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First Fruits of Zion reviews three new books.
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O f all the passages in the 
Pauline corpus that have 
been instrumental in shap-

ing scholarly approaches to Paul, 
there may be none more influen-
tial than 1 Corinthians 9:19–23. 
This single four-verse passage is 
commonly cited to reconcile pas-
sages in which Paul is portrayed as 
favorable to Jewish practices (par-
ticularly those in the book of Acts) 
with the traditional view of Paul as a repudiator 
of Judaism, the Torah, and the Temple service.

For example, Luke records in Acts 16:3 that 
Paul had Timothy circumcised—an act that, 
to the surrounding Jewish community, would 
have been interpreted as an act of covenant 
fidelity. However, this provides no difficulty for 
the traditional view of the “Law-free” Paul—he 
“became like a Jew, to win the Jews.” Again, 
Paul offered animal sacrifices at the Temple in 
Jerusalem many years after the Damascus Road 
experience (Acts 21). But again, there is no dif-
ficulty—Paul “became like one under the law … 
to win those under the law.” It seems there is no 

passage, however perplexing to the traditional 
viewpoint, that cannot be explained through 
the lens of 1 Corinthians 9:19–23.

As a result, most commentators on Acts 
never seriously consider the possibility that 
Paul remained a practicing Jew. To them, 
Paul, like a chameleon, can pretend at times 
to keep the Torah and practice Judaism, and at 
other times jettison the constraints of Torah in 
order to adapt to non-Jewish environments. So 
though Paul might sometimes seem to prac-
tice Judaism, in no way did he remain faithful 
to the Torah, Judaism, or the customs of his 
ancestors. He was, as conservative Evangelical 
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commentator F. F. Bruce famously put it, “the 
apostle of the heart set free.”1

This viewpoint is troublesome for Messianic 
Judaism. We believe that God‘s standard, the 
Torah, is eternal, and that Yeshua and all the 
apostles, including Paul, continued to keep 
the commandments. While Bruce can look 
at the Jerusalem community, full of Jews who 
are zealous for the Torah, and sum it up in the 
word naïveté2 – immaturity – this explanation, 
however common, falls short for those who 
respect the authority of the apostolic com-
munity and the witness of the Tanak. If Paul 
was truly a chameleon and was not really the 
kind of person he portrayed himself to be, we 
are in trouble.

However, a new publication has the poten-
tial to change the face of Pauline scholarship 
in this area. Messianic Jewish Rabbi David J. 
Rudolph‘s A Jew to the Jews: Jewish Contours 
of Pauline Flexibility in 1 Corinthians 9:19–23 3 
explores this key passage from a post-super-
sessionist perspective. In line with the most 
recent scholarship from what Zetterholm has 
termed “the radical new perspective”4 on Paul, 
Rudolph writes with the conviction that Paul 
never abandoned his ancestral faith, but rather 
operated within clear halachic boundaries in 
his efforts to win both Jew and Gentile to faith 
in Messiah.

As a trained rabbi with a PhD in New Tes-
tament Studies from Cambridge University, 
Rudolph is uniquely qualified to assess the 

Jewish framework within which Paul worked 
during his ministry and to do so in an academic 
format. While there are many works analyz-
ing the “Jewishness” of Paul and advocating a 
more or less Messianic Jewish viewpoint, A Jew 
to the Jews stands out as a highly precise work 
of scholarship, and has been included in the 
prestigious Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen 
zum Neuen Testament series.

A significant contribution to Pauline schol-
arship, A Jew to the Jews is one of only a few 
scholarly contributions by practicing Mes-
sianic Jews to the ongoing Jewish/Christian 
dialogue on Paul:

Over the past twenty years there has been 

a veritable explosion of theological forums 

designed to facilitate exchange between Jew-

ish and Christian scholars who share over-

lapping interests in the New Testament as 

Jewish literature. In these hundreds of col-

loquia … one rarely hears Messianic Jewish 

voices. Messianic Jews are the natural bridge 

between the synagogue and church but they 

have been largely absent from the dialogue.5

That such a significant monograph on Paul 
has come from a Messianic Jew makes this a 
particularly significant book for the Messianic 
Jewish movement. Not only does A Jew to the 
Jews represent a substantial vindication of Mes-
sianic beliefs and practices, but Rudolph’s eru-
dition reflects well on the movement as a whole.

Rudolph’s thesis is simple, yet profound: 
1 Corinthians 9:19–23 does not necessarily 
hold up, under close scrutiny, as a lens through 
which New Testament scholars can understand 
(or dismiss) Paul’s Jewish practices as recorded 
in Acts. Instead of a principle of flexibility by 
which Paul blithely put on or took off Torah 
observance in order to minister to different 
groups of people, this passage can rather be 
understood as a principle of accommodation, 
by which Paul was able to have table fellow-
ship with a variety of people: ordinary Jews, 

Rudolph is uniquely qualified 
to assess the Jewish framework 
within which Paul worked 
during his ministry.
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strict Jews who required higher standards of 
purity, and Gentile sinners.6 Hence, according 
to Rudolph, Paul consistently operated within 
the boundaries of the Mosaic law.

A Jew to the Jews addresses the three basic 
reasons scholars have traditionally understood 
1 Corinthians 9:19–23 as a statement of Paul’s 
freedom from Judaism and consequent adapt-
ability. First, Rudolph demonstrates that the 
intertextual argument for the traditional inter-
pretation is weaker than scholars have made 
it out to be. As 1 Corinthians 9:19–23 stands 
at the “hub of a wheel,”7 influencing scholarly 
attitudes toward many other passages, Rudolph 
takes the opportunity to address the traditional 
interpretations of several important passages, 
such as Timothy’s circumcision (Acts 16), Paul’s 
sacrifices (Acts 21), and Peter’s vision (Acts 
10–11), as well as some of the more difficult 
passages in Galatians and Romans which have 
been traditionally understood as exemplifying 
Paul’s “freedom” from Torah observance.

Rudolph’s alternative explanations for each 
of these passages make A Jew to the Jews an 
invaluable reference tool for anyone inter-
ested in demonstrating the logical congruence 
and Scriptural validity of the Messianic Jewish 
viewpoint on Paul and the Torah. As a product 
of the academic community, A Jew to the Jews 
has undergone an extensive peer-review pro-
cess and cannot be dismissed by critics as mere 
speculation. Point by point, passage by passage, 
Rudolph destabilizes the traditional view of 
the “flexible” Paul, backing up each statement 
with references to an extensive bibliography.

The second major part of A Jew to the Jews 
addresses the contextual argument for the 
traditional view of 1 Corinthians 9:19–23. This 
passage sits right in the middle of a longer dis-
course on idol food (1 Corinthians 8:1–11:1). 
A majority of scholars—even conservative 
scholars—believe that in 1 Corinthians, Paul 
repudiated the decision of the Jerusalem Coun-
cil and allowed the Corinthians to eat meat sac-
rificed to idols. It is thought that Paul’s principle 

of flexibility, by which he temporarily pretended 
to be Torah observant to keep from offending a 
“weaker” brother, applies naturally to the situ-
ation in Corinth; Paul supposedly argued that 
idol food is acceptable for the “strong” to eat, 
but that they should refrain in order to keep 
from offending the “weak,” who believe that 
eating idol food is sinful.

In response to this contextual argument, 
Rudolph offers a different interpretation of 
1 Corinthians 8:1–11:1, based in part on Alex 
Cheung’s landmark study, Idol Food in Corinth.8 
Paul, in accordance with the apostolic decree of 
Acts 15, did not permit the knowing consump-
tion of idol food under any circumstances. Only 
in cases of doubt—i.e., unknowingly—did Paul 
permit the Corinthians to eat idol food.9 1 Cor-
inthians 9:19–23 as a principle of accommoda-
tion to different standards for table fellowship 
in different venues fits quite well within the 
context of such an argument.

Finally, Rudolph addresses the textual argu-
ment for the traditional interpretation of 1 Cor-
inthians 9:19–23. Paul’s nomistic language, it 
is traditionally argued, precludes any other 
interpretation; the repeated use of the term 
νόμος (“law”) indicates that Paul is speaking 
of Torah observance, and his assertion that he 
became as one who is ὑπὸ νόμον (“under the 
law”) must mean that he is not Torah obser-
vant. D. A. Carson has taken this argument a 
step further, arguing that since Paul became 
as a Jew to win Jews, he no longer considered 
himself Jewish!10

Rudolph explores each of the key Greek 
words in 1 Corinthians 9:19–23 and demon-
strates that, contrary to the traditional under-
standing, Paul is not necessarily referring to 
Torah observance. In fact, if the traditional view 
is correct, Paul’s use of ἄνομος (“lawless”) in this 
passage is almost completely unique; ἄνομος 
is normally used to describe someone who is 
wicked and sinful, rather than someone who is 
not under the jurisdiction of the Mosaic law.11 
Here, as in the previous two chapters, Rudolph 
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makes a strong case that an alternative inter-
pretation of 1 Corinthians 9:19–23 is warranted.

Rudolph provides just such an interpretation 
in the penultimate chapter of his work. As dis-
cussed above, Rudolph argues that 1 Corinthi-
ans 9:19–23 is an articulation of Paul’s principle 
of accommodation, by which he is able to eat 
in the homes of regular Jews, strictly-observant 
Jews who have adopted high standards of ritual 
purity, and Gentile sinners. By accepting the 
hospitality of these diverse groups, and par-
ticipating in the lives of people with differing 
purity standards, Paul was able to more effec-
tively spread the gospel; however, this meant 
that at times Paul had to lower his Pharasaic 
(extrabiblical) standards of ritual purity.

This mirrors the practice of Yeshua Himself, 
who was known to eat with tax collectors and 
sinners (Mark 2:15–17) as well as Pharisees 
(Luke 7:36, 11:38). Rudolph even notes impor-
tant lexical links between Luke 10:8, in which 
Jesus adjures his disciples, “ἐσθίετε τὰ παρα-
τιθέμενα ὑμῖν” (“Eat what is set before you”), 
and 1 Corinthians 10:27, in which Paul applies 
his principle of accommodation to the Corin-
thians: “πᾶν τὸ παρατιθέμενον ὑμῖν ἐσθίετε” 
(“Eat whatever is set before you”).12

Rudolph’s interpretation of 1 Corinthians 
9:19–23 is tentative, and invites further discus-
sion. One can only hope that future commen-
tators on 1 Corinthians and Acts will reckon 
honestly with Rudolph’s work. Nevertheless, 
only time will tell whether the interpretation 

presented in A Jew to the Jews is accepted by the 
rest of the academic world, though it certainly 
deserves serious consideration.

If Rudolph is correct, the idea that Paul low-
ered his standard of ritual purity (without vio-
lating the Mosaic law) in order to enter into the 
lives of less-observant Jews and Gentile sinners 
has powerful ramifications for the modern Mes-
sianic Jewish movement, especially for Gentiles 
who identify themselves as part of the Messi-
anic community. Since the dietary laws of Torah 
have limited application for Gentile believers, 
they are in a position to take Paul’s principle of 
accommodation to heart in this area.

It is unfortunate that many Messianic Gen-
tiles have separated themselves from the wider 
Christian community over issues like holidays 
and dietary laws. How much greater would their 
impact be if Messianic Gentiles considered 
adopting Paul’s principle of accommodation, 
and were open to sharing food and sharing life 
with those around them? Table fellowship is a 
great venue for committed believers to influ-
ence their friends and neighbors to take on the 
yoke of the kingdom themselves.

On the other hand, when we spurn others 
over ritual concerns, and neglect the “weightier 
matters of the Law,” we unnecessarily limit our 
influence for the kingdom and depending on 
our attitude, we may even hurt the cause of 
Messiah. If Paul found a way to accommodate 
Gentile sinners in table fellowship without 
breaking the Mosaic Law, how much easier 
should it be for us to accommodate our broth-
ers and sisters in Messiah who do not keep the 
dietary laws?

The implications of this work for Jewish-
Christian dialogue are also immense. “Jewish 
writers have understandably described Paul 
as a proponent of ‘trickery,’ ‘deceit’ and ‘pious 
fraud’”13 based on the traditional interpretation 
of 1 Corinthians 9:19–23. However, if it can be 
proved that Paul did not deceitfully pretend to 
be Torah observant in order to beguile Jews into 
becoming believers, a significant stumbling 

Point by point, passage by 
passage, Rudolph destabilizes 
the traditional view of 
the “flexible” Paul.
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block can be removed from the Jewish com-
munity’s perception of Christianity.

A Jew to the Jews represents a great step 
forward for the Messianic community and for 
Messianic Jewish scholarship. Rudolph’s work 
has far-reaching implications that scholars will 
be wrestling with for years. As a resource for 
the well-read Messianic Jew or Gentile, A Jew 
to the Jews has few peers; one would be wise 
to acquire a copy while it is still in print. 
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E vangelical Christianity is cen-
tered on one message: the gos-
pel. The centuries-old move-

ment even takes its name from the 
Greek word εὐαγγέλιον, which is 
translated into English as “gospel” 
or “good news.” To an Evangelical, 
this “good news” is justification 
by faith; the death of Jesus Christ 
atones for the sins of all those who 
believe in Him.

This formulation of the gospel is often 
emphasized to the detriment of the rest of 
Christian teaching. In many circles, the empha-
sis on how one attains eternal life has totally 
eclipsed any teaching on how to live for the 
kingdom of heaven, with any emphasis on the 
latter being misconstrued as “legalism.” The 
result is a Christianity that Christian theologian 

J.I. Packer has described as “man-centered, 
manipulative, success-oriented, self-indulgent 
and sentimental … 3,000 miles wide and half 
an inch deep.”1 

I have run in Evangelical and Fundamental-
ist circles for quite some time and can testify to 
the endemic nature of this problem. In speaking 
with other pastors about it, I have gotten some 
surprising responses. One blatantly affirmed 
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