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There was a time when it was considered sacrilegious among Jews even to mention the 
name of Jesus, but, increasingly, Jews feel free to discuss all aspects of the New 
Testament in the light of Jewish teaching. Certainly, if one is secure in his faith as a 
Jew, if one clearly feels that Jesus was not divine, there should be no reason that 
he/she cannot read the New Testament to try to understand what it has to say. While I 
would never try to dissuade any Christian from his belief that Jesus is divine, the more I 
read the New Testament, the more I become convinced that much (not all) of the 
description of the life of Jesus is composed by the retelling of events in the Old 
Testament, with Jesus as the hero replacing the Old Testament hero. 

For example, I would like to compare some of the stories told about the Hebrew 
prophets Elijah and Elisha with some of the stories told about Jesus. You, perhaps, 
know that in most ancient times, many peoples of the Middle East had seers or 
soothsayers who were pictured as being miracle workers and foretellers of the future. 
Part of the genius of the Hebrews is that they slowly developed a new kind of religious 
figure out of the seer. Certainly, by the year 800 BCE the seer no longer appears in the 
culture of Israel. In his place is the prophet. The prophet of this period has ceased to be 
a miracle worker. Even his ability to foretell specific events in the future has been 
minimized. Instead, the Prophet appears as a moral interpreter of history, as one who 
offers general predictions which are valid, if certain kinds of indifference and immorality 
continue. True, the magnificent "Literary Prophets" of Israel, like Amos, Hosea, 
Jeremiah and Isaiah, speak as if they are proclaiming the living commands of God 
Himself, but, they eschew magic. They are not concerned with making rods turn into 
snakes, nor are they concerned with turning aside the waters so that they can walk on 
dry land. Instead, Amos proclaims, " ... Let justice roll down as the mighty waters and 
righteousness like an unfailing stream", 1 and Jeremiah inveighs against the hypocrisy of 
Temple ritual even while those in power are insensitive to the suffering of the mass of 
people. 

1 Martin L. King quotes the Hebrew Prophet Amos in his wonderful speech in Washington. Many people 

think this teaching originated with King. See Amos 5:24 
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The moralistic prophets of the Hebrews, preachers of internationalism and universalism, 
did not suddenly appear among the Jews. They are the end product of a slow and 
steady development. The prophets about whom we speak primarily now, Elijah and 
Elisha, were only the early prototypes of the later "Literary Prophets". While these two 
men, Elijah and Elisha, also spoke of justice, they combined their moralistic teachings 
with the working of miracles. Indeed, they belonged to an age, where the people 
insisted upon the performance of some magic from a "Man of God", before he could be 
accepted as one who taught the divine message. 
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It is the author that Jesus, who lived perhaps 850 years after Elijah and Elisha, had a 
great d~al in common with this kind of earlier prophet. While Jesus quotes Jeremiah 
who lived 600 years before him, and while he quotes Isaiah, who belongs to a like 
period of Jewish history, nonetheless, Jesus appears in the New Testament more in the 
mould of the earlier Elijah, than like Jeremiah or Isaiah. 

Let us pursue this thesis. The New Testament presents Jesus as a unique 
figure, because, among other things, he heals the sick, he performs miracles like walking 
on the water, and he rises from the dead. Jeremiah and Isaiah, among the later Literary 
Prophets did not pretend to do any of these things, perhaps, they represent a more 
sophisticated era of Hebraic history; but Elijah a~dElisha, as we shall see, were 
precisely this kind of figure, and we can show how some of the Jesus stories seem to 
be but a re-telling of some of the earlier Elijah-Elisha stories. 

Our source is the book of Matthew, first of the New Testament books. In the eighth 
chapter of Matthew we are told that Jesus heals a leper of his disease (w. 1-4). In the 
ninth chapter a paralytic is enabled, according to the text, to rise up from his bed (w. 1-
8). Also, in this chapter, a blind man is enabled to see (v. 27). These things are used in 
the New Testament as part of the evidence that Jesus is greater than a man, indeed, 
that he is divine. Elijah and Elisha, Old Testament Prophets, do this type of thing in an 
earlier time. The "Old Testament" does not make a claim that these men are divine. For 
example, in the second book of Kings, chapter five (w 1-14) we are told that the King of 
Syria writes the King of Israel and asks that he help to cure a certain Syrian, named 
Naaman, of his leprosy. The King of Israel rends his clothes in despair and says, (v.7), 
"Am I God to kill and make alive?" The Prophet Elisha, however, is not at all dismayed 
at this request. He sent a messenger to the Hebrew King saying (v.8), "why have you 
rent your clothes? Let him (Le. the Syrian) come to me, that he may know that there is a 
prophet in Israel". In other words, Elisha clearly considered it to be one of his ordinary 

functions as a prophet to heal people of leprosy. The text then recounts how Elisha 
cures Naaman, who happens to be a captain in the Syrian army. The cure is described 
as being miraculous in nature. 
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In the fourth chapter of the second book of Kings, we are told that a woman from 
Shunam comes to Elisha and complains that her son has died. We are told that Elisha 
brings the boy back to life (4: 25-37). A similar incident is ascribed to Elijah (1 K 17: 17-
24). Indeed, we are told that contact with a prophet was so vital that when a dead man 
was thrown into Elisha's grave, he was returned to life by contact with the bones of the 
deceased prophet (2K 13-21). In spite of this apparent ability to work miracles, these 
prophets were never deemed more than mortal by the ancient Hebrews. Whatever they 
did, it was believed, was by virtue of a special gift of God to them. The woman whose 
son Elijah brings to life merely says, "Now I know you are a man of God ... " (1 K 17:24). 

One of the great miracles claimed for Jesus as proof of his divinity is the fact that he is 
described as walking on the water, something no mere mortal could do. In the eighth 
chapter of the book of Matthew, we are told that Jesus was in a boat with his disciples 
when a great storm arose. His disciples were fearful, but we are told that Jesus arose, 
"and rebuked the winds and the sea; and there was a great calm". The New Testament 
continues, "and the men marveled, saying, "What sort of man is this, that even winds 
and sea obey him"? (8: 23-27). The story occurs again, slightly varied (14:25), and in 
this second situation, Jesus is described as actually walking on the water. The story 
concludes that when the disciples got into the boat, they worshipped him, saying (v. 33) 
"truly, you are the Son of God"? 

In the second book of Kings, the second chapter, (v.8), we are told that with fifty of his 
disciples watching, Elijah took his mantle and parted the waters of the River Jordan and 
walked on the dry land with Elisha at his side. Later (2:14), we are told that Elisha 
performs the same miracle. He, too, parts the water and walks on the dry land, yet, 
nowhere within these stories concerning these two prophets of the ninth century B.C.E. 
is it suggested that the performance of these miracles made them divine. 

In the fifteenth chapter of the book of Matthew (v.32 ff), we are told that Jesus took a 
few loaves of bread and fed a crowd of four thousand people. This, too, is taken to be a 
sign of his special nature. How could so many be fed with so little? In the Old 
Testament, Elisha feeds a large group of people with just a few loaves (2 K 4:42-44). In 
almost an identical situation, and in another story, a woman with only one jar of oil, on 
command of the prophet Elisha, pours from this one jar of oil endlessly filling many 
more jars of oil to sell for money, while the first jar is never diminished (2 K 4: 1 ff). The 
object of all these stories is to teach that where there is love and faith, much can be 
done with very little. (see also where Elijah is fed by the woman who has no food (1 K 
17:8-16). 

2 see now a "man of God", said of Elisha, (1 K 17:24) 



The New Testament makes much of the fact that while Jesus seems to die, he was 
seen to be resurrected on the third day. To be sure, the Old Testament does not speak 
of either Elijah or Elisha being resurrected. Elisha, the younger of the two, apparently 
dies a normal death, although, as we have described, his very bones seemed to have 
the power to bring another dead person back to life (2 K 13:21). 

What happens to Elijah? To be sure, he is not resurrected, but neither, does he die, 
according to the biblical text. The text tells us that Elijah is gathered up to heaven by the 
whirlwind, (2 K 2:11). He is the only figure in the Old Testament who does not die a 
natural death, and Jewish tradition says that one day Elijah will return to earth, in 
advance of a continuing day of peace and good will, i.e. ushering in the messiah. 
Although Elijah merely disappears and does not seem to die, he is not made out to be 
divine. Whatever happened to him, we are led to believe, was merely what God had 
ordained for one of his human messengers. 

The conclusion of all this is that Jesus is in the mould of great Jewish figures that lived 
before him. His teachings, in many cases, are quotations from Jewish scripture or found 
in the Talmud. His miracle-working is largely a restatement of stories told about Elijah 
and Elisha who lived 850 years before him. The interesting point for us is that after 
Elisha, the Hebrew people substantially seemed to outgrow this earlier tradition of the 
miracle worker and developed what some Jewish scholars consider to be a higher type 
of religious personality, in the later "Literary Prophets". These prophets are each 
identified with a book that bears his name. These later prophets were unique in their 
zeal for the cause of the people, but they are not described as performing miraculous 
events. If it were not for the fact that the New Testament suggests that Jesus is divine, 
we could place him, at least in part, as a Jewish figure comparable on the one hand to 
Elijah and Elisha, and on the other, to Jeremiah.3 

If we ask how it is that Jesus did not seek to present himself entirely in the image of the 
later prophets like Jeremiah, we have to try to understand the times in which Jesus 
lived, and the region in which he apparently grew up and preached. He was apparently 
reared in that part of Israel in which Elijah and Elisha had served. The New Testament 
tells us that although Jesus was born in the more sophisticated southern region of 
Judea, he apparently lived and taught in the northern region near Galilee and near the 
Syrian border. It was precisely here that the Elijah-Elisha legends had their greatest 
rootage in the Jewish people, and it is possible that Jesus was the heir to this older and 
less urbanized version of Judaism. Further, Jesus lived in a time when many Jews, 
because of the cruelty of their Roman conquerors, despaired of the usefulness of a 

3 In the "New Testament", Jesus is described as standing in the Temple court and declaring in the name of God, "Has my house 
become a den of robbers unto you? (Mark 11: 15-19 and like 19:46). These are the exact words proclaimed by the Prophet 
Jeremiah in the similar situation 600 years earlier (Jer. Ch 7: 9-11). 



rationalistic religion and looked for a sudden miracle to save them. These Jews would 
likely be drawn to the image of a miracle-working prophet. 

According to some scholars, Christian as well as Jewish, it was not until long after the 
death of Jesus that his Elijah-type personality was merged with the image of a "80n of 
God" coming in the sky to judge between the righteous and the wicked. This last 
concept was Persian in origin. 

Jesus, as he appears in the New Testament, is thus a composite figure, reflecting the 
influence of both Jewish and non-Jewish sources. It is possible for us to admire some of 
his simple parables and yet, at the same time, to reject any notion that he was divine. In 
Reform Judaism, we also choose not to accept the miracle-stories surrounding Elijah 
and Elisha. For us, the true miracles are not the sudden interruptions in the flow of 
nature but God's immutable and unchanging laws. 

Still, we owe a debt of gratitude to Elijah and Elisha who served the people well in their 
time. Perhaps, in 850 B.C.E. the people would not have accepted the ethics of the God 
of Israel had these earlier prophets not presented themselves as miracle-workers. Once 
Israel had experienced prophets like Amos and Jeremiah, however, who divorced 
miracle working completely from religion, it is understandable why Israel could not again 
accept as divine an Elijah-type figure such as Jesus apparently was. If Israel could not 
accept Jesus 2000 years ago, still less can we accept him in this scientifically oriented 
day. Nonetheless, we Jews cannot feel completely detached from the New Testament. 
There is much of Judaism in it, and we must look sympathetically upon each person's 
attempt to find God in his/her own way. 


