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What We 
Won’t Talk 
about Today

1. The extent of Jewish 
Polemic With/Arguing 
Against Christianity in 
Medieval Jewish Bible 
Commentaries



ןבֵּ֔ תדֶלֶ֣יֹוְ ה֙רָהָ המָ֗לְעַהָ הנֵּ֣הִ תוֹא֑ םכֶ֖לָ אוּה֛ 'הןתֵּ֨יִ ןכֵ֠לָ֠
(Isaiah 7:14)

– הרה המלעה הנה :יחמק דוד בר
םיעותה ירבדכ הלותב הניא המלעה

 הרה איהש המלעה :ארק ףסוי בר
 ןיאש :תואה והזו .רכז ןב דלת וישכע
 רכז םא ,האלמה ןטבב המ עדוי םדא
.רכז ןב דלתש הממ וזו ,הבקנ םא

Rabbi David Kimhi (1160-1235): 
המלע does not mean virgin, as 

those who err claim.
Rabbi Joseph Qara (c. 1065 – c. 
1135): The woman who is now 
pregnant will give birth to a son.  
And the “sign” here is that [she is 
told that] she will give birth to a 
male, as no one knows whether a 
fetus is male or female.



What We 
Won’t Talk 
about Today

2. The Nature of the 
Relationship Between 
Peshat and Polemics



Intrinsic 
Relationship?



Rashbam on 
Exod 3:22

 הבושתו וטושפ רקיע והז
םינימל

This interpretation is the true plain 
meaning of the verse and an 
appropriate rebuttal for the 

Christians.



What We 
Will Talk 
about Today

Is it possible that Jews 
were influenced by 
Christian Bible 
Interpretations (in a 
manner that was not 
rejecting what the 
Christians said)?



Don Isaac Abarbanel (1437-1508)

 .)ה א א"מש( םיפא תחא הנמ ןתנ הנחלו
 תחא הנמ םיפא םישרפמה ושרפו
 . . . ושוריפ היהי ןתנוי יפכו . . . תדבכנ
 . . הכרבל םנורכז ונימכח ירבדמ םהינשו
 םירצונהו . . . שריפ םשרג ןב יול יברו .

 ושריפו ,זעלב ש"יטשירט םיפא וקיתעה
 ,הנחל דבל תחא הנמ הנקלא ןתונ היהש
 ואיבה ןכו . . . הז לע ףא ןורח ול היהו
 אוהו ןכ םג ויבא םשב יחמק דוד יבר
.דאמ הפי שוריפ

Vulgate: Annae autem dedit partem 
unam tristis.  

“He gave Hannah one portion םייפא .”  
The commentators explained “one 
substantial portion” . . . According to 
Yonatan it means . . . Both of these 
are based on hazal. Gersonides
explained…  The Christians translated 
tristis in Latin, meaning that because 
Elkanah gave Hannah only one 
portion, he found this upsetting . . . 
Rabbi David Kimhi also offered this 
explanation in his father’s name.  
This is a very fine interpretation.



And What about Before 
the 16th Century?



Rabbi Yosef ibn Aqnin’s (1150-1220) Introduction 
to his Song of Songs Commentary

 ןכ םג ל"ז דיגנה )לאומש בר( רכזו
 ,)רבנעה רפסב( אנגתסאלא באתכב
 ישוריפמ איבהל הברה וב רשא
 ןייד קצבלא ןב חילצמ 'ר יכ ,םירצונה
 ול חלש דאדגבמ ובושב האיליציסב
 ייאה ונבר ייח רופסב תרגא )דיגנל(
 . . .  ןואג

Furthermore, Rabbi Samuel  the 
Naggid (993-1056) mentioned in 
his Sefer ha-Inbar, in which he 
quoted extensively from Christian 
Bible commentaries, that when 
Rav Matsliah (?) the dayyan of 
Sicilia returned from Baghdad, he 
sent the Naggid a letter containing 
the life story of Rav Hai Gaon 
(939-1038). . . . 



Rabbi Yosef ibn Aqnin’s (1150-1220) Introduction 
to his Song of Songs Commentary

 םויביכ רפיס םירבד ראש ךותבו
 הבישיה תיבב רובדה לפנ דחא
 יִנָי לאַ שׁאֹר ןמֶשֶׁ קוספה תודוא
 וקלחנו ,)'ה א"מק םיליהת( ישִׁאֹר
 זמרו הבישיה תיבב םיפסאנה וב
 לא ךליש חילצמ 'רל ל"ז ייאה בר
 המ תודוא והלאשיו סוקילותקה
 .קוספה הז שוריפב  ותא אצמנש
 ,חילצמ 'ר יניעב רבדה בטוה אלו

Among other things, he reported: 
One day a discussion took place in 
the yeshivah about the meaning of 
the verse (Ps. 141:5): “Let my head 
not refuse such choice oil.”  The 
assembled in the yeshivah disagreed 
about its meaning.  Rav Hai Gaon 
suggested to Rav Matsliah that he go 
to the catholicos and ask him what 
he has (in writings? in translations? 
orally?) about the meaning of this 
verse.  Rav Matsliah was displeased 
[by the idea]. 



Rabbi Yosef ibn Aqnin’s (1150-1220) Introduction 
to his Song of Songs Commentary

 רבדה השק יכ ל"ז ןואגה תוארכו
 ורמאב ,וילע םערתה חילצמ 'רל
 םינומדקה םיקידצהו תובאה יכ
 וענמנ אל דואמ םישודק ויה רשא
 לצא תולמה שוריפ ד"ע רוקחלמ
 אוה רשאכ  תונוש תונומא ילעב
 'ר ךלהו .ונילצא לבוקמו עדונ
 לאשו סוקילותקה לא ל"ז חילצמ
. . . ויפ תא

When Rav Hai saw that Rav 
Matsliah was displeased, Rav Hai 
chastised him, saying: “Our 
forefathers and the righteous 
people of previous generations, 
very holy people, never hesitated 
to ask the members of other faiths 
about the meaning of words [in 
the Bible] . . . as we well know.”  
So Rav Matsliah went to the 
catholicos and asked him . . ..



Rashbam (c. 1080 – c. 
1160) and the Victorines



 בירִקְהִ םוֹיבְּ 'ה ישֵּׁאִמֵ וינָבָּ תחַשְׁמִוּ ןרֹהֲאַ תחַשְׁמִ תאֹז
)הל ז ארקיו( 'הלַ ןהֵכַלְ םתָאֹ

 }תחשמ{ו ןרהא תחשמ תאז :ם"בשר
.וינבו ןרהא תחשמ רכש– וינב

Andrew of St. Victor: Haec est
unctio Aaron: In hebraeo est
“augmentum.”

Rashbam: “The anointing of 
Aaron and the anointing of his 
sons”: I.e. this is the recompense 
for the anointing of Aaron and his 
sons.
Andrew of St. Victor (c. 1110 –
1175): [quoting the Vulgate]: “This 
is the anointing of Aaron”: The 
Hebrew reads “increase” [and not 
anointing].



Montse Leyra Curia



Rashbam’s Language 
When Relating to 

Christians (compared to 
older and younger 
contemporaries)



Rhetoric of Rashbam’s Contemporaries I

 ךיחא לא ונאב :י"שר
 ,יחא :רמואהתיהש–
 ךמע גהונ אוה לבא
ותאנשב ונדוע– ושעכ

Rashi (1040-1105): “To 
your brother, Esau” – to 
him whom you called my 
brother, but he behaves 
towards you as Esau, he 
still hates you.



Rhetoric of Rashbam’s Contemporaries II

 ורבשנןאכבו :רוש רוכב ףסוי בר
 לע םירמואש םלועה תומוא לש םעורז
 ,םהאירוגלא :וניבר השמ רמאש המ
 אוהש המ וניאו ,לשמו הדיח :רמולכ
 ,רחא רבדל האובנהןיכפהמו .רמוא
 . . . ירמגל ותועמשממ רבדהןיאיצומו

 הרותה תא וקיתעהש יפ לע ףאש
 םהל ןתנ אל ,םנושלל שדוקה ןושלמ
 תוארלםיניעו תעדל בל ה״בקה
 ץפחו הצור ןיא יכ  . . . ,עומשל םינזאו

.ותרותב וקבדיש םהב

Rabbi Yosef Bekhor Shor: In this verse we 
find a resounding proof against the position 
of the gentiles [literally: “here the gentiles’ 
arms are broken”] who claim that 
everything that Moses said was allegoria, 
i.e. a riddle and a parable, and is not to be 
understood literally.  They thus understand 
[Moses’] prophecies as something utterly 
different, and remove the text totally from 
its [real] meaning.  Even though they 
translated the Torah from Hebrew into their 
own language, God did not give them “a 
mind to understand or eyes to see or ears 
to hear” (Deut 29) . . . since God does not 
want them to be connected to His Torah.



Rashbam’s Language re Christians in his Torah 
Commentary

 שיש יפ לע ףאו .יל ודוהו םינימל הבושת
 לש ןיטל ןושלב  היחאו תימא ינא :םהירפסב
וקדקיד אל םה ,חצרת אל

 ונניא ןתשפהו עובצ רמצה :יתרמא םינימלו
.יל ודוהו ,תוארמ ינש לש דגבבדיפקו ,עובצ

 םא יכ בותכ ןיאש ,ןינימל הבושת הז טשפו
 אל ,ארקמב זעל ןיאש ,ריעה םש הליש
 אלו ,םירבעה ירבדכ ןאכ בותכ ״ולש״
םירצונה ירבדכ ״חילש״

Exod 20:8 I offered this explanation as an argument 
against the Christians, and they admitted that I was 
right. Even though in their Latin books the same verb 
is used . . ., their translations are inaccurate.
Lev 19:19 To the  Christians I said that the text 
outlawed clothing of two different colors, for wool is 
[generally] colored, but linen is not. They accepted 
this explanation.

Gen 49:10 This interpretation constitutes a refutation 
of the explanation of Christians. "Shiloh" that is 
written here is just the name of a city. For there are 
no vernacular words in the Bible. Neither is shello –
his – written here, as some Jews claim, nor shaliah –
a messenger – as the Christians say.



Rashbam’s Language about Other Jewish 
Torah Commentators 

 עדי אל ,ףסוי תריכמב ושרפמהו
 קוליחב אלו קוספ לש הטישב
.ללכ םימעט

 קמועב עדי אל ןושמש לע ושרפמה
ללכ ארקמ לש וטושפ

 וטושפ רקיע לע דומעל הצורש ימ
 ישוריפב ליכשי וללה תוארקמ לש
 וב וניבה אל ינממ םינושארה יכ ,הז
.ללכ ללכ

Gen 49:9: Whoever explains this phrase 
as referring to the sale of Joseph has no 
understanding of either the context of 
the verse or the punctuation of the 
cantillation signs.
Gen 49: 16: He who interprets this 
verse as referring to Samson has 
absolutely no understanding of the 
profundities of the plain meaning of 
Scripture.
Exod 3:11: He who wishes to 
understand the true plain meaning of 
these verses should seek wisdom in 
this, my commentary, for those who 
preceded me did not understand them 
at all.



Genesis 18

 בשֵֹׁי אוּהְו ארֵמְמַ יֵנFאֵבְּ 'ה וילָאֵ ארֵָיַּוא
 .םוֹיּהַ םֹחכְּ להֶֹאהָ חתַפֶּ

 םישִָׁנאֲ השFָׁשְׁ הֵנּהְִו ארְַיַּו ויָניעֵ אשִָּׂיַּוב
 חתַפֶּמִ םתָארָקְלִ ץרָָיַּו ארְַיַּו וילָעָ םיבִצִָּנ
 .הצָרְאָ וּחתַּשְִׁיַּו להֶֹאהָ

 Vיֶניעֵבְּ ןחֵ יתִאצָמָ אָנ םאִ יָנֹדאֲ רמַאֹיַּוג
 .Vדֶּבְעַ לעַמֵ רֹבעֲתַ אָנ לאַ
 םכֶילֵגְרַ וּצחֲרְַו םִימַ טעַמְ אָנ חקַֻּיד
ץעֵהָ תחַתַּ וּנעֲשָּׁהְִו

YHVH appeared to him by the 
terebinths of Mamre; he was sitting 
at the entrance of the tent as the day 
grew hot. 
Looking up, he saw three men 
standing near him. As soon as he saw 
them, he ran from the entrance of 
the tent to greet them and, bowing 
to the ground, 
he said, “My lords, if it please you, 
do not go on past your servant. 
Let a little water be brought; bathe 
your feet and recline under the tree. 

https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%25D7%25A7%25D7%2598%25D7%2592%25D7%2595%25D7%25A8%25D7%2599%25D7%2594:%25D7%2591%25D7%25A8%25D7%2590%25D7%25A9%25D7%2599%25D7%25AA_%25D7%2599%25D7%2597_%25D7%2590
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%25D7%25A7%25D7%2598%25D7%2592%25D7%2595%25D7%25A8%25D7%2599%25D7%2594:%25D7%2591%25D7%25A8%25D7%2590%25D7%25A9%25D7%2599%25D7%25AA_%25D7%2599%25D7%2597_%25D7%2591
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%25D7%25A7%25D7%2598%25D7%2592%25D7%2595%25D7%25A8%25D7%2599%25D7%2594:%25D7%2591%25D7%25A8%25D7%2590%25D7%25A9%25D7%2599%25D7%25AA_%25D7%2599%25D7%2597_%25D7%2592
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%25D7%25A7%25D7%2598%25D7%2592%25D7%2595%25D7%25A8%25D7%2599%25D7%2594:%25D7%2591%25D7%25A8%25D7%2590%25D7%25A9%25D7%2599%25D7%25AA_%25D7%2599%25D7%2597_%25D7%2593


Justin Martyr (2nd century) 

As summarized by A. Lukyn Williams, ed. of Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho the Jew

[Justin] shows that the title ‘Lord’ does not belong to 
either of the two angels who went to Sodom, but to 
the angel who remained with Abraham. He afterwards 
went to Lot, and is called the ‘Lord’ who received from 
the Lord in heaven the duty of punishing Sodom.”



Ibn Ezra on Gen 18

– םשה יכ :ורמא חור יעות
 ,דחא אוהו ,םישנא השלש
 .ודרפתי אלו ,השלש אוהו
. . . וחכש הנהו

Those who stray 
spiritually say that God 
is three םישנא 
[personae]: He is one 
and He is three and 
they are inseparable. 
They forget that . . .



Rashbam on Genesis 18/19

 וילא ואבש ?ךאיה- י"י וילא אריו )א(
.םיכאלמ ויהש םישנא השלש

.םהבש לודג .ךאלמה- י"י רמאיו )גי(

 ?רבד ךילא ונחלשש- י"ימ אלפיה )די(
 תאמ שאו תירפג םודס לע ריטמה י"יו ןכו
 אוה קוספבש ןושארה ,םימשה ןמ י"י
 .'קה אוה קוספבש ינשהו לאירבג

(1) YHVH APPEARED TO HIM: In 
what manner? Three men who 
were angels came to him. 

(13) YHVH SAID: i.e. the chief angel 
[said].
(14) IS ANYTHING TOO WONDROUS 
FOR YHVH: I.e. for the One Who sent 
us to you. Similarly (Gen. 19.24), 
"The LORD rained down on Sodom 
sulfurous fire from the LORD out of 
heaven." The first "LORD" in the 
verse refers to Gabriel; the second 
refers to God.

https://mg.alhatorah.org/


Rashbam on Genesis 18/19 (cont.)

 וכלה םהמ םינש- םישנאה םשמ ומקיו )זט(
 ,המודס םיכאלמה ינש ואביו 'תכדכ םודסל
 והזו .םהרבא םע רבדמ היה םהבש לודגו

 ]ןכו[ ,'וגו ינא הסכמה רמא י"יו וב 'תכש
 םיקוספ ינש .י"י ינפל דמוע ונדוע םהרבאו

:ישילש]ב[ םירבדמ ולא

 םיחולש ,םהרבאל ךאלמה- י"י רמאיו )כ(
 ,םודס תקעז ליבשב חלוש ינא וללה

(16) THE MEN SET OUT FROM THERE: 
Two of them went to Sodom, as it is 
written (19.1), "The two angels arrived 
in Sodom," while the chief angel 
remained speaking with Abraham (vs. 
17). About this [chief] angel it is written 
(vs. 17), "Now YHVH[i.e. the chief angel] 
had said, 'Shall I hide'," and (vs. 22), 
"Abraham remained standing before 
YHVH [i.e. the chief angel]." Both these 
verses refer to the third angel.
(20) Vayyo'mer YHVH: I.e. the angel said 
to Abraham, "I am sending these 
messengers because of THE OUTRAGE 
OF SODOM,"



Rashbam 
(compared to 
older/younger 
contemporary 
Torah 
commentators) 

The most comments 
disagreeing with Christian 
interpretations

The least rancour about 
Christian interpretations

The greatest possibility that he 
“learned” from his Christian 
neighbours


