
Judaism and 
Medieval 
Interreligious 
Polemics
Rationalism in Jewish Polemic 
and Christian attitudes to 
Rabbinic Literature

26/04/2023



Petrus Alfonsi

• former Jew, born before 1075, baptized 
1106 in Huesca
• astronomer, perhaps personal physician 

of King Alfonso I of Aragon
• 1110–1120 in England and France
• Dialogi contra Judaeos (Dialogues against 

the Jews)
• very popular: over 60 extant mss.

• Disciplina clericalis
• anthology of Mediterranean folktales



Dialogues against the Jews

• 12 chapters (tituli)
• explains why he left Judaism and why he embraced Christianity
• uses rabbinic literature both to prove the irrational and mistaken nature of

Judaism and to advocate for the truth of Christianity
• condemnation of the Talmudic aggadah

• contradicts the principles of Aristotelian science (especially astronomy)
• reversal of Jewish critique of Incarnation
• Jews have erred in their interpretation of the Law; interpretation of Biblical 

authorities and prophecies should not “stray … from the path of reason”

• condemnation of the rabbis
• Jesus’ Jewish contemporaries killed Jesus out of hatred and envy, but they did not 

know his true identity, later Jewish scribes were “deceitful”





Dialogues against the Jews
1. Jewish biblical interpretation is incorrect
2. the cause of Jewish exile
3. the nature of resurrection
4. Jews do not observe the Law of God
5. against Islam
6. Trinity
7. Virgin Birth
8. Incarnation
9. Christ is the fulfilment of prophecies
10. Christ was killed by the Jews by their free will
11. Christ resurrection, ascension to heaven and second coming
12. law of Christians is not contrary to Mosaic law



Babylonian Talmud, tractate Berakhot fol. 7a
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Jacob ben Reuben: Wars of 
the Lord

 

• ed. J. Rosenthal (Jerusalem 1962/63)
• composed 1170
• Gascony (Mourède) or Huesca? 



Jacob ben Reuben: Wars of the Lord

 

„I shall explain in the light of what happened to me while I was in exile in אייוקישגדרומ . It was my
fate to dwell there among gentiles. There, where I lived, a certain Christian took a liking to me. [He
was] one of the leading citizens of the town and one of the learned of the generation. He was a
priest expert in logic and sophisticated in esoteric wisdom. To be sure, our Creator, may his Name
be blessed, obscured his eyes from seeing and his heart from understanding. Thus, his soul clung to
his idolatry, and his will and his mind continued to serve his “sticks and stones.” While I was regularly
with him to learn from him wisdom and knowledge, he asked me and said: “How long will you waver
on the threshold, not allowing your heart to understand and your eyes to see and your ears to hear.
[This is true for] you and all your brethren who are known by the name of Jacob. You become
poorer and lower and weaker in obvious ways; your numbers decline daily, both yesterday and to-
morrow. However, we become greater; our horn is ascendant. Our enemies are trampled under our
feet, while our friends are as resplendent as the sun as it goes forth. Now, if there is sin in your hand,
remove it; but if there is truth on your lips, declare it. Speak freely, and fear not. I shall ask you, and
you will inform me.“

(Milhamot ha-Shem, pp. 4–5, transl. R. Chazan [adapted])



Jacob ben Reuben: Wars of the Lord

• central topic: God’s Unity (against Trinity and Incarnation)
• dialogue between a Monotheist (meyaḥed) and a Denier [of God’s 

unity] (mekhaḥed)
• Jacob ben Reuben used his knowledge of Latin and of Christian 

Gospels (first systematic critique of Gospels in Hebrew literature)
• 12 chapters
• Ch. 1: Rational arguments against Christian dogma
• Ch. 2: whether the coming of Jesus has annulled the validity of the Law
• Ch. 3-10: against Christological interpretation of the Scriptures
• Ch. 11:  inconsistencies and contradictions in the Gospels (Matthew)
• Ch. 12: proofs that the Messiah has not come – philosophical proofs



Jacob ben Reuben: Wars of the Lord



Joseph Kimḥi: Book of the Covenant 

• scholarly family, father of David Kimhi and Moses Kimhi
• born in Spain but fled to Provence in 1148, settled in Narbonne
• wrote works on grammar, Biblical commentaries
• Sefer ha-berit (Book of the Covenant)

• textbook for one of his students, written against arguments of converted Jews!
• preserved in a 1710 collection Milhemet hovah, with later interpolations
• dialogue between a Believer (ma’amin) and a Heretic (min)
• rational critique of Christian dogma (Trinity, original sin)
• strong criticism of Christian immorality
• rebuttal of Christian claims based on Biblical prooftexts
• a lost section involving Christian claims regarding Christian and Jewish fate



Joseph Kimḥi: Book of the Covenant 
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