JESUS AND JEWISH MIRACLE STORIES

Rev. Paul Conway (2003 based on “Non-Canonical Writings and NT Interpretation” by Craig Evans

I.  GENERAL THOUGHTS

A. Elijah/Elisha and Miracles
1. Central in Jewish Thought to Rabbi Disciple Miracle workers. 

2. They are the Paradigm to all others that would follow

B. Three Key areas of Miracles

1. Rain: Effects harvest and food = starvation or satisfaction (Elijah Prays for rain)

2. Physical Healing including Resurrection from the dead (Widows Boy Leprosy etc.)

3. Material Miracles (Widows oil and Floating Axe Head)

C. Rain and needing a miracle

1. Israel is a land dependant on rain (cf. Egypt watered by the Nile not rain)

2. Baal, storm God

3. Fertility worship Ashteroth and Baal

II.  COMPARING RABBI MIRACLE WORKERS TO CHRIST

A. General list and dates (Pre and contemporary to Christ)

1. Honi ha Me'aggel (First century BC)

2. Abba Hilkiah, grandson of Honi (Late first century BC to early first century AD)

3. Hannin ha Nehba, grandson of Honi (Late first century BC to early first Century AD)

4. Hanina Ben Dosa (First Century AD)

5. Eleanor the Exorcist (First Century AD)

B. Honi ha Me’ggel (First Century BC)

1. “Ha Me’aggel” is not his last name.  It’s a title meaning “The circle drawer.”

2. He was remembered for praying during a time of severe drought.

3. His story is that the elders came to him and requested he pray for rain.  He drew a circle on the ground and said he would not leave the circle until heaven sent rain.  He was eventually stoned to death for refusing to pronounce a curse on Aristobolis and his supporters (Josephus Ant. 14.2.1)  It was said regarding him “No man has existed comparable to Elijah and Honi the circle drawer, causing mankind to serve God” (Gen. Rab. 13.7). 

4. CF. His story with the Jewish parable of the Two daughters.  One named graceful and the other tenacious.  The one who was graceful he would prolong his conversations with her because he enjoyed her company.  The one called tenacious he would say, give her immediately whatever she wants.

5. Where his story is found:  (Mishnah Ta’an 3:8 and Babylonian Talmud 23a).   He is also alluded to in Josephus Ant 14.2.1.

6. Points of Comparison to Christ.  His persistence and the Parable of the persistent widow and friend Luke 11:5-8, 18:1-8.  Honi also referred to God as Father and encouraged his disciples to pray to him as father in unusual intimate terms as Jesus did (Matthew 6:9 and 14:36).  

C. Honi’s Grandchildren

1. Abba Hilkiah.  Very Poor, worked for hire, wore a borrowed coat, insufficient food.  Was requested to pray for rain. (Babylonian Talmud Ta’an 23a-23b).

a.  Point of Comparison Christ, miracles and poverty (Matthew 8:20 and Luke 9:58) “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man has nowhere to lay his head.”

2. Hanin Ha-Nehba:  “The Hidden” Another Grandson of Honi.  A modest man who hid from public view.  The rabbis would send children to him to request he would pray for rain.  “Father, Give us rain”.  He would pray “Master of the Universe, give rain for the sake of these children who do not even know enough to distinguish between a Father who gives rain and a father who does not” (Babylonian Talmud Ta’an 23b).

D. Hanina Ben Dosa:  

1.  Referred to as one of the “Men of Great Deeds” (Mishnah Sota 9:15) Lived in a small Galilean Village 10 miles north of Galilee called Arab.  He was famous for his prayers that resulted in healing (Mishnah Ber. 5:5).  Prayed for a boy from a distance (Babylonian Talmud 34b.  He spoke the word from a distance and it was noted the time he prayed was the very hour the boy was healed.  

2. Hanina said that he could determine if the prayer would be answered based on how it flowed.  If it was fluent as it flowed from his lips he knew heavens favor was upon the answer.  

3. Had an encounter with a demon called “The Queen of Heaven” she said he was not under heavens protection.  In return he rebuked her and forbid the demon to pass through inhabited regions.  (Babylonian Talmud Pesah. 112b).

4. Once he was praying and was bit by a poisonous snake.  The snake died and Hanina Ben Dosa was fine. (Jerusalem Talmud Ber. 3:20b  Babylonian Talmud Ber. 33a).  It later became a saying, “Woe to a man who is bitten by a snake, but woe to the snake who bites Hanina Ben Dosa.”

5. Prayed for rain.  It poured, asked it to slow, and it came moderately.  (Babylonian Talmud 24b and Yoma 53b).  Compare with Elijah/Elisha 1 Kings 17:1 Drought and 18:45 Rain.

5.  Hanina Bendosa compared to the Life of Christ

a. Both From Galilee

b. Both Confronted Demons

c. The healing of people from a distance (John 4:46-53 and Matt 8:5-13 and Luke 7:1-10)

d. Encounter with demons who knew him by name and he rebuked them (Mark 5:1-20 and the temptation   (Matt4:1-11 Luke 4:1-13  Luke 10:17-20 Luke 22:31-32)

e. Encounter with the snake and Christ’s words to be able to “Tread on Serpents, scorpions, nothing shall harm you” Luke 10:19 Mark 16:18 and Acts 28:3-6 with Paul the Apostle bit by the snake.

f. The Infancy Gospel of Thomas Tom 16:1-2 a story of a home Joseph built the beams were too short and Christ Prayed and they grew cf.  Hanina Ben dosa did the same thing (Babylonian Talmud Ta’an 25a).

g. They were compared to Elijah  (Sirach 48:1-16 and Mark 6:15, 8:28).

h. A voice from heaven was heard calling both of them “Sons” ( Mark 1:11, 9:7 John 12:28 cf. Babylonian Talmud Ta’an 24b  Ber. 17b Jul. 86a).

i. Christ’s command of the weather cf. Hanina praying for rain (Mk. 4:35-41; 6:47-52  Jn. 6:16-21).

E.  ELEAZAR THE EXORCIST
1. Exorcism in Jewish Tradition goes back to Solomon who possessed unsurpassed knowledge in proverbs and plants (1 Kings 4:29-34 and 4:32-33).

2. Eleazar is mentioned in Josephus by name (Josephus Ant. 8.2.5).

3. Josephus mentions Demons and sickness being related and also speaks of Demons possessing people to harm and even kill them (Jewish Wars 7.6.3.).  Compare these ideas with Christ encountering the boy possessed and throwing himself in fire and water to harm him (Mk. 9:21).  Also how he confronts the man he healed and says “Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you” (Jn. 5:14).    

4. A later reference to Solomon and exorcism related to plants in the apocrypha Wisdom 7:17-21).

5. Jesus and the demoniac (Matthew 12:22-45 Luke 11:29-32, 24-26).

6. Jesus referred to by the demons and “son of David” cf. Solomon and David’s son.

7. The connection here is more the fact that exorcism existed in NT Times in the Jewish Context.  Hanina Ben Dosa is a stronger example of comparison to Christ.

E. OBJECTIVE CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

1. Jesus was a cheap imitation of true rabbinic miracle workers

a. His story was fashioned after the true miracle workers

b. This makes the stories of Jesus folk lore and irrelevant

2. The Rabbi miracle workers are false and cheap imitation of Christ, the true miracle worker.

a. The Rabbi Stories are false and fashioned to try and keep Judaism relevant

b. The stories of the Rabbi miracle workers are folk lore and irrelevant

3. Both the Miracles of Christ and the rabbi’s are real

a. The intertestamental period was a time silent of canonical books being formed, not a total silence from God

b. Just as Christ is argued in the book of Hebrews as being greater than Moses, Angels, the High Priest etc.  So he is greater than the rabbi miracle workers

c. Post Resurrection miracle workers may be Gods love through miracles wooing his people to him.

