
Indiana University Press
 

 
Chapter Title: Messianism and Ethics
Chapter Author(s): Matt Goldish

 
Book Title: Rethinking the Messianic Idea in Judaism
Book Editor(s): MICHAEL L. MORGAN, STEVEN WEITZMAN
Published by: Indiana University Press. (2015)
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt16gz7mk.10

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

http://about.jstor.org/terms

Indiana University Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access
to Rethinking the Messianic Idea in Judaism

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 13:05:34 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



PART 3

Messianism and Ethics in  
Modern Jewish Thought

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 13:05:34 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



This page intentionally left blank 

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 13:05:34 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



SIX

Messianism and Ethics
Matt Goldish

Gershom Scholem’s argument that Jewish messianic movements are linked to 
antinomianism has gained widespread acceptance among scholars. A related 
question is whether Jewish messianism enforces ethics, threatens ethics, or has 
no relationship to ethics. I will attempt in this chapter to offer a working defi-
nition of ethics for the current discussion, then to argue that messianism some-
times threatens ethics or attempts to propose a new ethical system. For many 
people, the idea of an unethical Messiah or messianic movement might seem 
paradoxical or even farcical because the messianic age is described in the Bible as 
a time of ultimate justice and truth (e.g., Isaiah 11). Yet ethical breaches (by our 
standards) have indeed been a common part of Jewish messianism. Perhaps this is 
human nature, since the role of a Messiah is also a position of power. The ethical 
issues involved in messianic movements concern both the views and actions of 
the proposed messianic prophet or Messiah and the views and actions of his fol-
lowers. The main factor at work here is a certainty on the part of all these actors 
that God reveals truths to the Messiah or messianic prophet that can transcend 
his society’s accepted ethics. This, in turn, is an extension of ethical issues in the 
Bible. I will thus treat the biblical questions briefly, then show how they reach 
forward in history through messianic movements and thought.1 I shall treat the 
two largest Jewish messianic movements to illustrate the point: that of Jesus of 
Nazareth and that of Sabbatai Zevi.

Ethics

For the purposes of this chapter, the term “ethics” will refer to an everyday 
modern Western definition: respecting the rights of others to life and freedom; 
not murdering, stealing, or lying unless truly extraordinary conditions apply; 
being just and fair; respecting parents, teachers, and elders. Now, the dangers 
of such a rough-and-ready definition of ethics are obvious, and I propose it with 
full awareness of the pitfalls. It nevertheless appears to me to be the best way 
to proceed in order to open up a discussion of messianism and ethics. Philo-
sophical definitions of ethics are equally problematic and may obscure matters 
even more.2
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158 Matt Goldish

The one concern I do want to raise with this definition at the outset is that of 
the contextual nature of ethics. While justice and fairness may mean one range 
of things in our society, the range may be entirely different in a different place 
or time. Today in the West, for example, it would be considered barbaric to send 
away a child to work at hard labor or to be married in his or her early teens. This 
was considered completely normal and even kind within living memory, and is 
still considered such in many places. The result is that it is exceedingly difficult 
to compare ethical matters across geographical or temporal divides, including 
the thousands of years of Jewish history. A comparison is yet what I will attempt 
to do while remaining mindful of the problem. Part of the reason I feel justified 
in this comparison is that much of Western ethics is derived (or perceived to de-
rive) from the biblical tradition itself.

Ethics and Ethical Conundrums in the Bible

The Bible presents a number of ethical conundrums that can affect the way 
we think about ethics in later messianic movements. One of these is the mixed 
ethical models of biblical commandments and biblical actors. Among the bibli-
cal actors, even those traditionally regarded as heroes can behave gallantly and 
ethically at some moments, then become murderers, thieves, liars, idolaters, or 
sadists at others. In the same way, the biblical commandments, which have been 
hailed as a major source of ethical teaching to the world, contain any number 
of injunctions that run distinctly counter to ethics we would recognize in the 
modern West. The commandments condone slave ownership; command geno-
cide; require the death penalty for idolaters, adulterers, and Sabbath transgres-
sors; and advocate ethnic and religious cleansing.

A second conundrum of biblical ethics is that, particularly in the book of 
Genesis, before the giving of the Torah at Sinai, there appear to be ethical im-
peratives at work that come neither from a (known) divine command nor from 
personal conscience, but rather from local traditions whose source is obscure. 
Some particularly cogent examples of this are the story of Judah and Tamar, 
which indicates that laws of levirate marriage were well known to all the in-
volved parties; and the incident of Abraham’s nephew, Lot, who is willing to send 
his virgin daughters out to be sexually attacked and perhaps killed by a vicious 
crowd in order to spare his male guests the same treatment. Judah, Tamar, Lot, 
and other biblical actors seem to know some ethical system about whose origins 
the reader of the Bible is left in the dark.

This raises a third conundrum of biblical ethics, one I have already raised 
above: the problem of historical context. We must question, after the pre-
vious examples, whether we can even speak of an ethical system that is con-
sistent around the world and over thousands of years. Is it legitimate for us to 
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judge the ethics of ancient Canaan by the standards of twenty-first-century  
America?

A fourth conundrum of biblical ethics concerns the content of the teachings 
of the later prophets, which are often cited, especially by Christians, as a source 
of moral instruction. They do speak often of the need for social justice, but these 
are ethics that are known from conscience and from the Torah. We would not 
appear to need a prophet for this except to remind us. At the same time, a great 
deal of the biblical prophets’ teaching concerns the evils of idolatry, a topic that 
is likewise in the Torah, but also appears to be of little ethical significance. So, 
what is the later prophets’ contribution to the development of a biblical ethics, 
if there is one?

A fifth conundrum of biblical ethics is this: Is the Bible even attempting to 
give us an ethical system or models of ethical behavior? Or have we forced the 
Bible into a mold and terminology drawn from Greek antiquity that does not fit 
the world of the Bible?3 To this question, at least, there appears to be a clear an-
swer across the text. The legal system laid out in the Pentateuch is repeatedly 
linked to righteousness, holiness, and what could hardly be called anything but a 
complete ethical system.4 The conundrums or questions I enumerate above exist 
against the background of a generally tightly bound system of law, lifestyle, and 
ethics that—despite the issues I have raised—very much resembles the system in 
Western culture from the Renaissance into the twentieth century.

The Prerogative of  Prophecy and Miracles

The role of prophecy in the Bible connects directly to the entire history of 
ethics in Jewish messianism. Messianism almost always involved prophecy and 
miracles, and the models for them came from the Bible.

It appears that the set of fixed laws in the Bible itself—taken collectively as 
God’s will—can be overruled by a new divine communication that is also God’s 
will. There is thus a hierarchy among the sources of divine instruction in which 
the institutionalized or traditional sources are overruled by more immediate 
prophetic experience. In addition to such new communication—that is, proph-
ecy—a biblical actor or later Hebrew might also feel that a biblical dictate has 
been overruled when he thinks he has understood God’s reason for giving that 
rule and that it does not apply in his case. This might be the situation with King 
Solomon in 1 Kings 11.

To elaborate: How would a biblical actor know God’s will? Before the giv-
ing of the Torah there were four possibilities. The first possibility is that he had 
a direct communication with the Divine (i.e., prophecy). The second is that he 
learned of God’s will from a prophet whom he trusted. The third possibility is 
that he received knowledge about God’s will from his ancestors, at least one of 
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whom learned it through his own prophecy or from another prophet. And the 
fourth possibility is that he learned God’s will through the dictates of conscience, 
taken as a quality instilled by God. After the giving of the Torah, the Torah’s 
rules were the most obvious source of knowledge about God’s will, but they did 
not sweep away the other sources. This becomes extremely important in under-
standing the decisions of biblical actors. What would happen if knowledge of 
God’s will from one source conflicted with knowledge from another source or 
even from the same source? There had to be an unstated hierarchy of authority. 
While we may not know a lot about this hierarchy, it seems clear from many bib-
lical stories that the actor’s own prophecy was usually the most authoritative.5

An ancillary question, but one that will be critical to the discussion of Mes-
siahs and their followers, is that of verification of prophecy. Though this may be 
a point more germane to psychology or science, it plays a crucial role in ethical 
decision making. We might assume that the reason for the primacy of the actor’s 
own prophecy in the hierarchy of sources of the divine will is that it is the most 
unmediated and thus the most certain. To the prophet there can be no doubt that 
he or she is learning God’s will from its source. All other sources—conscience, 
tradition, or the prophecy of others—leave some doubt about whether the origin 
is really from God. At the same time, however, the actor’s own prophecy can-
not have that level of authority for others, since for them it is mediated and 
thus not necessarily at the top of the hierarchy of sources concerning the divine 
will. William James (who uses the term “mystical states” for what I am calling 
prophecy) says,

As a matter of psychological fact, mystical states of a well-pro-
nounced and emphatic sort are usually authoritative over those who 
have them. They have been “there,” and know. . . . The mystic is, in 
short, invulnerable, and must be left, whether we relish it or not, in 
undisturbed enjoyment of his creed. Faith, says Tolstoy, is that by 
which men live. And faith-state and mystic state are practically con-
vertible terms. But I now proceed to add that mystics have no right to 
claim that we ought to accept the deliverance of their peculiar expe-
riences, if we are ourselves outsiders and feel no private call thereto. 
The utmost they can ever ask of us in this life is to admit that they 
establish a presumption.6

Immanuel Kant points out one of the pitfalls of reliance on prophecy as a 
revelation of God’s will, based on technical as well as ethical grounds:

If God should really speak to man, man could still never know that 
it was God speaking. It is quite impossible for man to apprehend the 
infinite by his senses, distinguish it from sensible beings, and recog-
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nize it as such. But in some cases man can be sure the voice he hears 
is not God’s. For if the voice commands him to do something con-
trary to moral law, then no matter how majestic the apparition may 
be, and no matter how it may seem to surpass the whole of nature, 
he must consider it an illusion.7

Kant’s claim, then, is that prophecy—one’s own or someone else’s—should never 
be placed at the top of a hierarchy of sources for knowledge of God’s will because 
it is by its nature uncertain. The feeling of certitude experienced by the prophet 
is illusory. And if the noetic content of the prophet’s message contradicts moral 
law, the prophecy is no longer uncertain—it is definitely not God making His 
will known. In terms of the biblical narrative, this would mean that Abraham, 
for example, was unethical in his sacrifice of Isaac, as well as in his expulsion of 
Hagar and Ishmael into the deadly desert. The fact that none of the three actually 
died is immaterial because that is a matter of teleology. Abraham took the actions 
that would normally have killed them. The implications of Kant’s claim would in 
fact do away with all biblical sources of ethical teaching because they are all de-
rived from prophecy. The only remaining source of ethical knowledge for Kant 
is conscience. (Kant’s view is of course an Enlightenment position that would be 
complete anathema to adherents of biblical religion from any generation.)

The arguments of James and Kant might help explain the almost complete 
failure of biblical prophecy to convince the Hebrews to change their actions 
over many centuries.8 A prophet may attempt to convince others that his or her 
prophecy is a true communication from God and is thus more authoritative than 
the prima facie rules of God derived from conscience or tradition. Those lis-
tening, however, might be justifiably skeptical. If the prophet attempts to force 
others into conformity with his or her prophecy, it becomes a matter of politics 
(that is, a relationship of power between people) and might be immoral.

The most common way to convince people that a prophecy other than their 
own is truly a dictate from God has been by means of miracles. Moses is given 
miracles to convince Pharaoh that he is a prophet (Exodus 7), though God tells 
him ahead of time that Pharaoh will not be persuaded. The miracles that God 
performs through Moses do, however, convince the Hebrews that Moses is a true 
prophet: “And Israel saw the great work which the Lord did upon the Egyptians, 
and the people feared the Lord; and they believed in the Lord, and in His servant 
Moses” (Exodus 14:31). Miracles have been used throughout history to remove 
doubt and convince others that an individual is a true prophet, especially in the 
context of messianic movements. Can a miracle, then, provide moral certitude 
that the prophecy it supports is indeed an expression of God’s will?

Apparently not. The Talmud teaches that miracles have no weight in a le-
gal decision even when all involved parties believe that the miracles are from 
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God.9 Maimonides warns people that they should not place their faith in anyone 
simply because that person performed an apparent miracle. Maimonides’s argu-
ment is that someone can perform a miracle (or apparent miracle) without being 
a prophet or even a godly person.10

A long history of “discerning spirits” in Christianity sought to establish 
ways of knowing whether a seemingly miraculous or prophetic phenomenon 
was from a divine or a demonic source, but this discernment seldom succeeded 
in transcending disputes over power.11 Kant’s arguments about prophecy might 
apply to miracles as well. We might never be certain that what we have expe-
rienced was really a miracle, defying the laws of nature. Thus, miracles clearly 
impact decisions about whether to believe in a prophet or Messiah, who may or 
may not teach ethical behavior; but many religious authorities have taught their 
followers not to make decisions based on miracles.

If we can indeed speak of biblical actors in the Torah as being subject to a 
normative discussion of ethics, then it appears that these actors operate accord-
ing to the sort of hierarchy I have described. Our ability to determine whether 
they are ethical is highly limited by the selective nature of the biblical narrative, 
which helps to obscure moral imperatives that seem obvious to the narrator. The 
narrator also expects that these imperatives were clear to the actors. Another 
problem in determining biblical actors’ ethics, as mentioned earlier, is that of his-
torical context, which seems to justify many actions that would appear highly 
immoral by today’s Western standards. Yet in studying messianic movements 
we may not simply ignore the Bible, given that the biblical actors and command-
ments were the models of most Jewish belief and behavior before the modern 
period. Messiahs and their followers viewed themselves in the light of the sto-
ries of biblical figures who often saw prophecy as an authority above the ethics 
of conscience and tradition. They also had a store of rabbinic lore from the Tal-
mud and midrash, among which are statements indicating that various Torah 
commandments would be abrogated by God in messianic times. Both the Bible 
and rabbinic literature, then, gave Messiahs and their followers models for the 
supersession of traditional ethics.

In examining the ethics of Jewish Messiahs and their followers I will con-
sider many of the factors mentioned above in the context of the Bible. I will look 
for ethical issues in two main areas. First, is this figure honest in presenting him-
self as a Messiah or messianic prophet, or does he appear to be operating for his 
own benefit, to the detriment of others? Does he misuse the power of his posi-
tion? Does he behave ethically with regard to his followers? For example, does 
he treat them fairly, tell them the truth, respect their freedom, and lead them to 
do good? Second, do his followers act ethically toward themselves, their fami-
lies, and the community? Do they allow their dedication to the Messiah or mes-
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sianic prophet to compromise their responsibilities to spouses, children, and  
parents?

Insofar as we find examples in the history of Jewish messianism that appear 
to transgress our sense of ethics (as I defined it above) or to redefine ethics, the 
impetus is usually generated by the sense that history is about to end, that radical 
change is at hand, and that the traditional hierarchy of authority for Jewish eth-
ics—along with the rest of traditional authority—is no longer valid.

Jesus

One problem with using the Jesus movement as an example of Jewish mes-
sianism for the study of ethics in messianism is that Jesus was taken by most fol-
lowers (at least after the earliest generations) to be not only the Messiah but also 
God. Thus, it is possible that Jesus’s statements and actions define ethics, since 
they are the statements and actions of God. Under this conception of Jesus there 
can be no meaningful philosophical discussion about his ethics. If, on the other 
hand, we study the early and longtime minority view about Jesus, which takes 
him as a Jewish Messiah rather than as God, we can apply our questions of ethics.

A first example of a passage that may be ethically troubling occurs in 
Matthew 10:16–37, when Jesus sends his disciples out to preach his message:

“I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as 
shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves. Be on your guard; you 
will be handed over to the local councils and be flogged in the syna-
gogues. On my account you will be brought before governors and 
kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles. But when they ar-
rest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that 
time you will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, 
but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you. Brother will 
betray brother to death, and a father his child; children will rebel 
against their parents and have them put to death. You will be hated 
by everyone because of me, but the one who stands firm to the end 
will be saved. . . . Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to 
the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come 
to turn ‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a 
daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—a man’s enemies will 
be the members of his own household.’12 Anyone who loves their fa-
ther or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves 
their son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.”

At first glance it appears that Jesus might be giving a command for parents to kill 
their children, children to kill parents, and siblings to kill each other. A closer 
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examination suggests that in this passage he is simply describing a situation that 
will come about as some choose to believe in him and others decline. The vio-
lence will be done by opponents. It is thus inappropriate to accuse Jesus of advo-
cating murder. In other words, what initially appears here to be an ethical breach 
is probably not one.

Later in the passage Jesus states that those who follow him must abandon 
their (unbelieving) families and be prepared for strife. In quoting the wording 
of the prophet Micah about this division of families, he is suggesting that he has 
come to fulfill that biblical prophecy. Even the final comment that his followers 
must love him more than they love their families seems to be a declaration con-
cerning dedication rather than a commandment to foment family strife. It echoes 
God’s command to Abraham to leave his homeland and the house of his father in 
order to follow God. The cases of Jesus’s followers and Abraham, then, fall into 
an ethical gray area. Under normal circumstances it might be unethical to turn 
one’s back and leave children, elderly parents, or spouses. Under the command 
of God, the Messiah, or an important spiritual guide, one might reasonably feel 
justified in doing this, however. It is not a clear ethical breach by the standards 
I described above.

It is, moreover, easy to point out biblical precedents of apparent ethical 
breaches concerning family responsibilities that sometimes appear more radical 
than what Jesus demands of his followers. Abraham, as we saw, abandons his el-
derly father. Jacob fools his father concerning the birthright. Rachel and Leah 
run away from their father, and Rachel even steals his household idols. Jonathan 
defies his father to maintain his friendship with David. The Talmud and midrash 
take these stories further. Abraham, according to the midrash, not only leaves his 
father to follow God’s command, but also smashes all his father’s idols to prove 
there is only one God.13 The rabbis, furthermore, teach that the commandment 
to observe the Sabbath in Leviticus 19:3 immediately follows the commandment 
to obey one’s parents in order to teach that one must observe the Sabbath even if 
one’s parents forbid it. Clearly, then, biblical actors and rabbis see faithful dedi-
cation to prophecy and biblical commandments as taking precedence, in some 
cases, over the honor of parents. The remaining question concerning Jesus’s eth-
ics, then, is that of Kant: Is it ever ethical to believe in prophecy when we can 
never be certain it is prophecy? The believer’s answer to this question is a clear 
rejection of Kant and an embrace of prophecy, faith, and their consequences.

The topic of family strife arises again in a more specific and troubling man-
ner elsewhere in the New Testament. Several versions appear of an incident 
wherein Jesus refuses to speak to his mother and brothers, who stand outside the 
synagogue where he is preaching, saying that his true mother, brothers, and sis-
ters are his disciples (Matthew 12:46–50; Mark 3:31–35; Luke 8:19–21). Jesus, un-
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like his followers in divided families, could have made the point about his dis-
ciples without embarrassing and rebuffing his own family. Here I do not see an 
ethical imperative or a biblical precedent for this treatment. It is similarly un-
clear what would justify the terrible curse Jesus lays on homes and towns that do 
not welcome his disciples and on a fig tree that does not bear fruit out of season 
when he is hungry (Matthew 10:12–15, 21:18–19; Mark 11:12–14; Luke 10:1–13). 
One might be able to excuse the curses on ethical grounds because they are mere 
words rather than actions, but there is still an element of action in the words of 
a person who believes his utterances regularly have an effect in the world. Here, 
in short, we have what appear to be ethical lapses that are not justified by any di-
vine command or religious imperative.

In another incident Jesus commands his disciples to heal only Jews (Matthew 
10:5–6). Jesus himself refuses to heal a Gentile child until the mother begs him 
and gives him proof of why he should do it (Matthew 15:21). This appears to be 
racial, ethnic, or religious prejudice, which we might account an ethical lapse. 
Racial prejudice, however, prevails throughout the Bible, an account of a tribal 
society in which such attitudes mean different things than they do today. It is 
clear throughout the Bible, for example, that God has a special covenant with the 
Hebrew people and a special message for them (though all people are created in 
the image of God), so that Jesus is merely following precedents from the Hebrew 
Bible. On the other hand, this discrimination seems to run counter to one of Je-
sus’s central ethical messages: his spiritual universalism. Why is healing, which 
seems like a gift that should know no racial or religious distinctions, reserved 
for the Jews? Contrast this narrowness to the intensely universalist message of 
the Good Samaritan parable in Luke 11.

It is hard to know how to reconcile Jesus’s attitude about healing, his poor 
treatment of family, and his curse of the fig tree with the rest of his teaching. 
This paradox may be a result of the vagaries of the historical record; it may have 
nothing to do with the historical Jesus; or it may be the result of human incon-
sistency.

Jesus, then, as he is portrayed in the synoptic Gospels, appears to transgress 
some ethical imperatives, but these incidents seem minor in the context of Je-
sus’s overall message of love between people. His ethical lapses are also not large 
compared to some found among figures in the Hebrew Bible. It would also cer-
tainly be a mistake to lay the ethical disasters of Christian history at the feet of 
Jesus, though his emphasis on the brotherhood of believers and exclusion of un-
believers, as well as his animosity toward the Pharisees, may have planted the 
seeds for such blame. I would reiterate here that everything I have said about 
Jesus is grounded in a perspective of his activities as a Messiah rather than as a  
deity.
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Sabbatai Zevi and His Circle

Christianity was, over the long term, the largest Jewish messianic move-
ment in history. Its immediate impact, however, was dwarfed by that of the Sab-
batean movement of the seventeenth century.

Sabbatai Zevi (1626–1676) was a native of Izmir in Turkey who studied both 
the traditional yeshiva Talmud curriculum and the Kabbalah. He became an ac-
complished scholar and mystic, but his personality was apparently scarred by bi-
polar disorder, which deepened as he grew older. In 1648, Sabbatai announced to 
a few close friends that he thought he was the Messiah, but the matter apparently 
remained unknown to others. In 1665, he encountered Nathan of Gaza, a young 
mystic who supported with prophetic revelations Sabbatai’s renewed conviction 
that he was the Messiah. The prestige of these two men and certain seemingly 
miraculous events that occurred among them convinced a circle of important 
rabbis that Sabbatai was indeed the Messiah and Nathan a true prophet. These 
rabbis then informed the Jewish world of the news, which caused an imme-
diate sensation. Not only did the majority of Jews seem willing to take this pos-
sibility seriously, but among the believers, movements of repentance and waves 
of popular prophecy supporting Sabbatai’s proclamation broke out in many re-
gions. Eventually Sabbatai was jailed by the vizier and ultimately, in 1666, hauled 
up in front of the sultan as a rebel. Sabbatai chose to convert to Islam at that mo-
ment, saving his life. This did not put an end to the movement, which continued 
on in various forms for well over a century.14

Jewish leaders were furious when Sabbatai converted to Islam, as well as em-
barrassed at their gullibility. Sabbatai and Nathan were immediately denounced 
as frauds, an assessment that remained widespread until Scholem’s revolutionary 
studies of the movement in the twentieth century. Scholem makes a very con-
vincing case that Sabbatai and Nathan were sincere believers in their own mis-
sion. There are nevertheless a number of aspects of the movement that appear 
distinctly unethical. These fall roughly into three categories. First, Sabbatai and 
Nathan may have been frauds in one sense or another, which would be highly 
unethical, even if they fooled themselves along with others. Second, according 
to many reports, Sabbatai, Nathan, and other leaders of the movement behaved 
unethically toward the believers—lying to them, cheating them, and even mak-
ing sexual approaches. Third, the believers themselves occasionally became car-
ried away with their enthusiasm and threatened the lives of unbelievers, some-
times violently.

In the early days of the Sabbatean movement, Nathan circulated a document 
called the “Vision of Rabbi Abraham,” an allegedly ancient apocalypse in which 
Sabbatai Zevi is declared to be the “future” Messiah. Nathan claimed either to 

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 13:05:34 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Messianism and Ethics 167

have found the document in a jar in a cave, following the directions of a heav-
enly informant, or to have had it revealed to him directly by Elijah the Prophet. 
The document was clearly written by Nathan himself. Nathan deliberately dis-
tressed the paper on which this document was written, composed mystical com-
mentaries on it, and swore publicly that the “Vision of Rabbi Abraham” was truly 
an ancient source. In other words, Nathan was deliberately and actively decep-
tive—and thus unethical—in the dissemination of this key “prophetic” text sup-
porting Sabbatai’s messiahship.15 Not only did he intend to deceive people with 
the invention of the text and his attempt to make it appear ancient, he also delib-
erately lied about it. This act may also reveal some aspect of fraudulence in Na-
than’s entire enterprise. Nathan, then, sets the tone for Sabbatean duplicity and 
unethical behavior from the very outset of the movement. Questionable ethics 
became pronounced across the movement after Sabbatai’s apostasy.

One of the qualities of Sabbatai in his manic states was a proclivity for per-
forming “strange actions” ranging from ritual transgressions to violent and abu-
sive behaviors. Some of these fall into the category of the unethical. An episode 
of this sort occurred in December 1665 in Sabbatai’s native city, Izmir. An oppo-
nent of his, Hayyim Peña, had disparaged Sabbatai. Now, on the Sabbath, Peña 
was at prayer in the Portuguese synagogue. Drawing on multiple sources, Scho-
lem describes the scene:

Sabbatai Sevi, offended by Peña’s remarks, interrupted his own 
prayers and sent a message to the elders, demanding that the “infi-
del” be ejected from the synagogue. . . . The elders, who had no re-
proach to make to one of the most esteemed members of the con-
gregation, refused. Thereupon Sabbatai marched to the synagogue 
at the head of five hundred followers. When he found the doors 
closed, he sent for an ax and himself smashed the gates. The crowd 
“stormed” the synagogue, but Peña had meanwhile made good his 
escape over the roof or through a window.16

The ethical issues here include not only the threat of physical violence, but also 
Sabbatai’s uncontrolled fury at a minor verbal offense and the damage to the 
synagogue. This is not to mention Sabbatai’s other transgressions of Jewish law, 
such as the desecration of the Sabbath, the interruption of public prayer, and the 
threat to a fellow Jew, which may not carry ethical significance. I am unable to 
imagine a meaningful explanation for Sabbatai’s ethical lapses here that would 
be justified by the needs of the movement or by prophecy. If Scholem is correct 
that this type of activity was a function of Sabbatai’s manic states, then we can 
blame the psychological condition. It does not seem quite right, however, to ex-
cuse any and all of Sabbatai’s ethical lapses as the result of an uncontrollable af-
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fliction. Additional instances abound in which Sabbatai encouraged his follow-
ers to act violently toward unbelievers.

Sarah, Sabbatai’s wife at the height of the movement, also seems implicated 
in the accusations of sexual libertinism that dogged the movement almost from 
its beginning. Rabbi Jacob Emden, using credible evidence, tells the following 
story:

The famous Izmir physician, Dr. Koron [Abraham Moroun?] told 
me how he had visited the house of Shabbatai Zvi one time with his 
son. His son was a handsome lad, and Shabbatai Zvi told him, “Go 
to the room and do whatever Sarah instructs you.” (Sarah was Shab-
batai Zvi’s wife.) The boy went, and she told him to close the door, 
which he did. She then said, “Remove your boots,” which he did. She 
then said he should untie his pants for her, at which point he yelled 
loudly. His father heard it and broke down the door, asking what had 
occurred. He told him the whole story, and the father commenced 
cursing and scourging Shabbatai Zvi and his wife. Shabbatai Zvi 
said, “What have you done? If you had followed her wishes it would 
have made a great cosmic repair [tikkun gadol].”17

Here again we have the case of a member of Sabbatai’s retinue who was pur-
ported to be a prophet but is now involved in a highly unethical act whose pro-
phetic origins and advantage to the movement are questionable, to say the least. 
Sabbatai’s claim that this act would have resulted in a great cosmic repair is the 
one mitigating factor that might suggest Sarah was facing Abraham’s dilemma: 
a divine command that superseded the ethics of conscience and tradition. The 
explanation seems so feeble and ad hoc, however, that it feels exceedingly diffi-
cult to place Sarah and her act in the same category as that of Abraham. This, of 
course, is subjective reasoning.

While we must be careful about the testimony of opponents like Emden, 
their statements are often invaluable evidence about what was happening within 
the movement. Hakham Jacob Sasportas, the Sabbateans’ most vocal critic at the 
height of the movement, reports the following:

We were also told that Nathan of Gaza had collected a great deal of 
money from those who came to him; for anyone wishing a tikkun 
for his soul could purchase atonement from him. He would thus re-
deem the person’s soul from purgatory with a spiritual penance that 
would be revealed to him. I myself saw some of these penances that 
he sent to certain persons here [Hamburg] and in Amsterdam at the 
request of Rabbi Shalom ben Joseph z"l. One of these was to Rabbi 

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 13:05:34 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Messianism and Ethics 169

Abraham Nahar, written thus on a small note: “Abraham Nahar, be-
cause [lit. in the footsteps] of the messiah, 1,800 fasts. He is from the 
tribe of Judah.”. . . The abovementioned man [Nahar] told me . . . “He 
says that anyone who does not believe in him and his messiah has 
no part in the God of Israel and comes from the mixed multitude [of 
non-Jews who left Egypt with the Jews.] But I am one of those who 
laughs at his prophecy and his messiah! How could he tell me in pro-
phetic language that I am from the tribe of Judah, while at the same 
time my disbelief in him and his messiah is hidden from him? How 
could I believe he is a prophet?”18

If we are able to put credence in this statement—and I think we should—there 
are a number of Nathan’s ethical transgressions described here. He took money 
from believers for spiritual services, which might be legitimate if the services 
were honestly rendered, though that too is questionable.19 Rabbi Nahar states 
that Nathan is not much of a prophet if he issues a tikkun and declaration of 
tribal origins to Nahar but is apparently unable to discern that Nahar is a thor-
ough unbeliever (which would make him a non-Jew, according to Nathan). This 
is a complex way of saying that Nathan is a fraud. Nathan also commands a reg-
imen of fasting to Abraham Nahar that seems outrageous and life-threatening.20 
Finally, we learn here of something known from many other sources: the believ-
ers referred to unbelievers as the “mixed multitude”—that is, people who are not 
really of Jewish origins. While the ethical issues of such a statement are more 
subtle than some of Nathan’s other transgressions, they are still deeply trou-
bling. The level of insult and embarrassment intended by such a declaration, im-
pugning the very Jewish identity of many deeply religious people, is deplorable.

The followers of the movement, too, could lose ethical perspective. Hakham 
Jacob Sasportas reports that the beloved elderly rabbi of the Portuguese Jewish 
community of Hamburg, Hakham David Kohen de Lara, was a firm unbeliever. 
When he attempted to exit the synagogue during the reading of prayers for Sab-
batai, several congregation members grabbed him and forcibly held him inside. 
On another occasion, the learned physician Dr. Barukh Nahmias de Castro “in-
sulted old Rabbi Kohen de Lara and all but assaulted him physically.” Sasportas 
himself was viciously abused for preaching a thinly veiled anti-Sabbatean ser-
mon.21

We saw above how the life of the (then) unbeliever Hayyim Peña was almost 
forfeit as Sabbatai and his minions pursued him into the Portuguese synagogue 
of Izmir. The party of unbelievers in Venice was more robust, but as Scholem 
reports, “One unbeliever was beaten up and severely wounded on the Sabbath, 
and when Moses Nahmias made the pilgrimage to Gallipoli [to see Sabbatai] he 
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was instructed by the believing party to inquire whether or not it was permitted 
to shed the blood of unbelievers who spoke contemptuously of the messiah. Sab-
batai replied that this was permitted.”22

I will not continue the catalogue of ethical outrages committed by Sabba-
tai, Nathan, Sarah, and other leaders of the Sabbatean movement, but there are 
many more of them. Dissimulation became a standard practice among Sabbate-
ans as the movement went largely underground after Sabbatai’s apostasy. This 
was certainly viewed as a necessity occasioned by religious pressure, but it cre-
ated a culture that destabilized the truth.23 The followers of Jacob Frank, whose 
eighteenth-century movement began in the Sabbatean camp, were accused of ev-
ery possible sordid practice and attitude, sometimes justly.24

The enormous penitential movement that accompanied the Sabbatean 
movement at its height might be considered a mitigating factor that would bal-
ance out the serious ethical lapses of Sabbatai, Nathan, and their followers. I do 
not think, however, that this is a meaningful way to look at the situation. Those 
who repented did so out of traditional messianic motives that were not con-
nected organically to the radical core values of the Sabbatean leaders. Here we 
have a movement that was full of ethical transgressions and shortcomings from 
its very center. The origin of this orientation may have been in mental illness 
among its leaders more than in malfeasance. I do not know how to assess the 
significance of that factor in the consideration of messianic ethics, but it should 
certainly be on the agenda of anyone thinking about ethics. In the age of psy-
chology, psychiatry, and sociobiology, it is no longer sufficient to think of ethics 
as a discipline divorced from mental states.

It appears from this cursory, preliminary study that Jewish Messiahs, mes-
sianic movements, and messianic prophets have a range of ethical profiles. They 
are all based heavily in the imagery of the Bible, which has its own intrinsic 
ethical complications. Messiahs, messianic prophets, and messianic believers, 
like the biblical actors, must struggle not only with their human shortcomings, 
but also with the dilemma of multiple authority strata. As the end of time is per-
ceived to be imminent, should one continue to follow traditional Torah precepts 
(including ethical ones) or shift allegiance to new revelations? As human agents, 
Messiahs and messianic prophets have human ethical flaws, but some Messiahs 
and prophets are more committed to ethical rectitude than others. Rectitude 
is sometimes overlooked in the excitement of the apocalyptic moment and the 
focus on spiritual or ritual concerns.

It seems important to note the ethical questions within Jewish messianic 
and prophetic movements for practical as well as academic purposes. Such move-
ments reappear regularly and exercise a singularly powerful influence over their 
followers—an influence that can have enormous real-life consequences. Modern 
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Jewish philosophers, such as Franz Rosenzweig, have preferred to talk about re-
demption rather than messianism, an approach that allows the end of time to be 
a moment of pure moral uprightness. In actual Jewish tradition and practice, re-
demption and justice at the end of days come bound together with the human 
actor, the Messiah.25 This forces the student of Jewish history away from philo-
sophical speculation and into the realm of human imperfections in the annals 
of our people. The philosopher is free to speculate on the nature of human re-
demption in the abstract, while our study of ethics in Jewish messianism faces 
the more sobering realities on the ground.

Notes
 1. My treatment of the Bible will be within its own terms as a narrative rather than 
through any historical analysis. In general there will be relatively few endnotes in this 
chapter because the topic of ethics in messianism has not been treated extensively in the 
literature and because I am deliberately avoiding the philosophical scholarship on ethics.
 2. In an earlier draft of this chapter I attempted to work with philosophical defini-
tions of ethics. This did not function well for the purposes of the present volume, and I 
have reverted to a more practical definition.
 3. Many of these issues are dealt with in detail (though from a distinctively Christian 
perspective) in John Barton, Ethics and the Old Testament (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1998); 
Mary E. Mills, Biblical Morality: Moral Perspectives in Old Testament Narrative (Aldershot, 
Hampshire: Ashgate, 2001); and John Rogerson, Theory and Practice in Old Testament Eth-
ics, ed. M.D. Carroll (London: T and T Clark, 2004). A recent powerful and more Jewish 
perspective on the book of Genesis, including many points about morality and ethics, is 
Leon R. Kass, The Beginning of Wisdom: Reading Genesis (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003). These are of course just a sampling of the very large literature on the He-
brew Bible (“Old Testament”) and its ethics. Most of my comments on biblical morality 
and ethics have been discussed at length by these authors.
 4. E.g., Leviticus 19; Deuteronomy 16; Psalms 37; etc.
 5. This is why the rabbis of the Talmud had to say explicitly that after the close of 
the biblical canon we do not make legal decisions based on direct divine dictates, which 
amount to prophecy. It is one of the lessons of the story of the serpentine oven in BT Bava 
Metzia 59b. As we shall see, however, this rule was not applied universally. My teacher 
Richard H. Popkin, z"l, pointed out that during the skeptical crisis of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries many people turned to personal prophecy (also called enthusiasm 
or revelation) as a source of certain knowledge. See Popkin, The History of Skepticism: from 
Savonarola to Bayle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
 6. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Collier Books, 
1961), 332.
 7. Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties, quoted in Carol Delaney, Abraham on 
Trial: The Social Legacy of Biblical Myth (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998), 
123. In general, Delaney brilliantly demonstrates the variety of ethical and moral prob-
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lems involved in the binding of Isaac, issues that go far beyond what I present here in bi-
nary fashion.
 8. The only case I know of wherein a nation hears a prophet and responds immedi-
ately with full-blown repentance is that of the (non-Jewish) people of Nineveh in the book 
of Jonah, ch. 3. It is no accident that the author also takes the trouble to tell us that the 
people of Nineveh are particularly stupid, “unable to discern between their right hand 
and their left hand” (Jonah 4:11).
 9. BT Bava Metzia 59b.
 10. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, “Laws of the Basic Principles of the Torah,” 7.2, 7.7.
 11. See, e.g., Nancy Caciola, Discerning Spirits: Divine and Demonic Possession in the 
Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003); Rosalynn Voaden, God’s Words, 
Women’s Voices: The Discernment of Spirits in the Writing of Late-Medieval Women Visionar-
ies (York: York Medieval Press, 1999); Stephen Haliczer, Between Exaltation and Infamy: Fe-
male Mystics in the Golden Age of Spain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).
 12. Cf. Micah 7:6.
 13. Midrash Genesis Rabbah, chs. 35, 38, 39.
 14. Among the vast literature on the Sabbatean movement, see Gershom Scholem, 
Sabbatai Sevi, the Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1973); Matt Goldish, The Sabbatean Prophets (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2008); David J. Halperin, Sabbatai Zevi: Testimonies to a Fallen Messiah (Oxford: Littman 
Library of Jewish Civilization, 2007); David J. Halperin, ed. and trans., Abraham Miguel 
Cardozo: Selected Writings (New York: Paulist, 2001); Ada Rapoport-Albert, Women and the 
Messianic Heresy of Sabbatai Zevi, 1666–1816 (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civiliza-
tion, 2011).
 15. See Goldish, Sabbatean Prophets, 71–76. An earlier messianic figure, David Ha-Reu-
beni (fl. early sixteenth century) had carried out a similar sort of forgery.
 16. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, 398.
 17. Jacob Emden, Zot Torat Ha-Kena’ot (Amsterdam, 1752), 46, quoted in Jacob Barnai, 
Sabbateanism: Social Perspectives [in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Shazar Center, 2000), 46. See also 
Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, 387–88n122, 671; Goldish, Sabbatean Prophets, 54–55.
 18. Jacob Sasportas, Zizat Novel Zvi, ed. I. Tishby (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1954), 
6–7; Goldish, Sabbatean Prophets, 135–36; Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, 356, 572.
 19. Many Hasidic leaders were later castigated for this practice (kfitlach). Here it also 
sounds a great deal like the highly suspect Catholic practice of indulgences, which helped 
foment the Protestant Reformation.
 20. Scholem (Sabbatai Sevi, 356) explains that the enormous number of fasts was ac-
complished by a small number of six-day “great period” fasts, each of which was the 
equivalent of thousands of fasts. I do not know about this, but Sasportas expresses con-
cern that these penances can be life-threatening, and we have evidence that several be-
lievers did die as a result of these prolonged fasts (ibid., 491–92).
 21. Ibid., 580–82.
 22. Ibid., 505.
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 23. On parallel phenomena in the period, see Perez Zagorin, Ways of Lying: Dissimula-
tion, Persecution and Conformity in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1990).
 24. See Paweł Maciejko, The Mixed Multitude: Jacob Frank and the Frankist Movement, 
1755–1816 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011).
 25. E.g., Malachi 4:5.
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