar chs 

are not sav ed from this fate , acco r d i ng to t he Denier ' s 

reading of Gen . 15 : 15 and 37 : 35174 where Abraham joins his 

fathers who were evi l a nd Jacob speaks of his descending to 

Sh~ ' ol . The next step in this doct r ine is that because of 

all people being sent to hell , God chooses to come to earth 

to save man . The Denier supports God's coming to earth with 

17 5 176 177 
four passages : Isa.7:14, Isa.40 : 3 , 5 , 10, Isa.8:23-9:1 , 

178 and Isa.9:5 . God ' s death on earth then saves man kind. 

Biblical refe r ences to t h i s i nclude Gen . 48 : 13
179 

in which Jacob ' s 

switching of the sons Ephraim and Menasseh shows that the usual 

fate of people will be changed as God's death brings life . 

180 
Also mentioned in this connection are Hosea 13:14 , Ps . 48: 

14- ls , 181 and Isa.42 : 5 - 7182 where the prison is interpreted 

as hel l . Also importan t to this doctr i ne is the be l ief that 

.. 
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God brings salvation in this manner purposefully . The Denier 

183 offers the example of a king who acts without his servant s 

to carry out an important task. He also offers an analogy to 

explain how God can do t his without changing His divine nature. 

184 He compares God's incarnation to the sun when it passes 

over garbage . The sun does not absorb any of the filth of the 

garbage just as God is not changed through becoming human. 

God chooses this way to accomplish the goal of saving man from 

Satan because God loves us. The Denier gives the analogy of 

a white bird who must become a different color in order to 

approach other creatures . So it is with God who in order to 

come close to us to save us has to become like one of us . 

The Believer a nswers the doctrine of incarnation in five 

ways . First , it would be unbefitting to God to be incarnated 

into a per son ' s body. God must always act like a king.
185 

A king has a certain kingly way to behave , a nd if he deviates 

from this his followers will become confused . Entering a womb, 

a dark closed-up place , would be an unkingly act. A fuller 

analogy of a human king to God would be a case in which a
186 

king has an insignificant servant who does evil and influences 

others to do evil . According to the Denier's way of looking 

at it, the king ' s response would be to bow down before the 

servant and ask to be sacrificed so that the servant will not 

harm anyone else . To the Believer this is irrational. The 

great should not be giving in to the small. The king should 

punish the servant , even execute him. Just so , God would not 

bow down to Satan . Another reason incarnation would be unbe-

.... 
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fitting to God would be that in a body God would have to have 
187 

emotions . These would detract from God ' s perfection . The 

second cr itici sm of the doctr ine of incarnation is that God 

must remain formless and imageless. In this connection the 

1 . . 188 6 8 Be iever cites lsa. 44: , -13 , Isa.45:21-22, Isa . 46: 5 , 

a nd Isa.46:9. A third response is that God does not need to be 

incarna ted to .save mao . God ' s will i s suf~icjent to accom-

1 . h h' 189 p is anyt i.ng . Incarnation assumes that God does not have 

the power to act in the physical world without entering it 

physically . The fourth a r ea of criticism is an attack on the 

exegesis the Denier uses t o prove the incarnation . The Be-

liever po ints out the real meanings of passages twisted by the 

Denier . Fi rst,19 0 when Abraham talks of joining his ancestors, 

he is referring to joining his good ancestors. They were not 

all bad people as the Denier would have one believe. When 

Jacob talks of going to She 'ol it is because he senses that his 

sons have become murderer s , killing Joseph . When he finds 

out Joseph is alive, he realizes he will not be punished that 

way. He then asks his sons to bury him with his a ncestors . 

When the Denier read Gen . 48 as h inting at God's death giving 

life, he missed the real meaning of the s witch of the two 

b rothers. It meant simply that Ephraim would be the more 

important person, and Jewish experience bears this out accor­

ding to the Believer. The Believer disputes the Denier•J
91 

interpretation of Isa.42 a nd 43 on the grounds that it is really 

192 . h 2 5 . d. -193 b talking about Is r ae l. Isa1a 5 : is i.sputecr ecause 

the bad person referred to there is not Satan but Asshur. 

-
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In Isa.57:1
194 

there is no proof of incarnation because the 

righteous do not perish as the Denier had thought. The use of 

195 Hosea 13:14 is challenged by the Believer on three grounds. 

Firscly , the Denier had to rearrange words to get a meaning he 

liked. Secondly, the verses surrounding this one show nega-

tive happenings, not salvation . Also, this passage is addres-

sed by the prophet to the wicked who deserve death for break-

ing the covenant; it is not a message about salvation . 

Three other passages used by the Denier are also rejected 

196 because in context they do not fit Jes~s: Zech.9 : 11 J 

Job 4.·16197) d P 46 50 198 Th f"f h d . an s. - . e i t argument use against 

h d . . h . · 1 l . 1 199 f d t e octrine is t at it entai s 091ca errors. I Go 

willingly dies He should not be crying out '.J>,O j tr -,/iiJ[ ("why 

have you forsaken me.") Also , if Jesus' death saves people 

200 from Satan , why does Satan still kill people? Where is 

the salvation? Thirdly, as mentioned once before, God is the 

king. It is only logical that when the king dies the people will 

fl , f f h. . 201 ee in ear com is enemies. Lastly, the Den i er had 

presented an analogy about how a king would consent to descent 

into a pit to save his own son. He would not let a servant do 

the dangerous part of the task. The Believer labels this ana­

logy as unnaturai. 202 When the king is risking his life £or 

his son he is not acting in his king l y role , but rather as a 

regular person. He is filled with fear for his own life. God 

cannot be compared with this , for God has power over every-

t h ing and fears nothing . 

The doctrine of the virgin birth is discussed by the Denier 



and Believer several times throughout Milchamot Ha- Shem . 

One of the Denier ' s explanations of this miracle is through 

the analogy to a prism. 203 As God passes through Mary He 

leaves the g i rl virginal. This is analogous to the sun 

passing through a prism leaving the prism unchanged . The 

1 . 204 h h' Be iever answers t at t is analogy holds t r ue only with 

transparent objects. Two related cases are mentioned. 

Parchment allows l ight to pass through it, but the flame it-
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self cannot go through a shade . Secondly , when there is wine 

in a glass the color can pass through but the wine itself 

remains inside. In both cases the substance cannot pass 

through the object. God, then , could not pass through the 

womb without effecting it : the womb is not transparent. 

A second basis of the Christian argument is interpreting 

the Hebrew word ?W[r to mean )J/1.h? (virgin) • The Believer 

counters205 that a woman is only called a ~)[,~~ before she 

has ever encounter ed a man . Moreover , in Prov.30 : 20 the 

... wJ'r is referrrea to as an adulteress. That is far from 

being a virgin . 

Jacob ben Reuben challenges the Christian use of Bibli-

cal ~exts t o s upport the doct r i ne of the Virgin Birth . 

Three examples are examined in detail. First , the Denier 

says 206 that Isa .66:6-7 , 9 describes the unusual process 

of Ma ry giving birth: "Before s he travailed, she b r ought 

forth ; before her pain came , she was delivered of a man 

h ·1a " Th l' 207 b . 8 h ' h c i •••• e Be iever answers y quoting verse w ic 

s t ates tha t " as soon as Zion travailed , she brought forth 
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her children ." It was Zion , not Ma r y , that gave birth. 

Also , in verse 9 the Denier changed the word :f'f lie to ~ f /e , so 

that the verse would mean God gave birth rather than God 

caused to give birth . A second disputed passage is Joel 2:15-16. 

Here t he verses talk of a bridegroom going forth f r om his 

chamber and the bride out of her pavilion. The Denier 

inte r prets this208 as the messiah groom who at h is birth 

makes his mother i nto a bride . The Believer points out209 

that in verse 17 the priests begin to weep and cry to God 

unhappily . If the savior was just born , why the unhappiness? 

Secondly , in verse 20 the enemy of the people is chased 

away by God. This did not happen at the time of Jesus ' 

birth or during his life . Lastly, the ent ire passage read 

as a whole descri bes a t ime of sadness and low position for 

Isr ael , not the happy time that would accompany the bi r th of 

the mess i ah. One last passage applied to this doctrine is 

Ezekiel 44:1-2. It describes a gate that is shut and never 

ente r ed by any man. For the Denier 210 this means that no 

man had sexual relations with Mary after Jesus ' birth . The 

1 . 1 · 211 h h l~e c ) · d h Be iever exp a1ns t at t e o gate ment1one ere 

is simply a continuation of talk abou t a gate in Ezek . 43 : 4 . 

In that verse the ',1 ';Jl?:J (glory of God) was corning toward 

the gate , not God himself . This same glory is meant i n 

44:2 when it says liJ /cfJ &,)e' - · ;, ~le vi»' , "God entered i t." 

God's glory had e nte r ed the gate, not God Himse l f . What is 

really described is how God ' s glory approaches the prophets, 

not how God c ame to earth. Also , it would be absurd to apply 
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this passage to Jesus and Mary. If one did, then verse 3 

would have to be read to mean that Jesus went back to che womb 

to eat bread. This would be a ridiculous thing to say about 

one's messiah . 

In summary , Jacob ben Reuben th r ough the words of the 

Believer rejects the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, 

Incarnation, and the Virgin Birth. He uses arguments based 

on philosophy, exegesis and analogy. 

In the final chapter of the work , the author turns to a 

positive presentation of Jewish beliefs. Most of this is not 

o riginal to Jacb ben Reuben , but paraphrased or copied 

from other Jewish philosophers. This firs~ section on the 

Jewish unde rstanding of resurrection is lifted directly 

from Saadia 212 . The second belief presented is the proper 

understanding of the world's nature and how it will be 

a ffected by the coming of the end of days. Here he makes 

several points . First, t h e world was created by God as 

j'rt-J e· (matter from nothing). 

complete control over the world . 

This means that God has 

God ' s power makes the 

world eternal. God susta ins it , and God would only destroy 

. 'f h f h d . 213 If h it i t ere were a reason or t e estruction . t e 

world could be destroyed in any other way, that would negate 

God's omnipotence. Just as the world is eternal , Jacob 

ben Reuben holds that the chosenness o f the people Israel is 

eterna1 214 • Here he quotes Isaiah 66:22, "For as the new 

heavens a nd the new earth which I will make shall remain 

before me, s ays t he Lord, so shall your seed and your name 



remain." Along with the eternal world and eternal people , 

h d · 1 f · 11 1 215 t e eta1 s o nature w1 a so endure • Man-made de t ails 

may disappear, God's creations will remain: some to punish 

the wicked, others to reward the righteous. Also in the end 

of days the resurrec t ed bodies will be able to su r vive 

on God's glory alone . However, the earth will still be a 

part of God ' s plan . Any verses which might imply that the 

earth will van i sh really mean that the inhabitants of 

earth van ish. Wha t God creates can never be destroyed . 

The third section o n necessary Jewish bel iefs describes 

the natu r e of God
216

• Again , the most important point is 

that God cteates from nothing. This means that in the 

begi nning there was nothing but God . God then is one. God 

Himself is not a creature : nothing was there before Him 
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to c reate Him. This also means that He had no fellow creators . 

This section continues with a philosophical discussion 

on the relationship of 'Jt\) and .,-nr3 (formlessness and form) . 

Ari stotl e is criticized i n these pages . Also, the author 

presents his own theo r y 217 of the four true __})J y/ 0' , 

the bas ic elements o ut of which God made the world: fire , wi nd, 

wate r and dust. 

While this last chapter is interes ting in its revelation 

of the beliefs held by a medieval Jewish thinker, it does 

not come as a specifically anti - Ch r istia n polemic. It 

serves rathe r as a positive statement to Jewish readers. After 

refuting Christian beliefs , Jacob ben Reuben offer s positive 

Jewish be liefs . 
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CONCLUS I ON 

Jacob ben Reuben was very well- informed fo r his time. 

His knowledge of Christian and Jewish sources was e x tensive. 

He also displays famil i arity with Greek phi l osopher s . 

In the area of Chris t ian knowledge he q uotes from 

t he Church Father Jerome and the medieval Paul . He refers to 

Augustine and knows of August ine ' s version of the book of 

Daniel . However , J acob ben RPuben may not have known of 

these people through firs t-hand access to their writings. It 

is possible that t heir names and ideas were much talked 

about , and J acob ben Re uben p icked up t heir arguments t h roug h 

discussion with Christians of h i s time. He certainly had 

some c opy of the New Testament before him when he quotes 

from it in Chapter XI. His translations of Mat thew passages , 

one of the earliest extant in Hebrew, indicates a direct 

t r anslation rather t han a pa r aphrase . 

As fo r his knowledge of Jewish sources, it has already been 

stated above that Jacob ben Reuben was a Rabbani t e . He 

quotes directly from t he Talmud in Chapter XII , citing Hagiga 14b 

and Brachot 17a . 218 He also uses i deas lifted from the 

219 - 220 Talmud, notably in Sukkah llb, Baba Batra 7~a, 

Shabbat 152b, 221 a nd Baba Kama 14lb . 222 It is possible in 

these last cases that the author knew the i deas without 

knowing the parti cula r r eferences . However , his abi l ity t o 

quote two passages directly suggests he had access to t he full 

Talmud. Jacob ben Reuben relies heavily on other Jewish scholars . 

..... 
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He mentions by name Saadia , 223 Avraham bar ~iyya, 224 Ibn 

225 v. h k H . . 226 Ezra , ~1tz a a-Y1sraeyl1 (Isaac ben Solomon Israeli) , 

and Yosef ben Zabara Ha- rofey (Ibn Zabara) . 227 He also men-

tions the convert to Judaism who wrote an earlier anti­

Christian work , Nestor Ha-Komer. 228 Rosenthal points out229 

that Jacob ben RPuben uses the arguments of Radak without 

mentioning him by name . He also relies heavily on Ibn Ezra 

without always giving him credit. 230 According to Rosenthal's 

comparison of texts , 231 Jacob ben Reuben has access to Saadia's 

ideas only through a paraphrase attributPd to Berachiah 

Ha-Nakdan. He used this rather than Judah ben Saul Ibn Tibbon's 

t ranslation of Saadia into Hebrew. It is unlikely that Jacob 

ben Reuben did not know of the transla tion , since Ibn Tibbon 

lived in Southern France . He probably used Berachiah ' s work 

because it was the more popular of thP two . It was also more 

understandable. 

As for Greek philosophers, Jacob ben Reuben mentions 

Pythagoras, 232 Plato233 and Aristotle . 234 

The Hebrew Bible used by Jacob ben Reuben differs in 

several places from the masoretic t ext we use today . In 

discussing I saiah 11:12235 he quotes the text as saying 

() J .:>' S1t. )f./ 'f) 'J ..hfr.1 ..f' 'l~i OJ ~e. J1, while today ' s version 

reads f IJ /cl J'' fci OJ Id.JI. According to Bibli a 

Hebr aica , there is no extant manuscript tradition like this 

reading. Jacob ben Reuben a l so quotes Proverbs 30:5
236 as 

reading in part, IP .P'b/hv JJI. ThP masoretic text used today 

reads simply If .P 'O'hi. Again , the Biblia Hebraica offers 

-
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no alternative version that would match Jacob ben Reuben ' s 

rendering. Considering that Jacob ben Reuben quotes from 

the Rebrew Bible over five hundred times, it is remarkable 

that he only mi squotes these two times. As mentioned before, 

the author quotes Proverbs 4~4 237 as saying 'Nie '.JrJ 1'17'1, 

instead of the accepted reading 
1
1'1/c. 'JiJ[. The Biblia 

Hebra i ca notes that many manuscripts have the ~pf r eading. 

Jacob ben Reuben was obviously working from one of those 

vers ions . 

Jacob ben Reuben's style includes dialogue, philoso-

phical essay , and poetry. His introductions to each chapter 

display poet r y based on ph rasings in which couplets end in 

the same vowel sound. Sometimes three phrases will match 

in their final sound . There does not seem to be a ny attempt 

to follow a strict me t er in these sections, though some met ric 

consistencies might crop up for a line or two . Sometimes 

Jacob ben Reuben uses this poetic form for introductory state­

ments made by the Denier o r the Believer .
238 

Within such 

poetic passages the writer also includes excerpts from Biblical 

verses. 239 Another poetic form the author employs is the 

acrostic. He uses this only once, as a p reface to his intro­

duction . The first half of the poem he p resents there
240 

is an acrostic in which the first letters of the first 

twenty-two words spell out his Hebrew name , with each letter 

of //J//cJ jil Pf'I' doubled . A further convention used by 

Jacob ben Reuben is the way he spells the name Jesus in Hebrew. 

When the Denier is speaking, the name is written as /t'. 241 

-
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I 110 I • When the Believer answers , he records the name as v He 

also adds in parentheses J' u\ICi' J './1Jfll3"! ( n e' (May his bones 

be ground i n to powder in Gehinnom) . This was a common curse 

on wicked people . 
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Most of the work is i n dialogue form. The Denier presents 

challenges t0 the Believer. These may continue for seve r al 

paragraphs , even pages . Then the Believer answers each 

challenge with as many counte r -arguments as possible , adding 

his own new challenges to the Christian position . The diffi-

cul t ly for t he reader is knowing whether this is a record of 

a real dialogue or not. Literary dialogues, in which the 

author pretends to be reporting an actual debate, are not 

uncommon in medieval literature. On the other ha nd , there 

were Jewish scholars who indeed recorded their debates after 

the fact . 
. . , 

The most famous of these is Naprnanides record 

of a disputation at Barcelona with BrothP. r Paul Christiani . 

To solve the question of historicity, one must look 

mor e closely at the atmosphere in which Milchamot Ha-shem 

was composed . Souther n France at this time saw the proli-

feration of Chr istian heresies of many types, culminating 

eventually in the Albigensian heresy . In an atmosphere where 

differences among Ch r istians were tolerated, Jewish scholar s 

would be much mor e f r ee to discuss thei r diffe r ences with 

Christians. Yet at the same time that a Jew might not be 

punished for expr essing rejection of Christianity , he was 

subjected to pressure to accept Chr isti anity. Jews were 

forced to listen to Christian sermons . Debates between 

-



Christian and Jewish scholars were arranged and he ld in 

publ ic . In addition, even though the Jews in twelfth cen­

tury Southern France may have been tolerated, they knew that 
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in other places Jews were persecuted and oppressed. When 

someone like Jacob ben Reuben wr ote an anti-Christian polemic, 

he was not thinking only of his immediate neighbors . His 

audience could conceivably be all of Spain and most of 

Western and Central Europe . Jews everywhere were confronted 

with some level of Christian missionizing. Jacob ben Reuben ' s 

work cou ld be used in many regions. 

Still , how far would a medieva l author go in attacking 

Christianity? Urbach242 contends that violent anti- Christian 

l anguage was never used in an actual disputation; it was 

inserted later in the redaction. This language was a 

r evenge on the Christians . Since the Jews could not publicly 

express their outrage at the poor tr eatment they received 

from Christians , they used the printed word to convey hatred 

and anger . While Urbach may be partially correct, the violent 

language did more than express bottled up hatred . It was 

also a weapon used by write r s like Jacob ben Reuben to inspire 

his Jewish readers t o resist Christian mission izing. In 

the case of Milchamot Ha-shem , the taunts and insults leveled 

at the Denier also provide some entertainment value. 

If Jacob ben Reuben actually studied with a Christian 

priest and debated with him , it is unlikely that he recorded 

their discussion word for word. The debate would have had to 

take place over a long period of time, yet the written record 

... 
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makes it appear that they moved smoothly from one topic to 

another. The poetic passages are a literary form; they would 

not have been evident in a spoken debate. Yet Jacob ben 

Reuben had to pick up his knowledge of Christianity somewhere. 

Lasker contends that most Jews did not study Christian theo-

1 . 1 . 243 ogica treatises. They were mostly exposed to Christian 

oral polemicizing, which was not a detailed articulation of the 

Christian religion. An example Lasker gives is the use of 

the Christian argument ~hat God's attributes can be compared 

to the persons of the Trinity. While this was a minor point 

in Christian theology, it was a major doctrine among Christians 

trying to convert Jews. 244 Jacob ben Reuben then must have 

been exposed to Christian polemicizing. This could very well 

have taken place as he himself describes it, that is, 

while studying with a priest. He could a lso have picked up 

the Christian arguments from what he heard in public. However, 

if he was really only twenty years old when he composed this 

work, it would seem that he needed an intense education 

about Christianity in just a few years. Rosenthal is then 

correc t when he advocates that there is a seed of historical 

truth in the dialogue. That seed however may be very small. 

Jacob ben Reuben may well have studied with a priest, yet 

never have had a formal debate with him . 

In writing Milchamot Ha-shem the author was not merely 

recording a debate. His primar y purpose was to prepare a 

sourcebook which would explain to his fellow Jews the faults 

in the Christian argumen t s . A secondary purpose mentioned 

-



already , was to ridicule the Christian in the eyes of the 

Jewish reader. Attacks in the work range from subtle to 

out right insult. In one place the author attacks those 

Il l k . . . d ,,245 h h ac ing in wis om w o cannot accept t e prophets and 

therefore try to change or read into what the text says. In 

another place he tells the Christians that they do not have 

the new (law) or the old (law) or a proper path to follow , 

but only _j)INSJ11e1n - darkness and the shadow of death. 246 

This image of the Christians being in darkness is applied in 

other places , as when the Believer states : " Your words have 

no basis except that you go from mountain to hill to valley 

to the lowest ' depths of darkness ' (Job 10 : 21-22) ." A more 

biting comment is made when the Believer explains to the 
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Chr isti an , "I am not saying these things to mock my friend , but 

to show him that what his ancestors taught him is emptiness. 11247 

He is even more direct when he calls the Christian a false 

witness .
248 

The Believer accuses the Christ i an sages of 

being vain and going after emptiness as "they seek the living 

among the dead" (Isa . 8:19)} 49 He even calls Christians fools, 

because they follow empty ideas and believe in an imaginary 

person, Jesus. 250 The two most violent attacks on the Chris­

tians can be found in Chapters II and IV. In the first , 251 

the Believer attacks the Denier for bringing up a particular 

question . He says , '' If your early sages asked it , it would be 

good advice to put you r pen across it (ignore it). If 

you ask it f r om your own knowledge , be silent, for you did 

not ask abou t this out of wisdom . " The author thus rejects any 

.. 



Christian teachings , and at the same time accuses the Chris-

tians of being stupid . In Chapter V's introduction he 

repeats these criticisms in a poetic for m. He advises the 

Denier to ~JIJJ j) )fJ~ lcf ';;:> .,of 1V>l ('v ..Pl.fXJ , "close your mouth 

and be silent for you do not speak rightl y. 11 252 At the end 

he adds 'l)J 'Pl ;)/11.)tJ//r!)ffc.Jct , "I will teach you wisdom and 
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understanding." I n the same paragraph he accuses the Denier 

of blasphemy: ..J> ff,, t ~?'I PJ)J "you blaspheme the holy writings." 

To a Jewish reader, this would be the ulti ma t e insult aimed 

at the Ch r istian. 

It is har d t o know whether Jacob ben Reuben ' s work fulfilled 

its original purpose . We have no way to measure its effect 

on Jews who were cons i dering apostasy. We do know that it 

created enough of a stir outside the Jewish community 

for Abner of Burgos to wr ite a Christian response to it . 

Shem Tov Ibn Shaprut wrot e a polemic against Abner of Burgos , 

defending Jacob ben Reuben ' s arguments . He quotes specifical ly 

from Milchamot Ha-shern , though he incorrectly identifies 

its author as Isaac Kimchi . Many other Jewish polemicists 

used parts of Milchamot Ha-shem . The Christian polemicist 

Nicolas de Lyra also knew of it , and wrote a refutation of 

the arguments about t he New Testament contained in Chapter XI. 

Schoars are not sure whether Nicolas de Lyra had access to 

an original copy of the work o r a simplified copy adapted by 

another Jewish writer . 258 In either case , Jacob ben Reuben ' s 

writing had far-reaching effects. While late wor ks may have 

been better organized or more compl ete, he broke new ground 

-
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by putting into writing an entire collection of anti-Christian 

arguments . 

Whatever Jacob ben Reuben accomplished in his own time, 

later generations must view him as a scholar who was willing 

to apply his scholarship to a pressing issue of his day. His 

arguments may rest on people like Ibn Ezra and Saadia, 

but they include original ideas as well . These original 

responses to Christian missionizing were picked up by later 

writers. Carried through the centuries , the words of a 

twelfth century Jew can still be relevant today . While 

the majority of Christian-Jewish dialogue has moved away from 

debate over biblical verses and simplistic renderings of 

Christian doctrines, there are still those elements in Chris­

tianity which debate with Jews as if we were living in 1170. 

For those who must respond to such Christians, Jacob ben 

Reuben is excellent reading material. Not only does he 

give us specific answers to Christian challenges , but he reminds 

us that we have confronted such challenges in the past and 

emerged with dignity and strength. 
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