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Two Separate Interpretive Paths That Are Slowly Converging
John F.A. Sawyer, “The Bible in Future Jewish-Christian Relations,” in Challenges in Jewish-Christian
Relations. Edited by James Aitken and Edward Kessler (Paulist Press, 2006), p. 41:
For most of the last fifteen hundred years or so, Judaism and Christianity have developed independently, and
with a few conspicuous exceptions, Jewish and Christian biblical interpreters worked in separate worlds. Christian
theologians and preachers worked in state-sponsored Christian institutions using the ancient versions, especially Greek
and Latin, and other influential translations like King James Authorised Version and Luther’s Bible. Jews for the most
part worked in isolation from Western culture, using the original Hebrew and Aramaic text, and had no interest in
Christian interpretations of scripture whatsoever, which they regarded, often quite rightly, as completely erroneous.
Almost the only exceptions where Jewish scholars read or commented on Christian interpretations occurred when they
were forced to engage in dialogue with Christians, as in the medieval disputations.

Vatican Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, “Notes on the Correct Way to Present the Jews
and Judaism in Preaching and Catechesis in the Roman Catholic Church” (June 1985):
(II.6) It is true … and should be stressed, that the Church and Christians read the Old Testament in the light of
the event of the dead and risen Christ and that on these grounds there is a Christian reading of the Old Testament which
does not necessarily coincide with the Jewish reading. Thus Christian identity and Jewish identity should be carefully
distinguished in their respective reading of the Bible. But this detracts nothing from the value of the Old Testament in
the Church and does nothing to hinder Christians from profiting discerningly from the traditions of Jewish reading.
“To Do the Will of Our Father in Heaven: Toward a Partnership Between Jews and Christians” (An Orthodox
Jewish Rabbinic Statement on Christianity, December 2015):
We acknowledge that the emergence of Christianity in human history is neither an accident nor an error, but
the willed divine outcome and gift to the nations. In separating Judaism and Christianity, G-d willed a separation
between partners with significant theological differences, not a separation between enemies … “We are no longer
enemies, but unequivocal partners in articulating the essential moral values for the survival and welfare of humanity”.
Neither of us can achieve G-d’s mission in this world alone.

The Unique Place of the Prophet Isaiah in Christianity
John F. A. Sawyer, The Fifth Gospel: Isaiah in the History of Christianity (Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 30:
… the first thing that strikes one is the sheer number and variety of texts from the whole book of Isaiah that
appear to be familiar to early Christian writers. Around one hundred verses, from forty-five of the sixty-six chapters of
Isaiah, are either quoted directly or clearly alluded to, mainly in the Gospels (forty-six), Paul (thirty) and Revelation
(thirty). They range from single phrases or verses … to longer passages … [W]e must surely acknowledge that virtually
the whole book … not just selections, already played a part in the emergence of the new religion. The number of
passages informed or inspired by Isaiah is thus so great that it should be possible to deduce something about the beliefs
of early Christian preachers and writers from their selection and interpretation … From the patristic period on, [the view
was widely held] that Isaiah was ‘more an evangelist than a prophet’ … These passages eventually [became], through
liturgical use, especially in Advent … widely used in the Church.

Brevard S. Childs, The Struggle to Understand Isaiah as Christian Scripture (William B. Eerdmans, 2015), p. 5:
The United Bible Society’s Greek New Testament estimates that there are more than four hundred quotations,
paraphrases, or allusions to the book of Isaiah in the New Testament. C. A. Evans … notes the remarkably even
distribution (150 from chapters 1-39; 168 from chapters 40-55; and 89 from chapters 56-66, with only a few chapters
missing) … Certain topics are especially predominant: the fulfillment of God’s eschatological promise of salvation; the
identity of Jesus as Messiah, savior, and Lord; the suffering servant; the hardening of Israel; the righteousness of God;
the inclusion of the Gentiles; divine reconciliation and restoration; and God’s final victory.

(from The Wayfinding Bible by Tyndale House, p. 757)

From: James VanderKam and Peter Flint, The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for Understanding the Bible,
Judaism, Jesus, and Christianity (HarperSanFrancisco, 2002), p. 150

Steve Moyise and Maarten J.J. Menken, eds. Isaiah in the New Testament: The New Testament and the
Scriptures of Israel (A&C Black, 2005), p. 1:
It is surely no coincidence that the books most frequently quoted in the Dead Sea Scrolls, namely Psalms, Isaiah
and Deuteronomy, are also the books most frequently quoted in the New Testament … [T]he book of [Isaiah’s] influence
is everywhere in the New Testament documents. We find quotations concerning the birth of Jesus, his ministry and
mission (and John the Baptist), his opponents, his rejection, his sacrificial death, the mission of the church, particularly
the inclusion of the Gentiles, and a host of issues facing the early church. We also find a host of allusions, and one could
even say that certain central theological concepts, such as ‘gospel’, derive from Isaiah.

St. Jerome (c. 342-347 –420), “Prologue of the Commentary on Isaiah”:
I interpret as I should, following the command of Christ: Search the Scriptures, and Seek and you shall find. Christ
will not say to me what he said to the Jews: You erred, not knowing the Scriptures and not knowing the power of God … In
this way permit me to explain Isaiah, showing that he was not only a prophet, but an evangelist and an apostle as well …
No one should think that I mean to explain the entire subject matter of this great book of Scripture in one brief sermon,
since it contains all the mysteries of the Lord. It prophesies that Emmanuel is to be born of a virgin and accomplish
marvelous works and signs. It predicts his death, burial and resurrection from the dead as the Savior of all men …
Whatever is proper to holy Scripture, whatever can be expressed in human language and understood by the human
mind, is contained in the book of Isaiah.

Third Sunday of Advent (Year B)
Isaiah 61:1-2a, 10-11
G Jewish Interpretations
1

The spirit of the Lord GOD is
upon me, because the LORD has
anointed me; he has sent me to
bring good news to the
oppressed, to bind up the
brokenhearted, to proclaim
liberty to the captives, and
release to the prisoners;

“the spirit of the Lord”: an expression found nearly 30x in the Old Testament,
often referring to an “extension”/“emanation” of God which acts in the lives of
people, empowering them with exceptional divine gifts:
Isaiah 11:2: The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and
understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the
fear of the LORD;
Isaiah 42 (the first of the “Servant Songs” of Isaiah): “This is My servant, whom I
uphold, My chosen one, in whom I delight. I have put My spirit upon him, He shall
teach the true way to the nations.”
But it also seems to echo 1 Sam 16:13: “Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and
anointed [David] in the presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the LORD came
mightily upon David from that day forward”
Different divine names are interpreted by the ancient rabbis as conveying different
things: When the Tetragrammaton [Hebrew  יהוה/ YHWH / LORD) is used, it is
said to denote God acting through his attribute of mercy, vs. God’s attribute of
strict judgement, which is denoted by the divine name Elohim,  ֱא ִהים, generally
just translated as “God”].1
“the Lord has anointed me”: this is the Hebrew verb mashaḥ (from which the word
mashiaḥ, “messiah” is derived; the Jewish Biblical translator André Chouraqui
[1917-2007] translates it as “The Lord has ‘messiah-ed’ me”). But Rashi [France,
1040-1105] says: “This anointing is nothing but an expression of nobility and
greatness” (i.e., it is not “messianic” in the way Christians might tend to
understand it; this seems to reflect an awareness of the use Christians were
making of this passage, which Rashi consciously rejects)
However … it seems from fragments found among the Dead Sea Scrolls that at
least some devout Jews around the time of Jesus were interpreting Isaiah 61 in a
“messianic” way. The fragment 4Q521 says:
[the hea]vens and the earth will listen to His Messiah, and none therein will stray
from the commandments of the holy ones.
Seekers of the Lord, strengthen yourselves in His service …
For the Lord will consider the pious (hasidim) and call the righteous by name.
Over the poor His spirit will hover and will renew the faithful with His power …
He who liberates the captives, restores sight to the blind, straightens the b[ent]
… And the Lord will accomplish glorious things which have never been as [He . . .]
For He will heal the wounded, and revive the dead and bring good news to the
poor

The first phrase in Hebrew has no verb; some translators render it in the present
tense (“is upon me”) and others use the past tense (“was upon me”). Is the author
speaking about what is happening right now—or what happened earlier on—or
1

This is rooted in their reading of God’s self-revelation to Moses, in Exodus 34:6, where the Tetragrammaton [YHWH] is the
name used when God speaks, emphasizing his mercy, love and reluctance to get angry: “The LORD passed before [Moses], and
proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and
faithfulness’.”

what could happen in the future? In a certain sense, this statement is timeless.
[Radak / Rabbi David Kimchi, France, 1160-1235:] “The prophet declares that all
the good tidings that he has already stated, as well as those he will state further,
are all the results of the spirit of prophecy that God has caused to rest on him, and
that God has sent him to tell the people that there will, indeed, be a long exile, but
they will find the consolations written in his Book. They should not despair of the
redemption, for God sent him to recite those consolations and to inscribe them, to
bring tidings to the exiles, who are humble and broken-hearted, for they suffer
exile solely for God’s sake.”
“He has sent me”: The rabbinic tradition says that an envoy/emissary (one who is
sent; Hebrew shaliaḥ) speaks with the authority of, and in the name of, the one
who sent him [“A person’s shaliaḥ is just like the person himself”; Kiddushin 41b).
An authentic prophet, therefore, shares in God’s own authority.
“The oppressed” [ʿănāwîm]: a tough word to translate into English … in many
Jewish translations, “the humble,” “the needy” or “the poor”: those who have
almost no earthly resources or advocates, and must rely totally on God to defend
them and provide for their needs
“To proclaim liberty to captives”: Rashi: “That is to say, to bring them the tidings
of the redemption”.
A famous sentence of ancient rabbinic teaching gives the sequence of rungs on the
ladder of spiritual attainment. It is in the name of Rabbi Pinhas ben Yair (second
century C.E.) … [At the end, it says:]
“And [said Rabbi Pinhas ben Yair:] Piety is greater than all [other spiritual
qualities], as it is said: ‘Then You spoke in visions to your pious ones’ (Psalm
89:20). Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, however, disagreed with Rabbi Pinhas ben Yair, and
said that humility is greater than all of them, as it is said: ‘The Spirit of the Lord
God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good tidings to the
humble’ (Isaiah 61:1). It does not say ‘the pious,’ but ‘the humble’. From this you
learn that humility is greater than all of them.” (Yitzhak Buxbaum, The Life and
Teachings of Hillel. Jason Aronson, 2008, p. 253)
2

to proclaim the year of the
LORD’s favour …

Or: “the acceptable year of the Lord”
Radak: “The time of the exile were years of wrath. This, then is the time of the
Redemption” [the time when the scattered Jewish people would finally be regathered in the land of Israel]
Many scholars see “the year of the Lord’s favour” as a reference to the Biblical
Jubilee year, held every 50 years (Leviticus 5:8-13; Leviticus 25:10-11), a radical
social and economic “reset” when slaves were freed, debts were cancelled, fields
were left fallow, and land that had been alienated was returned to its original
owners or their clan. The Jubilee was seen as a foreshadowing of the Messianic
Era, when peace, justice and fertility would finally abound in the world.

10

I will greatly rejoice in the
LORD, my whole being shall exult
in my God; for he has clothed me
with the garments of salvation,
he has covered me with the robe
of righteousness, as a bridegroom
decks himself with a garland, and

According to Targum Pseudo-Jonathan [date uncertain], these are the words of
Jerusalem personified. Radak and Ibn Ezra [Spain, 1089-1167] say that it is the
people who are saying this.
“I will greatly rejoice”: literally, “rejoicing, I will rejoice” (this type of repetition of
two forms of the same verb[called the infinitive absolute] is a typical form of
emphasis in Biblical Hebrew)

as a bride adorns herself with her
jewels.

Here, the Divine Attribute of mercy (=LORD) is combined with the Divine
Attribute of strict justice (=God), blending the two.
e

“decks himself with a garland”: the Hebrew verb used here (y kahēn) is somewhat
obscure, but is linguistically related to the word for priest (kōhēn), so a number of
translations try to emphasize a link here to the priesthood and its special
vestments for festal occasions:
1917 JPS Tanakh: “as a bridegroom putteth on a priestly diadem”
NET Bible: “like a bridegroom when he wears a turban as a priest would”
NIV: “as a bridegroom adorns his head like a priest”
Radak: “like a bridegroom, who prospers under his canopy, and like a high
priest, who adorns himself with his vestments”
Chouraqui: “with a diamond, similar to that worn on the forehead of the high
priest”
The imagery of bridegroom and bride is frequently used to describe the “spousal”
relationship of Israel to God (or of the Sabbath to Israel, in the mystical song Lecha
Dodi, “Come, My Beloved,” which is sung on Friday night to welcome the Sabbath
“bride” into the home or the synagogue).
11

For as the earth brings forth its
shoots, and as a garden causes
what is sown in it to spring up, so
the Lord GOD will cause
righteousness and praise to
spring up before all the nations.

Radak: “[Isaiah] further compares the salvation of Israel to the earth that gives
forth its plants, the seeds of which disintegrate in the soil and then sprout,
renewed and better than they were originally, for the new is generally better than
the old. Moreover, from one seed emanate many kernels. So is it with Israel; they
have been in exile for thousands of years, they have been persecuted, and many
have perished, yet when the Redemption arrives, they will multiply to many times
their former number and increase in greatness and in glory. Then he compares
them to a garden, in which various seeds are sown, each one maturing in another
season. So will Israel experience many benefits, one following the other.”
“before all the nations”: Radak: “These miracles will take place before all the
nations, who will witness them and recognize that God’s benefits to Israel are
greater than any benefits in the world.”

Interestingly, the first part of this text (vv.1-2, the verses most quoted by Christians!) is not used as a prescribed
haftarah (=prophetic text to accompany the Torah reading); the prescribed text begins only with verse 10 … Is this
2
intentional, to avoid having to engage with the Christian messianic interpretation of it?
The significance of where this reading falls in the Jewish liturgical calendar:
3
Isaiah 61:10 to 63:9 is “the seventh [haftarah] after Tisha b’Av , the last of the … ‘seven [haftarot] of consolation’. It
is usually recited on the Shabbat before Rosh Hashanah … the cycle of the seven haftarot of consolation reaches its
climax. Rosh Hashanah is at hand, the season of repentance and hope.” (W. Gunther Plaut, The Haftarah
Commentary, UAHC Press, 1996, p. 500)
“[These expressions] … combine to create an aura of climactic summation, at once the conclusion of consolation
and the onset of redemption” (Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary, p. 1180)
2

A number of Jewish scholars have noticed the absence from the haftarah list of certain texts that had comes to acquire a
central place in Christianity as “proof texts,” used to Biblically demonstrate the truth of Christianity over and against
rd
Christianity. “Quotations from the famous 53 chapter of Isaiah are rare in the Rabbinic literature. Because of the Christological
interpretation given to the chapter by Christians, it is omitted from the series of prophetical lessons … the omission is deliberate
and striking.” (C.G. Montefiore and H. Loewe, A Rabbinic Anthology. Meridian Books, 1960, p. 544).
3
Tisha b’Av is a late-summer fast day which commemorates the destruction of the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem. It is
one of the most sombre days in the Jewish calendar.

Third Sunday of Advent (Year B)
Isaiah 61:1-2a, 10-11
] Christian Interpretations
1

The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon
me, because the LORD has anointed
me;
he has sent me to bring good news to
the oppressed, to bind up the
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to
the captives, and release to the
prisoners;

For many Christians, this text immediately evokes the scene in Luke 4,
where Jesus seems to select precisely this text to read and comment on in
his hometown synagogue of Nazareth on the Sabbath—and then says, in
conclusion: “Today, this text has been fulfilled in your hearing” (i.e.,
Isaiah’s prophecy is coming true, here and now, in your presence)

Especially in Luke’s Gospel, this text offers the essential “template” for
Jesus’ entire ministry of teaching, healing, and bringing good news. Jesus’
whole life is essentially the living-out of these verses in words and actions.
Origen (183-253): “It was no coincidence, but in accordance with the plan
of divine providence, that Jesus unrolled the scroll and found in it this
chapter, prophesying about himself. Since it is written Not a single sparrow
will fall to the ground without your Father’s mission, and the apostles were
told that every hair on their heads had been counted, we can be sure it was
not by chance that the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was produced, rather
than some one, and this precise passage found, which speaks of the
mystery of Christ.” (On Luke’s Gospel 32)
Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444): In Luke 9, Peter called Jesus “THE Anointed
One”: “He did not say simply that Jesus was one anointed by God, but
rather that he was The Anointed One. For many were called anointed ones
because God had anointed them in various ways, some as kings, some as
prophets. Others, like ourselves, are called anointed ones because we have
been saved by this Anointed One, the Saviour of all the world … Yes, many
have received an anointing, and are therefore called anointed ones, but
there is only One who is the Anointed of God the Father.” (On Luke’s
Gospel, 49)
Irenaeus of Lyons: “In the name of Christ is implied he who anoints, he
who is anointed and the unction itself with which he is anointed. And it is the
Father who anoints but the Son who is anointed by the Spirit, who is the
unction, as the Word declares by Isaiah…” (On the Heresies 3)
(see also Matthew 11:4-5 and Luke , where messengers come from John the
Baptist, to ask Jesus if he is, indeed, the promised Messiah or not:)

“Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind
receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the
dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.”)
“the spirit of the Lord”: for many Christians, this is taken in a Trinitarian
sense (i.e., the Holy Spirit, one of the three distinct Divine Persons who
together are God). Obviously, this was not the understanding of the
original Jewish audience.
“the spirit of the Lord God is upon me”: in the accounts of Jesus’ baptism,
the Holy Spirit is said to descend upon him in the form of a dove; at that
moment, God’s Spirit comes “upon him” in a very literal and concrete way
“the Lord has anointed me”: the Hebrew verb mashaḥ (from which the
word mashiaḥ, “messiah” is derived), which is translated into Greek as
Christos (“Christ/messiah”) “the Lord has ‘Christ[ed’ me”!
Faustus Luciferanus (4th century): “Peter, the prince of the apostles, taught
that the chrism which made the Savior a Christ was the Holy Spirit … In
the Acts of the Apostles … he said, among other things: ‘After the baptism
which John preached, Jesus of Nazareth, whom God anointed with the
Holy Spirit and with power, began from Galilee and went about
performing powerful miracles and freeing all who were oppressed by the
devil’ (Acts 10:37-38). So you see that Peter taught that Jesus in his
humanity was anointed with the Holy Spirit and with power. So Jesus in
his humanity did in truth become the Christ. By the anointing of the Holy
Spirit, he was made both king and priest forever.”
“he has sent me”: Jesus frequently speaks of himself as having been sent,
and of God the Father as the one who sent him:

(see the earlier comments about the Jewish concept of the shaliaḥ, and that
person’s role as acting in the person of the one who sent them)

“good news”: in Greek, this is evangelion, which we translate as “Gospel”
(used 76x in the NT to describe the mission and message of Jesus); the
Greek term translates the Hebrew beśorah, which is used in this verse
“bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to
proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners”: the heart of
Jesus’ mission, which involves liberation, healing and renewal, in which
God’s royal rule is penetrating the world and slowly growing … see
especially those who are declared blessed/happy in the Beatitudes.
Eusebius of Caesarea (260/265-332/335): “He proclaimed forgiveness to
those who were hampered by evil spirits and bound for a long time like
slaves by demons. He invited all to be free and to escape from the bonds of
sin, when he said, ‘Come to me, all you that labor, and are heavy-laden,
and I will refresh you’ … ‘The poor’ stand for the Gentiles, for they are
indeed poor. They possess nothing at all: neither God, nor the law, nor the
prophets, nor justice and the rest of the virtues. For what reason did God
send him to preach to the poor? ‘To preach release to captives.’ We were
those captives. For many years Satan had bound us and held us captive and
subject to himself. Jesus has come ‘to proclaim release to captives and sight
to the blind.’ By his word and the proclamation of his teaching the blind
see.”
2

to proclaim the year of the LORD’s
favour …

St Cyril of Alexandria: “What does preaching the acceptable year of the Lord
mean? It signifies the joyful tidings of his own coming, that the time of the
Lord—yes, the Son—had arrived. For that was the acceptable year in which
Christ was crucified on our behalf, because we then were made acceptable to
God the Father as the fruit borne by him … Truly he returned to life the third
day, having trampled on the power of death. After that resurrection he said to
his disciples, ‘All power has been given to me’. That too is in every respect an
acceptable year. In it we were received into his family and were admitted to
him, having washed away sin by holy baptism, and been made partakers of his
divine nature by the communion of the Holy Spirit. That too is an acceptable
year, in which he manifested his glory by inexpressible miracles.”
Interestingly, Jesus seems to halt partway through this verse; the remainder of
the verse says “… and a year of vengeance for our God”. Clearly, Jesus wants
us to understand that his presence is not for condemnation and judgement, but
for mercy and forgiveness.
St. Irenaeus: “That, then, was called the day of retribution on which the Lord
will repay everyone according to his works — that is, the judgment. The
acceptable year of the Lord is this present time, in which those who believe in
Him are called by Him, and become acceptable to God —that is, the whole
time from His coming onwards, to the consummation [of all things], during
which He acquires for Himself, as fruits [of the scheme of mercy], those who
are saved … The words are, ‘to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and
the day of retribution.’ This present time, therefore, in which men are called
and saved by the Lord, is properly understood to be denoted by ‘the acceptable
year of the Lord’; and there follows on this ‘the day of retribution,’ that is, the
judgment.”

10

I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my
whole being shall exult in my God; for
he has clothed me with the garments
of salvation, he has covered me with
the robe of righteousness, as a
bridegroom decks himself with a
garland, and as a bride adorns herself
with her jewels.

A number of Jesus’ parables use the image of weddings and wedding
banquets to express the joy of his presence, and the need for people to
choose priorities (e.g. not to claim that they have other, more pressing
business to attend to, as in Luke 14:18-20: “But they all alike began to make
excuses. The first said to him, ‘I have bought a piece of land, and I must go
out and see it; please accept my regrets.’ Another said, ‘I have bought five
yoke of oxen, and I am going to try them out; please accept my regrets.’
Another said, ‘I have just been married, and therefore I cannot come.’”)
Theodoret of Cyr: “Here in the person of the church [Isaiah] cries out to its
benefactor … He calls the grace of baptism ‘the garment of salvation’ and
‘the cloak or joy,’ for ‘as many or you as were baptized into Christ have
put on Christ.’ For in the Hebrew language the garment of salvation is
called the garment of ‘Jeshua,’ that is, of Jesus, like a young groom.” [The
Hebrew has yesha‘, but the consonants could also be vocalized as yeshua‘,
the name of Jesus in Hebrew; the verb is the same]

11

For as the earth brings forth its
shoots, and as a garden causes what
is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord
GOD will cause righteousness and
praise to spring up before all the
nations.

Several Christian authors suggest that “causing righteousness” (i.e., making
us righteous/justified) is the work that only God can do in our lives.
“Making praise to spring up before all the nations” (i.e., praising God for
saving us) is our response, corresponding to what God has done in our lives.

From The Wayfinding Bible by Tyndale House Publishers, p. 757:

