
Shaul (Paul) – a Leading Jewish Teacher     By Moshe Schwab 

Who was the Apostle Paul? From this title, we have no idea that he was Jewish. Since believers in the Jewish 

Messiah Yeshua (Jesus) refer to Shaul’s teachings frequently, it is obviously important that we should know that he 

was Jewish. Some say he was a Christian and make no reference to his true Jewish identity. Also, some say that 

although he was Jewish, his Jewish identity meant nothing to him; yet the scriptures say he was a dedicated and 

zealous Jew. Some say that he was among the elite Jewish teachers of his time perhaps much to the chagrin of some 

present day rabbis that misunderstand him. It would be closer to understand him not as the Apostle Paul, but as 

Rabbi1 Shaul, a leading Jewish teacher in Jerusalem in the first century who was zealous for his Jewish faith and a 

believer in the Jewish Messiah Yeshua.2 

 

Shaul probably came to believe in Yeshua as the Messiah around 33 ACE (AD)3, sometime after Yeshua’s 

resurrection. He began teaching that Yeshua is the Messiah immediately after he believed, and taught in many areas 

of the Roman empire. He began visiting synagogues near where he was born around 46 ACE in what is modern day 

Turkey. It is probable that the Jewish people of various cities of the Roman empire had heard of him since he had 

been one of the major rabbinic teachers and leaders in Jerusalem. He is recognized in Damascus and he writes to 

the messianic believers in Rome partly perhaps because of his notoriety. He also writes because has an intense 

interest in reaching people everywhere about the arrival of the Jewish Messiah, most importantly his fellow Jews. 

 

It is important to understand that he has a Jewish identity. We need to understand this to have a true understanding 

of Shaul’s writings. For example, he says the Torah (first five books of the Bible) has not been dissolved. “Does it 

follow that we abolish Torah by this trusting? Heaven forbid!” Romans 3:31 CJB. So, those who read into his 

writings otherwise must misunderstand him or pick and choose what they want to believe. He says in Romans 10:1 

CJB that, “My heart's deepest desire and my prayer to God,” is for Israel. He was a dedicated and committed Jew. 

Also, we should probably understand that he was in the class of chief Jewish leaders. It is not true that all the 

Jewish leaders did not believe in Yeshua. In contrast, Yochanan reported, “Nevertheless, many of the (Jewish) 

leaders did trust in him; but because of the P'rushim they did not say so openly.” John 12:42 CJB. Shaul doesn’t say 

that he wasn’t an important leader in Jewish history, but instead he alludes to his importance in his writings; he was 

both a loyal and zealous Jewish leader and teacher. 

 

In Philippians, Shaul describes himself as being from the Jewish tribe of Benjamin and being raised according to 

the Torah. It says that he is a true Hebrew; namely, we should understand that he is loyal to the Jewish community 

and also we find out that he is a Pharisee (Parush). A Pharisee was a leader in the Jewish community of the sect of 

those following the teachings of the great believer and teacher, Hillel. We see that Shaul was very zealous to 

maintain the proper Jewish teachings, even to the point of persecuting the sect of the Nazarenes (the Messianic 

Community who believed that Yeshua is the Messiah). He persecuted them before he understood that Yeshua was 

the Messiah. He also rigorously followed all the legalistic laws of Judaism. The legalistic laws included those laws 

added by the rabbis to the Torah which we as Messianic Jews consider not binding. 

 

From Philippians 3:5-6 CJB 

“Qualifications …: 

 • b'rit-milah on the eighth day, 

 • by birth belonging to the people of Isra'el, 

                                                 
1 Rabbi in modern understanding is a Jewish leader or Jewish teacher. Yeshua had a problem with the ancient understanding of 

the word “rabbi” which meant great one.  
2 Although Shaul was an observant Jew, we know that the Nazarene sect of Judaism that believed in Yeshua more strictly 

followed the Torah. For example, Yeshua was against the extra laws imposed by Judaism that kept people from God and kept 

people from observing the Torah. Yeshua told those who questioned him, “Indeed, why do you break the command of God by 

your tradition?” Matthew 15:3 CJB. “By your tradition you make null and void the word of God!” Matthew 15:6 CJB. Also, 

see Isaiah 29:13. Nonetheless, we should understand that after the Messiah came, Yeshua was the final sacrifice for sin and 

there are other changes because the Messiah had come. It is not true that the commandments have been dissolved; sin will be 

punished. Kefa (Peter) said, “So the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials and how to hold the wicked until the Day 

of Judgment;” 2 Peter 2:9 CJB. 
3 We can place Rabbi Shaul’s life and activities through archeological evidence. We know that Shaul appeared before Gallio 

around 51-52 ACE (Wikipedia). 



 • from the tribe of Binyamin (Benjamin), 

 • a Hebrew-speaker, with Hebrew-speaking parents, 

 • in regard to the Torah, a Parush (Pharisee), 

 • in regard to zeal, a persecutor of the Messianic Community (those that believe that Yeshua is the Jewish  

 Messiah, 

 • in regard to the righteousness demanded by legalism, blameless.” 

 

As we can see, he appears proud to be a Jew and obviously has no qualms expressing who he was and talks about 

his Jewish observance. Although some may say that he rejects his Jewish identity, it should be clear from 

Philippians that is not true. Instead as we read on, we should understand that Shaul counts his Jewish position as 

nothing, not his Jewish identity. We should understand that Shaul is saying that although he was an important 

Jewish figure as a Parush, he considers it of utmost importance to believe that Yeshua is the Jewish Messiah 

(Philippians 3:8).  

 

Also, in Acts 22 we find out that Shaul was born a Jew and a free Roman citizen in the city of Tarsus. Acts 22:27-

28. He trained at the feet of the great Jewish teacher Gamaliel (Gamli’el) who was the grandson of the great Hillel. 

He trained in Jerusalem and their he became one of the leading rabbis (Parush – ref. Phil. 3) at Jerusalem (Acts 

9:21). Acts 22:3 CJB says, “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city,” (Jerusalem) “and 

trained at the feet of Gamli'el in every detail of the Torah of our forefathers. I was a zealot for God.” He says that 

he was zealous for the things of God especially since he announces that he upholds Jewish doctrine both as an 

observant believer and persecutor (ref. Acts 9:1-2, 19-20; Gal. 1:13). We should understand that Shaul is basing his 

legitimacy on his zealousness as observant Jew, leader, and zealous persecutor of anything he thought a threat to 

the truth. Therefore, we should consider that since he is a zealous Jew for the truth, his testimony about Yeshua is 

so much more legitimate and true. 

 

In the opening of the book of Romans, we can understand that Shaul was called for the special God appointed 

purpose having been sent by God like the prophets of old (a sent one, apostle4) and given a designated holy calling 

to proclaim the messianic message that was promised by the prophetic goodness of God. (Romans 1:1-4). Namely, 

he was interested in telling others that the Jewish Messiah had come. 

 

While at Antioch, Shaul was chosen to visit the Jewish synagogues near where he was from in Tarsus which is 

located in central modern-day Turkey. He also proceeded to visit other synagogues to the west of where he was 

from. He worked as a tent maker to provide for himself when he could and He was led by God to reach Jews in 

many areas of the Roman Empire. In Acts 13 he was sent out by the Holy Spirit to reach primarily the Jews with 

the news of the Messiah. In Acts 16, God leads him to go to Macedonia. In Acts 18, he goes to Athens and a 

synagogue in Corinth.5 

Acts 13:1-3 CJB says: 

In the Antioch congregation were prophets and teachers—Bar-Nabba, Shim'on (known as "the Black"), 

Lucius (from Cyrene), Menachem (who had been brought up with Herod the governor) and Sha'ul.  One time 

when they were worshipping the Lord and fasting, the Ruach HaKodesh said to them, "Set aside for me Bar-

Nabba and Sha'ul for the work to which I have called them." After fasting and praying, they placed their 

hands on them and sent them off. 

Acts 16:9 CJB says: 

There a vision appeared to Sha'ul at night. A man from Macedonia was standing and begging him, "Come 

over to Macedonia and help us!"  As soon as he had seen the vision, we lost no time getting ready to leave 

for Macedonia. 

 

                                                 
4 Shaul makes it clear that there are numerous apostles (sent ones). He says it is a common gift ministry. Stern translates 

apostle as emissaries in Ephesians 4:11 CJB: “Furthermore, he gave some people as emissaries, some as prophets, some as 

proclaimers of the Good News, and some as shepherds and teachers.” The concept of only 12 apostles was concocted by some 

to legitimize their theology and control people. They say that they are descended from the 12 apostles; no doubt they also have 

a pride issue. While Yeshua did choose 12 emissaries Himself, as we can see, Shaul says there are many emissaries given to 

the believers. God also had emissaries in the Old Testament portion; for example, many of the prophets were emissaries. 
5 In the book of Acts we often see Shaul going to the synagogues; he was a Jewish teacher.  



Acts 18:1-4 CJB says: 

After this, Sha'ul left Athens and went to Corinth, where he met a Jewish man named Aquila, originally from 

Pontus but having recently come with his wife Priscilla from Italy, because Claudius had issued a decree 

expelling all the Jews from Rome. Sha'ul went to see them; and because he had the same trade as they, 

making tents, he stayed on with them; and they worked together. Sha'ul also began carrying on discussions 

every Shabbat in the synagogue, where he tried to convince both Jews and Greeks. 

 

In Acts 9 Shaul tells the story of meeting Yeshua and being blinded on his way to Damascus and subsequently is 

healed. The people of Damascus recognized him (Acts 9:21) as he shared the truth about the coming of the Jewish 

Messiah Yeshua. We should probably understand that at the very least he was a famous rabbinic teacher that many 

in Jerusalem had come to know and that he was recognizable to the Jewish community in the region. 

Acts 9:3-6 CJB says: 

He was on the road and nearing Dammesek, when suddenly a light from heaven flashed all around him.  

Falling to the ground, he heard a voice saying to him, "Sha'ul! Sha'ul! Why do you keep persecuting me?"  

"Sir, who are you?" he asked. "I am Yeshua, and you are persecuting me.  But get up, and go into the city, 

and you will be told what you have to do." 

Acts 9:21 CJB  

“All who heard him were amazed. They asked, ‘Isn't he the man who in Yerushalayim was trying to destroy the 

people who call on this name?’” 

 

Shaul also was arrested and sent to Rome to appeal his case where he continued teaching about Yeshua. He 

wrote a number of letters while on his journeys in the Roman Empire. These letters are also called books in the 

New Testament portion.  

Acts 27:1 CJB 

“Once it had been decided that we should set sail for Italy, they handed Sha'ul and some other prisoners over to 

an officer of the Emperor's Regiment named Julius.” 

Acts 28:30 CJB 

 “Sha'ul remained two whole years in a place he rented for himself,” (in Rome); “and he continued receiving all 

who came to see him, openly and without hindrance proclaiming the Kingdom of God and teaching about the 

Lord Yeshua the Messiah.”  

 

After looking into his background and the fact that he was an austere and committed Jew, it is a mistake to think 

he does not support the Torah. Since Shaul rigorously followed the law, it seems obvious that he would not reject 

the Torah as some say. Of note, if he did reject the Torah, no one in his time would have taken him seriously. He 

no doubt visited synagogues as a leading Jewish authority.  

 

Shaul was not only recognized as a leading Jewish authority by the believers in Yeshua, he was widely recognized 

by all Jews as a Jewish leader. In the account of Acts 23, Shaul tells the Jewish leadership that he is a Jewish 

leader. Instead of arguing that he wasn’t a Jewish leader, the Jewish leadership argued about the resurrection. “But 

knowing that one part of the Sanhedrin consisted of Tz'dukim and the other of P'rushim, Sha'ul shouted, ‘Brothers, 

I myself am a Parush and the son of P'rushim; and it is concerning the hope of the resurrection of the dead that I 

am being tried!’ When he said this, an argument arose between the P'rushim and the Tz'dukim, and the crowd was 

divided. For the Tz'dukim deny the resurrection and the existence of angels and spirits; whereas the P'rushim 

acknowledge both;” Acts 23:6-8 CJB. Shaul was a Jewish leader. 

 

Therefore, he must be understood as a Jewish authority and interpreting him otherwise is to misunderstand him; 

Kefa (Peter) says exactly that; some misunderstand Shaul. “The uninstructed and unstable distort, to their own 

destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.” 2 Peter 3:16 CJB. Note, there was no New Testament portion when 

Kefa wrote this, so Kefa is talking about the Old Testament portion when he says “Scriptures.” It is the Old 

Testament and Shaul that some are distorting. Kefa is actually establishing the authority of the Old Testament and 

therefore, Shaul’s writings should not to be understood as anti-Torah. Unfortunately, it is the Torah and Shaul that 

are being distorted by some “to their own destruction!” Shaul’s writings must be understood within an authentic 

framework and the things that we do not understand should be put in abeyance until a cultural or otherwise 

explanation can be given.  



 

His writings should be clearly understood to be rabbinic arguments and it is important to understand that his letters 

address Jewish issues and topics. Since they were Jewish concerns, we could make false assumptions about his 

teachings that can keep us in the dark as to Shaul’s intentions. The term Apostle Paul hides Rabbi Shaul’s true 

identity. What appears to be genuine? The people who say he wasn’t Jewish are probably the same ones who say 

that the Jewish Messiah Yeshua is not Jewish. Shaul was a dedicated zealous Jew, leader, and teacher in the Jewish 

community who came to believe in his Jewish Messiah. It is important to understand he was Jewish and taught as 

a Jewish teacher about Jewish issues.  

 


