
A Rabbi Looks at Jesus of Nazareth - Book Review

 There is no dearth of Christian apologetic books on the market, including more 
then a few in-depth works penned by scholarly types who have spent a lifetime 
“defending” the Christian faith. By and large, most of these these Christian apologists 
have been Gentile Christians (Lee Strobel, Josh McDowell, & Ravi Zacharias being the 
most notable) with one or two few penned by “completed Jewish” believers—aka 
formerly non-Messianic Jews who have come to accept Yeshua (Jesus) as their Lord 
and Savior.

 Unfortunately, in a media-saturated, technology-driven culture where most 
people—including Christians—tend to have the attention span of a gnat, much of the 
time anything remotely “scholarly” = dry and boring. Whether such books actually are 
boring (read: written by academics for the academic minded) is immaterial...the point is, 
they rarely get read. 

 Not so a nifty, mid-size Christian apologetic book penned by a Messianic Rabbi 
from Rochester, New York, Jonathan Bernis. In the first few pages, Bernis prompts a 
welcome sigh of relief among its readers with the statement:  “Iʼm not interested in 
writing a scholarly treatise that can only be understood by those who have a doctorate 
in theology.” 

 Bernis, who elsewhere has promoted his Christian apologetic book primarily as 
an “End Time Equipping Book for Christians” holds true to his promise. With A Rabbi 
Looks at Jesus of Nazareth he delivers an easy-to- understand, yet well-researched & 
conversationally written examination on both the Jewishness of Jesus and why 
accepting Yeshuaʼs own claim that He is, in fact, the long-awaited Messiah is about the 
most Jewish thing you can do. 

 Itʼs an excellent evangelistic primer for Christians, most of whom have been 
historically ignorant—not only about the Jewish origins of Christianity, but also about 
exactly how and why there has been a great divide between Jews and Christians. This 
includes the extent of the historic Churchʼs persecution of Jews as early as the first 
century; the dark, deep roots of anti-Semitism, as well as how anti-Semitism plays out 
today in more subtle forms through such doctrines as Replacement Theology and Dual-
Covenant Theology. Both, he claims, have had great bearing on Judeo-Christian 
relations, not to mention could effect the very future of the state of Israel. 

 Wisely, Bernis doesnʼt promise the moon; i.e., that he can prove “beyond a 
reasonable doubt” to anyone—Jew or Gentile—that Jesus is the Son of God, nor that 
the Bible is the inspired Word of God nor even that God exists at all.  What Bernis does 
promise the reader, however, is that he will present a thorough examination of the 
evidence that might help persuade a reader that Jesus is, as He Himself claimed, the 
Messiah. Bernis goes a step further by saying, “I will show you that it takes more faith 
not to believe, then it does to believe in Him.”



 On some level, most readers will probably not have a problem with at least the 
concept of “faith” being a prerequisite for belief. After all, even secular, skeptical Jews 
such as famed producer/director Steven Spielberg has, in his own cinematic way,  
acknowledged the power—and necessity—of faith when going from reason to raison 
d'etre (or reason for existence). Case in point. In a climatic moment during Spielbergʼs 
cult-favorite film, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade,  the lead villain, Walter Donovan, 
asks the filmʼs reluctant hero (played by Harrison Ford) a pointed question:  “Itʼs time to 
ask yourself, Dr. Jones, what you believe.”  In this case, Jonesʼ “belief” turned out to be 
a life and death matter—one which required a lot more then “book learning.”  To save 
the life of his father,  Jones was forced to do what we all must do sooner or later if we 
want to find our own salvation: go beyond weighing all the arguments for and against 
something, and instead step out based on the truth that is screaming out to us deep 
down in our heart. 

 That is what Bernis is asking his readers to do. Despite that requirement, Bernis 
gives anyone who sincerely seeks the truth a “reason to believe.”  Drawing upon his 
years of research and study, he delves into ancient Hebrew scriptures, as well as the 
New Testament—a book that he himself admits “surprised him” during his own search 
for truth as to how Jewish it really was.  He also provides basic evidence from history 
and science—citing the typical reasons doubters & skeptics tend to give in trying to 
dispute both the very existence of Jesus, as well as his death, burial and resurrection. 

 Leaving “no stone unturned” (sort to speak), Bernis does a thorough job of 
examining that evidence—as thoroughly as one can without becoming too academic. At 
the end of one chapter, he “cinches the deal” by citing a prominent British attorney who, 
on the issue of historical evidence supporting Jesusʼ resurrection, writes that he [the 
attorney] has “secured a verdict from the High Court on evidence not nearly so 
compelling.”

 In addition to citing both historical and scientific evidence for the life, death & 
resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, Bernis examines the Talmud—the collected 
teachings of ancient Jewish rabbis that form the centerpiece of modern rabbinic 
Judaism. Perhaps most interesting—and of importance—to Christians is Bernisʼ 
explanation of how Rabbinic Judaism differs from biblical Judaism. This is important for 
many reasons, not the least of which is that Christians need to be able to relate to the 
average Jewish person based on what they actually believe, vs what they [Christians] 
think they believe. 

 For example, it would be helpful to know that todayʼs Jewish person follows a 
form of “bloodless Judaism” that adheres to a collection of oral tradition vs. what is 
written in the ancient Hebrew scriptures. Bernis shows how wide that chasm between 
the faith of the early Jewish prophets and modern-day interpretation of Judaism really 
is.  Despite that, the reader is left with a sense that for a Jew—more then any other 
person of varying beliefs or world views—there is a certain spiritual DNA, or 
remembrance, of that time when their ancestors did, in fact, know and understand the 



importance of blood sacrifice as a necessary atonement for sin. The celebration of 
Passover is a good example of blood having once been used as a covering, or 
protection, over Godʼs people—a fact that few Jewish people who adhere to any 
semblance of their religious heritage would outright disavow. Despite that, most Jewish 
people who celebrate Passover have not made that leap to the person of Yeshua (they 
barely acknowledge He was even Jewish or that Christianity was first and foremost a 
sect of Judaism), and, more specifically, what He claimed to have done in spilling his 
own blood as an atonement for their sins.

 That “leap” could be a whole lot easier were a Gentile Christian—armed with the 
understanding  of Rabbinic Judaism and how it may effect the mindset of the modern-
day Jew—know how to use that knowledge as a way of ushering in the conviction of the 
Holy Spirit as to the modern-day Jewish personʼs NEED for a blood sacrifice.  From 
there, itʼs one simple step of faith into seeing how Yeshua Himself fulfilled that need.

 In the same vein, it would similarly be helpful for an evangelical Christian to learn 
(as he will in this book) that the very founder of Rabbinic Judaism, Rabbi Rabbi 
Yochanan ben Zakkai, while laying on his deathbed, expressed little confidence in his 
“oral traditions” to save Him from Ghenna (hell).  Sharing that knowledge with Jewish 
people—the majority of whom Bernis claims practice some form of Rabbinic Judaism 
(barring bona fide Jehovah-disavowing atheists of course)—could be a good 
evangelistic “card” to play.

 Finally, because most everyone is impressed—meritoriously or not—when 
educated and/or otherwise renowned people confess to believing something that one 
has long been taught not to believe—Bernis shares testimonies of what many “great 
people” have had to say about Jesus of Nazareth after taking a look at his life and 
teachings.  

 From physicians to professors, to aerospace engineers to politicians, to even 
Jewish rabbis, Bernis cites numerous accomplished people—past and present—who 
have “seen the light” by coming to saving faith in Yeshua HaMashiach [Jesus].

 Hearkening back to his own testimony that he began this book with, Bernis  
reminds readers of how he came to belief in Yeshua as his Lord and Savior—
acknowledging how were it not for the persistent boldness of a Young Life counselor 
(whose name he does not remember but whom he partially dedicates this book to) he 
would not be writing this book today. Or, as he more or less states, be standing in front 
of His Risen Savior tomorrow when his life on this earth (as is the case with all of us) 
will one day come to an end. 

 Bernis concludes the book by using that Young LIfe counselor as an example for 
every Christian of why they need to make it a point to overcome their own fear of 
sharing the Good News with Godʼs chosen people...no matter how resistant their 
subject may be. In doing so, claims Bernis, he makes the promise that “He [Yeshua] will  
[emphasis mine] reveal Himself to those with whom you share, just as He did for me.”



Judging by the the fervent and refreshingly transparent tone that marks this entire book
—making it at once both relatable and informative— one is inclined to believe that is 
one promise Bernis makes that will come true. - jenni keast
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