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INTRODUCTION


One of the great challenges of interpreting New Testament writings is this:  When Jesus was performing actions, he must be seen as offering interpretations of the Jewish Torah.  He cannot be seen as having violated the Torah commandments; otherwise He could not have been a legitimate Jewish Messiah.  In order for Him to be the Messiah, he must be viewed as properly having been Torah observant.  Assuming that He was the Jewish Messiah, His actions must be understood as giving proper, authoritative rulings on Jewish interpretations of Torah, otherwise known in Judaism as halakhah.


The Dead Sea Scrolls provide us with an alternative view of a different halakhah than that of Jesus.  Through modern rabbinic Judaism, we can establish, at least in part, the Pharisaic tradition because their methodology of interpreting Torah has not changed over successive generations.  However, from a Jesus-as-Messiah perspective, the rabbinic tradition changed certain Pharisaic traditions in order to reject Jesus as the Jewish Messiah.  This is noted in Matthew 27:62-66, and 27:11-25, when the priests paid a sum of money to the Roman guards to remain silent about Jesus’ resurrection.  The post-Jesus Pharisaic camp needed to establish this teaching as a rabbinic tenet.


However, it must be pointed out that Jesus most likely was a rabbi of the Pharisaic tradition as can be seen by his primary mission which began in Galilee (Matt. 4:12-17).  Jesus’ ministry took place in primarily Pharisaic synagogues located outside of Jerusalem.  It also must be noted that post-Jesus, in Acts 15:5, it mentions that “a certain sect of the Pharisees which believed” [in Jesus] brought forward a complaint regarding the Gentiles.  Also, in Acts 23, when Paul was making his case before the Sanhedrin, the sect of the scribes and Pharisees from the Sanhedrin defended Paul against the sect of the Sadducees.  In addition, Paul describes himself as a Pharisee (Phil. 3:5).  The point here is that many of the early believing community including Jesus identified with the Pharisaic sect.  In conclusion, the Pharisaic sect had a split between those who believed in Jesus as the Messiah, and those that eventually ended up in Yavneh, where the modern rabbinic tradition claim their origins under Gamliel II after 70 AD and the destruction of the Temple.


In order to properly interpret the New Testament as a Jewish writing, the assumption must be that Jesus, Paul, and the apostles wrote with the intention of properly instructing Jewish Torah, thus establishing a believing halakhah.  With this as a presumption, a type of “common denominator” can be established by whichit is possible to understand different Jewish writings—one originating from a type of believing Pharisaic-like tradition, and another originating from the Essenic or Sadduceean-like tradition.

THE TORAH


The first step in comparing a New Testament text with a DSS text is to identify a section of Torah that is in common to both the NT passage and the DSS passage.


The underlying Torah text to be discussed is Leviticus 14:1-32.  In the Jewish tradition, this section is known as Parashat Metzora, which deals with the “Laws of the Leper on the day of his purification.”  In the rabbinic tradition, this entire parashat (verses) begins here at Leviticus 14:1 and ends at 15:33.  The content of these two chapters deals with people and houses that are leprous, the condition of male and female uncleanness due to emissions, the laws of Niddah (purification process of women during menstrual cycles), and the laws of women with non-menstrual flows of blood.  What links these states of uncleanness together is the initial offering which consists of two turtledoves or two young doves which are offered either outside the city, as in the case of the leper, or outside the tent of meeting, as in the case of male and female discharges.

THE DEAD SEA SCROLL


In the section now called “A Sectarian Manifesto” (4Q396 frag. 1-2 Cols. 3-4), the writers of this DSS deal with a halakhah regarding lepers
:


Concerning lepers, we h[ave determined that they may not] enter (any place) containing the sacred pure food, for they [shall] be kept apart, [outside the house (or city).]  Indeed it is written that from the time that he shaves and washes he [must] remain outside [his tent (or his house) for seven d]ays.  But now, while they are still unclean, l[epers are entering] a house [wit]h sacred pure food.  And you know [that the one who unknowingly breaks a commandment,] and the matter escapes his notice, he must bring a sin offering.  But as [for the one who intentionally sins, it is writ]ten that he is a despiser and a blasphemer.  [Indeed while th]e[y are yet l]epro[us], they may not eat from the ho[l]y food until sunset on the eighth day.


Rabbinic commentaries may shed some light on the discussion here.  Many rabbis (Ramban, Rashi, Hil. Tumas Tzaraas 11 and more)
 summarize the process of purification for a metzora (leper) in three stages:  After the meztora is eligible to return to the city, the first stage as described in Leviticus 14:1-8 is to offer a sacrifice involving two clean birds (turtledoves or young doves), cedar wood, crimson thread, and hyssop.  The first bird is killed, its blood is drained and mixed with water, and then the mixture is sprinkled on the metzora.  The second bird is set free.  Rashi comments that chattering birds are used to remind the meztora of how he obtained the tumas (leprosy)—because he was chattering like a bird and committed lashon hara (evil speaking) or slander.  For the justification of this connection, the rabbis would point to Miriam, Moses’ sister, who became a meztora when she spoke evil against Moses (Num. 12:10).  The seven day period of her being shut out is connected to the seven-day purification process of the metzora.


After the first stage of the purification, the metzora is allowed back into the city.  4Q396 seems to apply here:  Once he has been permitted back in, he must still stay outside any place that has “sacred pure food.”  The sacred food must refer to the food sacrificed at the Temple.  An interesting juxtaposition takes place here.  The Scripture and the rabbinic tradition both have the “shaving of the hair” ritual taking place AFTER the waiting of seven days.  Yet 4Q396 is translated, as “from the time that he shaves and washes he must remain outside for seven days.”  The “shaving of the hair” must take place BEFORE the waiting of seven days.


The rabbinic second stage of purification is this shaving ritual on the seventh day (Lev. 14:9).  The Kohen (priest) comes and shaves the meztora’s head (symbolizing repentance of haughtiness), the beard (symbolizing repentance of the mouth which spoke the lashan hara or slander), and the eyebrows (literally, “narrowness of the eyes,” symbolizing repentance from jealousy which underlies the evil speaking).  

The rabbinic third stage is the offerings that are brought to the Temple on the 8th day:  two male lambs, one ewe, fine flour mixed with oil as a meal-offering, and one log of oil (Lev. 14:10-20).  The sacrifices of the lamb are made, and some of the blood is placed is placed on the right ear, right thumb, and right big toe of the former metzora.  Rabbi Hirsch deduces that the right ear reminds the meztora to improve his mind, his thumb reminds him to improve his good deeds, and his big toe reminds him that he must move forward.

The writer of 4Q396 reminds his readers of this 7-day purification ritual.  Apparently, in Jerusalem (the only place where sacrifices should have been being offered), there were those who were breaking this command.  Some meztorot (lepers) must have been eating the holy sacrificed meat without the mandatory purification process.  The writer alludes to a different commandment regarding those who sin intentionally:

Numbers 15:30  “But the person who does anything presumtously, whether he is native-born or a stranger, that one brings reproach on the Lord, and he shall be cut off;  his guilt shall be upon him” (NKJV).


The writer is saying that these leprous commandment-breakers need to be excommunicated out of Israel and viewed as “despisers and blasphemers” (4Q396 lines 69-70).  Lines 71-72 remind the readers of the third stage of purification, which could only happen on the 8th day.  This text clarifies that the 8th day must be completed, or in other words “at sunset of the 8th day.”  The DSS community was very rigorous and did not tolerate laziness or negligence regarding Torah-commands.

THE NEW TESTAMENT


In Mark 1:40-45, Jesus either shows through actions a different halakhah regarding metzora than what was being practiced in His day, or he disrupts the halakhah of others to point out the central meaning of the Torah:

“Now a leper came to Him, imploring Him, kneeling down to Him and saying to Him, ‘If You are willing, you can make me clean.’  Then Jesus, moved with compassion, stretched out His hand and touched him, and said to him, ‘I am willing; be cleansed.’  As soon as he had spoken, immediately the leprosy left him, and he was cleansed.  And He strictly warned him and sent him away at once, and said to him, ‘See that you say nothing to anyone; but go your way, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your cleansing those things which Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.’  However, he went out and began to proclaim it freely, and to spread the matter, so that Jesus could no longer openly enter the city, but was outside in deserted places; and they came to Him from every direction.  (NKJV).  (Cp. Mt. 8:2-4; Lk. 5:12-14.)


Several actions that Jesus does seemingly contradict not only the tradition, but also the Torah commandment itself.  If this were so, it could present a problem with Jesus’ claims for the title of Messiah.


First, Jesus touched an unclean person.  Leviticus 15:8 refers to transference of uncleanness from the spit of an unclean person onto a clean person.  The clean person would become unclean.  He would be required to immerse himself in water (go to the mikvah) and also he would need to immerse his clothes.  He would then remain unclean until the next day (i.e. until that evening).  If this was the case for having been spit upon by one who was unclean, how much more for actual physical contact.


However, Jesus could have done this in the same way that a priest would have been required to have touched a metzora.  On either the first day of examination of the metzora, or on the 7th day at the ritual of the shaving, or on the 8th day involving the smearing of blood, the priest would have been required to touch the metzora.  If Jesus were acting in the role of a priest, then this statement could be read as a declaration of His messiahship through performing priestly duties.


But this complicates the issue.  Jesus was not a Kohen; he was not even a Levite.  Did He have any Torah rights to do this?  The resolution is long, but the explanation is worthwhile:  The end result is that Jesus understood his rights of priesthood granted to Him not according to the order of Aaron or Zadok, but rather according to the order of the priesthood of Melchitzedek.  Hebrews 7 explains how Jesus became the High Priest by referring to the priesthood by which Jesus attained as “the order of Melchitzedek.” This refers to the Torah section in Genesis 14:17-20.  In this Torah section, Abraham is seen giving a tithe to Melchitzedek, king of Salem (i.e. Jerusalem).


In the Midrash (Jewish drash, or stories, about events from Torah), Melchitzedek is often referred to as Shem, the firstborn son of Noah. The Midrash is full of stories with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob attending Yeshiva (school) with Shem.  In any case, the Torah is plain that the priesthood originally belonged to be the firstborn male of any family.  This is referred to as “the birthright.”  In the story of Esau and Jacob, when Esau sold his birthright for a bowl of soup, the Midrashic understanding is that Esau sold Jacob the rights to be the family priest.  Esau was wicked and did not value this important position.  Yet, when Jacob deceived Isaac into giving him the blessing also, Esau wept.  This was because “the blessing,” was the financial wealth of the father.  This was a worldly possession that Esau did care about.  And so says the Midrash.  The idea here is that prior to Moses having received the commandment of establishing his brother, Aaron, as Kohen HaGadol (high priest), all first born males were the priests of the family.  In this particular case, Aaron became the Kohen HaGadol since he was in fact Moses’ older brother, firstborn of his family.


In addition to God having ordained Aaron as Kohen HaGadol, another event took place that disqualified all of the other firstborns from the other tribes:  the sin of the Golden Calf.  In Exodus 24:5, it says that the “youth of the Children of Israel” performed the service, referring to the celebration service at the Golden Calf.  It was at that moment that Moses descended from Sinai and broke the tablets of the covenant.  Furthermore, in Numbers 3:11-12, the Lord is speaking to Moses and declared that He was taking the Levites instead of the firsborns in order to do His service.  From these passages, it is established that the priesthood belonged to the Levites.  However, this was not meant to be an eternal priesthood, but rathre, it was a consequence to a single sinful act.


While this was a lengthy discussion, there is a Jewish, Torah-centered explanation for how Jesus could be asserting his Messiahship—“the priestly Messiah”—by healing a leprous man.  Jesus can be seen not only as asserting His priesthood, but more importantly, restoring he priesthood from the Aaronic line back to God’s original intention of having the priesthood of firstborns.  As the firstborn son in Israel, and as God’s firstborn (a title of Messiah), He would have a right to do this.


Returning to the discussion in Mark, another interesting point about Jesus healing the leper is that of the location of the leper when he encountered Jesus.  Here we are presented with one of the synoptic problems of the Gospels.  In Mark, Jesus was either in the city (Mark 1:33), “the whole city gathered at the door of a house…” or He was outside the city (Mark 1:45) where Jesus could not enter the city because of the crowds.  In Matthew 8:2, Jesus is coming down from the mountains, having just finished giving “the sermon on the mount.”  In Luke 5:12, Jesus was in “a certain city.”  The question arises that if the metzora was IN the city, then he would have been in violation of the Torah command to stay OUTSIDE the city.  If this is the case, the Jesus touched him while he was not only unclean, but also committing an intentional sin (as the DSS community would have judged.)  If so, then Jesus would have been overlooking this error, while the DSS community would probably have excommunicated him.


Another possibility is that this man had already received permission to be in the city from a priest, and would have thus completed the first stage of purification.  Jesus then would still have touched an unclean metzora, except that Jesus healed him, and sent him to perform the final rituals to have been declared clean legally.  This could have taken place on the 7th or 8th day, thus keeping the Torah command strictly.


If the man was outside the city, the story would be more dramatic because Jesus would have judged the metzora to be clean and sent him to the Temple for the final stage of purification, without doing the first two stages.  Yet by encouraging him to go to the Temple, it can be seen that Jesus was encouraging the Torah commandments to be followed.  It can also be seen that Jesus was not at that time challenging the corruption of the priests.


Finally, one last observation:  If the leprosy really is connected to the sin of lashon hara, then Jesus’ warning not to speak to anyone carries an additional meaning.  Since the man was a metzora, and thus received in himself the consequence for having been arrogant, why did the man not practice what Jesus had sent him to do by going to the Temple?  The man immediately disobeyed Jesus, neither going to the Temple to see the Kohen, nor staying quiet.  The consequence was an immediate complication for Jesus, because He could no longer stay openly in that city, but had to retreat to the wilderness.  It is probable that the man missed the spiritual dimension of his physical healing.

CONCLUSION

There is an important lesson that can be learned from the differences between the communities that are found in the New Testament and the DSS community.  Both required and sought out repentance for its members.  But there was a big difference in how Jesus and the communities of the apostles treated people.  Their halakhah of the Torah was one of mercy, of Chesed.  Jesus did not turn the metzora away.  He certainly did not seek anyone’s excommunication from Israel.  He also did not violate Torah either. This is often an accusation from a rabbinic perspective.  Jesus, a Jewish rabbi, reached out to another fellow Jew who was sick, in accordance with Torah, and He healed the man.  He even overlooked possible errors the man could have unintentionally or intentionally done for the sake of properly teaching and loving his fellow Jewish brothers.

Meanwhile, the DSS community was busy making checklists and reports of all the wrong actions that others had committed, even those within their own community.  For those individuals who were metzorot, there was no entrance into their community.  For that matter, their community did not accept the priests, Pharisees, Gentiles, nor (possibly) women.  The exclusivity and sectarianism eventually led to their short-lived blip in history.
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