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Introduction: “To keep or not to keep: that is the question” 
Most of us have a theological answer to this question. Most of the people in the messianic movement and Christianity have answer to this question. And the funniest thing is that the answers are very different. Is there a reason to discuss it now? Is there anybody here really willing to get an answer? I do not know. But I got this subject and was crazy enough to agree to speak on it.1 
Actually everybody, including all Christian denominations, has a “law” that is considered to be obligatory. Every “antinomian,” if he will honestly look at his life, will recognize a significant number of “commandments” that he keeps. Thus the question “Keeping the Law: freedom or obligation?” has to be specified to the question “What law to keep?” In our context “the Law” is understood as the commandments that we find in the Torah.2 
Before I will deal with these issues I want you to understand my life-story in this regard. I was born and raised in a liberal Jewish home. At first my worldview was that there is not God and therefore the Law is obsolete. Later I became a strong Zionist and considered the Law as a crucial part of the Jewish culture. Then I believed in Yeshua and joined a Hebrew-Christian congregation, where I was taught that, though the Law is to be respected, it is not necessary to observe. Afterwards I became a missionary and was considering the Law, more precisely – some parts of it, as means to attract Jewish people. Finally, I met some messianic believers arguing that the Law is necessary to observe. Thus, you can see I have lived all possible attitudes concerning the Law. I know arguments in support of most possible views – from “orthodox” messianic though conservative “dispensational” (I got my ThM from Dallas Theological Seminary) – and can argue for them academically. It was actually my first reaction on this subject – to approach it theologically. But then I was reminded that I am going to speak not to a theological but rather to a mission conference.3 The conference theme is Jewish evangelism – Telling the Story. I think that we are gathered here by the desire to bring the gospel to Jewish people. It is also my major concern. Therefore I will put aside my theological ambition and concentrate on answering the given question in relation to this conference theme. 

In order to do this I will start with some conceptual considerations about relation of the Law to the gospel and to the Jewish life. Then I will remind us about some essential general missiological guidelines for effective outreach in relation to the Law and the Jewish people. And finally I will suggest some applications. 

Conceptual considerations 
The phrase “Jewish evangelism” includes two components – the gospel and the Jewish people. Therefore, taking about the Law in this regard, we need to consider the relation of the Law to the both – the gospel and the Jewish people. 

The Law and the essence of the gospel 
The gospel contents nothing about keeping the commandments. In the common definition the gospel neither says that commandments are important nor that they are obsolete. The gospel is a completely different dimension of biblical ideas. The Willowbank Declaration says in this regard: 

“It is important to identify what is at the heart of the gospel. We recognize as central the themes of God as Creator, the universality of sin, Jesus Christ as Son of God, Lord of all, and Saviour through his atoning death and risen life, the necessity of conversion, the coming of the Holy Spirit and his transforming power, the fellowship and mission of the Christian church, and the hope of Christ's return.” 
Salvation, entrance to the God’s kingdom, peace with God, and the Holy Spirit people receive not due to their observance or not-observance of the Law but solely due to the grace of God in Yeshua the Messiah (cf. John 14:6; Acts 4:12; Rom 1:16; 3:21-28; 11:6; Gal 3:2, 5; Eph 2:8-9; 2 Tim 1:9; Tit 3:4-7). Therefore the Law and its observance are not essential messages of the Jewish and any other outreaches. 

The Law and the essence of the Jewish life 
In the broadest sense, significant elements of the world Jewry in the modern era have defined, and are defining, Jewish identity as a community of history and destiny of those who still feel their involvement in this community or about whom others feel strongly that these people belong to Jewry.4 Here the Jewish people are undivided from the Judaism, which is unique in that it is both a culture and a religion.5 Even nonreligious Jews usually identify themselves at least with the culture. At the heart of the Jewish religion lies the existence of a covenant between God and His people. From circumcision to the keeping of the Sabbath, signs of the covenant abound in Jewish culture and religion. And the Torah is at the core of it. The Torah has been always essential for the Judaism and the Jewish people during their entire history.6 Jewish history does not know of a Torah-less Judaism, even though the interpretations of what is meant by Torah differ widely. For a Jew rejecting the Torah has been equal to the rejecting of God of Israel, nation of Israel and the future hope. Although there were disagreements how to keep the Law, in the Bible and the Jewish Tradition it has been always an essential attribute of a pious Jew (cf. Deut 6:24-25; Heb 2:2; 10:28). 

Historically considered Judaism is an amalgam of three ideas – belief in God, God’s revelation of the Torah to Israel, and Israel as the people which lives by the Torah in obedience to God. The interpretation of these ideas has varied from age to age, but the ideas themselves have remained constant.7 Thus, the Torah is at the undivided core of the Jewish religion and culture. 

All Jews know that their history is a study of almost thirty-five hundred years of persecution. Because of such history Jewish people usually live with the eyes fixed on the past. When they are called on to make fundamental choices, they turn for guidance to the past, where they find persecution, genocide, and fight. There is an assumption that non-Jews always persecute Jews. The history taught Jewish people also to assume that other nations want to destroy them either by force or by assimilation. Especially Christians fall historically under this suspicion. 

Important considerations about communication 
I think it is important to remind us now of some basic facts concerning communication. Human communication is the process through which individuals respond to and create messages to adopt to environment and to one another.8 The message that we send is not necessary the message that will be received. Significant part of the message will be filtered by the sender and then by the receiver. Communication can be psychologically characterized as “important is not what you say but what I hear/feel you say.” 

Stereotyping 
The major barrier to credibility is the human habit of stereotyping. We can either conform to the stereotype and function with little, if any, credibility or imitate Jesus in being receptor-oriented and personal in seeking to earn the kind of credibility and respect that the stereotype could never give. Therefore, in order to communicate a message, we need to start with overcoming stereotypes.9 
Setting 
Communication is a dynamic process. In its ongoing activity it is like a motion picture 

– a word or action is immediately replaced with another word or action. All elements of communication interact with each other. Communication is symbolic and it is important to keep in mind the fact that the symbols you use are discretionary and subjective. Communication does not occur in a vacuum, but rather is part of a larger system that includes setting, location, occasion, time, number of people, and cultural setting. Therefore we need to pay attention to the messages not just of our words but also of our actions, symbols and settings. 

Worldview 
Human perception is selective because people allow only selected information through the perceptual screen to the conscious mind. This selection is culturally determined. Perceptual patterns are learned and culture gives meaning to most of our experiences.10 Therefore, in order to communicate successfully, we need to consider one’s culture and to understand the issue of intercultural communication.11 Although many aspects of culture are subject to change, the deep structure of a culture, being the subjective roots of reality, resists major alterations. Therefore, to better understand any culture, we need to appreciate that culture’s deep structure that has its roots deep in the basic institutions of the culture. Deep structure institutions (like religious community, family and state) of any culture carry usually a culture’s most important beliefs. Its message endures and is deeply felt by the people of a culture, and it supplies much of human identity. 

The most core of deep structure is worldview that influences all aspects of our perception and consequently affects our belief and value systems as well as how we think.12 Religion is predominant element in every culture that has for thousands years given people their worldview. Probably there is no group of people without a religion.13 Therefore considering religion is crucial for intercultural communication. 

History of a people also needs to be considered for effective intercultural communication because historical events help to explain the character of a culture. Also, what a culture seeks to remember and pass on to the next generation tells us about the character of that culture.14 
Avoiding misunderstandings 
Misunderstandings are based on ignorance of the beliefs, feelings and values of another culture. Our first task as we enter another culture is to learn how it works. When we first encounter other cultures, we find it hard to see the world through other cultural eyes. Our defense is to avoid the issue by concluding that our culture is better and other people are less civilized (in Jewish case – “not free”). We tend to judge another culture too quickly, before we learn to understand and appreciate them. The Scripture is often falsely used in this judgment being interpreted from our cultural perspective. In order to avoid it we need (1) to recognize that we have our cultural biases while interpreting the Bible (in Christian-Jewish case – the “bondage” of the Law) and (2) we need to study the culture to which we minister and our own in order to compare and evaluate the two.15 
If we are to witness effectively, we have to speak and behave in ways that honor the way of life they have ever known.16 
Building trust 
Acceptance depends first of all on honesty and mutuality of an evangelist.17 Trust is the fundament of a good relationship. It is based on the deep conviction in truthfulness, integrity, reliability, and justice of another person. Trustworthiness is the foundation of credibility of any relationship and words.18 Therefore a goal of an evangelist is to be a person of integrity who humbly tries to understand, love and accept others. 

“Incarnation” for intercultural communication 
It is evident that communication is done not just with words but also with life. Responding to this fact, a new approach that gains more appreciation in intercultural ministry is called “incarnation.” Ii is based on a fundamental doctrine of Christianity: the Son of God himself became flesh and dwelt among humans. He identified totally with those to whom he was sent, calling himself “the Son of man.” He was a 200​percent person – 100% God and 100% Jew (cf. John 1:14; 20:21; Heb 1:1-3; 4:15; Phil 2:3-8; Luke 2:52). Similarly to Jesus, evangelists are expected to become incarnate in the culture and thus in the lives of the people they wish to serve. Following example of Christ, they must enter a culture as if they were children – ignorant of everything, from the custom of eating and talking to the patterns of work, play, and worship, while doing it without sin.19 They must be learners and let the natives teach them in order to effectively introduce them to the gospel. A mistake that an evangelist can make is to consider that he knows a culture so well that he can stop learning it. Missionaries have to make the first step of incarnation in order to break the pattern of excluding others. In incarnation there is no difference between the message and the Messenger. 

Thus, the essence of evangelistic ministry is not self-preservation but incarnation. The examples of Jesus and Paul teach us that their main goal was to present the message in the way for the message to be clearly understood. They were free to adjustment. Their teaching was in relationship.20 
Ministry “incarnation” actually does not mean “going native” but indicates that an evangelist is worthy of trust and relationship investment rather than a person who has only an “pragmatic” interest in “conversion.” In this case the evangelist will be taken if not as an insider than at least as a precious enrichment for the people. 

Identification means immersion in a culture when a person learns to think like the natives, to feel like the natives, to deal like the natives. 

Incarnation thinking follows this definition: Cultural adaptation is the removing of the cultural obstacles that hinder clear, trustworthy communication of the gospel.21 
The full incarnation is only possible if somebody is born and grew up in the culture. Therefore our goal can be described as becoming 150% person. In order to achieve it we must love the people to whom we minister in order to enter their culture as children. Aiming the incarnation definitely requires self-denial. But in this case such acts of self-denial are the first steps of freedom in the Messiah (cf. Matt 16:24). 22 
Some applications 
Do not preach a different “gospel” 
One of the common evangelistic stereotypes is that Jewish people are under the “yoke” of the Law and passionately desire to get free from this “yoke.” But, with rare exception, it is not true. Orthodox Jews do not consider themselves under a “horrible yoke” but find a delight in keeping the commandments. The majority of the Jews are liberal and do not keep the Law without being conscious-stricken. It is impossible to speak about any “bondage” in this case. Therefore Jewish people in fact do not feel a need for preaching about freedom from the Law and this preaching is not a “gospel” for them or for anybody else (see discussion above). Talking about “freedom” is more necessary in attempt to defend our attitude or habits. As we could see above, even in case of a liberal Jew, the Torah is always important for the Jewish identity. Any offence against the Torah can be easily understood as anti-Semitic or anti-Jewish. By the way, using the word “freedom,” it is important to remember that it also means freedom to keep the Law. Thus, do not preach a different “gospel” related to the Law that is not necessary and can be easily misinterpreted. 

Respect the Law and those who keep it 
Very common Jewish stereotype is that most Christians are anti-Jewish. The Jews can be suspicious even to those Christians who do good things to them (“they simply want to convert us”). There is an assumption that Christians want to destroy Jewish people if not by force then by assimilation. And the Torah plays an important role in such attempts in their view. 

As we could see above, effective evangelism requires respect for the culture of the people ministered to. It is also very true for Jewish evangelism. Additionally, it is important to consider that the Jewish culture is primarily linked to the Law that was given by God to the people. Therefore, even if somebody considers himself “free” from keeping the Law and does not see advantages of keeping it, he is still under obligation to respect the Law and those who keep it (this idea is biblically relevant; cf. Rom 2:9-16; 9:1-5). 

It assumes adequate reaction to the Law in speech, absence of sarcasm and jokes regarding the Law and its keepers. It concerns not only Gentiles, whose comments about the Law can be easily interpreted by the Jews as anti-Semitic, but also Jewish believers in Yeshua, who are often considered by the Jews not to be part of the Jewish nation any more. 

Be sincere and truthful 
Anti-missionaries often accuse those involved in the Jewish evangelism that we use Jewish, symbols, terminology and etc. in order to allure the Jewish people. And they seem to be right in many cases concerning many Jewish missions. Many training programs in Jewish evangelism are evidences of it (e.g. terminology as a nice-looking “wrapping” of the message, holidays as means of evangelism, etc.). It reminds me sales-agents’ training, though “clients” here are different and the motives are godly. 

We are accused in hypocrisy and we are giving reasons for this accusation by lack of sincerity and consistency in what we are doing. It strongly damages our testimony and harms our cause. Identification with any nation is not “playing” traditions but living the life of the people. Especially it is important for the so much sensitive Jewish people. If you are taking the “load” you need to carry it consistently. 

I believe that sincerity of our lifestyle strengthens our testimony and advances our Jewish outreach. If somebody lives like a “Christian,” what is the reason for him to wear a “mask” and “play” Jewish? I think it is not less glorious to be “Christian” than to be “messianic.” What was wrong with term “Hebrew-Christian” that indicated a Christian with Jewish background? In most of the cases the mission to the Jews has been designed so that the Jewish people would abandon the essential elements of the Jewish life. Indeed the new Jewish believers will be told that Shabbat is not necessary and kashrut makes life more difficult. And if we do so, it would be right to tell to the Jews, “Yes, we want you live like Christians” and honestly explain them why we think it is better for them. 

I have a friend who is 100% ethnically Jewish but considers himself to be a Christian. We enjoy arguing with each other whether it is right for him to act this way or not. But regardless of our disagree​ment I highly respect him for his consisten​cy in life. And, believe it or not, Jewish people respect him and listen to him. 

Thus, we have to live accordingly to the way we identify ourselves in the culture we minister in. E.g., if you call yourself a “Jew” you got to live like one in the given culture. Identification with the Jewish people 
1. Jewish believers in Yeshua – Paul’s example In Rom 9:1-5 Paul fully identifies himself with his Jewish people. He calls all Jews (even those who do not believe in Yeshua and even his opponents) “my brothers.” Unfortunately in our evangelistic zeal we often divide the Jews in “us” and “them,” setting a border between “us,” believing in Yeshua, and the rest of the Jews. But for Paul all the Jews were his “brothers.” In Acts 28:17 we find the last words of Paul in this book. These words demonstrate Paul’s consistency in his lifestyle and convictions. Indeed in the whole book of Acts we can see Paul as an evidently Jewish leader, who was considered Jewish by all Jews and Gentiles around him. He was not only ashamed to be Jewish in his lifestyle but also was always ready to demonstrate it 

(e.g. Acts 21:20-26; 23:1-6; 25:8). It is remarkable that, even ministering among the Gentiles, Paul was evidently identified as a Jew (cf. Acts 16:19-21). And at the end Paul still calls even Jews who do not believe in Yeshua his “brothers” and insists that he has always lived according to the Law and traditions of the fathers (cf. Acts 28:17). The same was true for Peter and for other Yeshua’s disciples. 

From Paul’s example we cannot drive a commandment to do the same but I think that Paul is a good example to follow. 

2. All believers – certain level of “incarnation” I would encourage all Gentile believers who want to evangelize the Jewish people to consider the “incarnation” ministry approach discussed above. Think about it and pray about God’s guidance to find the right ways and level of your “incarnation” in the Jewish life.23 Continuously learn from the Jewish people. Win their trust (you actually cannot do it by telling them to abandon the Law). Try to feel and to think like the Jewish people. Do not think that the healthy “incarnation” is not possible. I know several Christians who have done it. And their testimony is great. 

The Law and unity of the believers 
The last but not least: unity of the believers is a necessary condition for the successful evangelism (cf. John 17:21-23). Therefore it is essential for all of us to cross the boundaries of our personal convictions and put aside all possible disagreements in regard of the Law in order to make our outreach to the Jewish people more effective. It is important internally for organizations involved in Jewish evangelism and for the relationship between different organizations. Regardless of our attitude to the Law, we should remember that the commandments about love and unity have always played the most important role (cf. Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 1:10; 12:12, 25-27; 13:1-3; 1 Pet 4:8; Phil 1:27; 2:1-4). Meanwhile, some of us still consider Torah-observant believers as misguided and talk lightly about them, while the same is often also true in the opposite way. Are you not tired of these conflicts? I believe God is. We got to stop harming our testimony by thinking and acting this way. 

Conclusion 
Unfortunately, it is time to conclude this discussion. I know that I have not answered the question “The Law: freedom or obligation?” in the way it was expected by some of you. I assume that many can be unsatisfied or even upset about my presentation. I understand that it inflames even more questions, especially, of practical character. That was actually my objective – to provoke us to think about this issue from a (new to many) standpoint of intercultural communication. And I hope that it was a certain starting point for the future discussion and strengthening of the Jewish outreach. 

To love communicationally is to put yourself to whatever inconvenience necessary to assume that the receptors understand (“receptor-oriented communication”).24 God shows respect toward his receptors and toward the context in which he finds us. He is receptor-oriented, seeking to reach his receptors by entering their frame of reference and by participating in their life, in order to be maximally intelligible to them.25 I think that, regardless of our theological position concerning the Law, to follow His example is certainly our obligation and definitely our freedom – real evangelistic freedom. 
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