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"Paul, the Heart, and the Yetzer Hara: rabbinic anthropology and Christians’
transformed capability not to sin"

In this presentation, | argue comparative juxtaposition of the letters of Paul with the classical rabbinic conception
of the yetzer hara — including its interaction with human willing and transgression, its relationship with law/Torah,
and its promised messianic uprooting — can illuminate Pauline thought in new ways. Through this comparison,
we will see that Pauline and classical rabbinic thought, although outwardly appearing to be in opposition to one
another, turn out to be in agreement that the Torah is not capable of fully uprooting the yetzer hara, and that
this transformation can occur only through God's messianic intervention. As such, the primary difference
between the rabbis and Paul turns out to be not primarily in the realm of concepts, but rather in the realm of
temporal judgments, i.e., whether the messianic age has or has not arrived. Accordingly, Paul can be understood
as presenting those in Christ as having already experienced the messianic uprooting of the yetzer hara that the
Torah/law was not able to accomplish, thus rendering Christians capable of acting and willing in a manner that is
'free from the power of sin'.

Daniel H. Weiss is the Polonsky-Coexist Lecturer in Jewish Studies in the Faculty of Divinity at the University of
Cambridge. His research examines the intersection between philosophical thought and classical Jewish texts, and
he is the author of Paradox and the Prophets: Hermann Cohen and the Indirect Communication of Religion,
published by Oxford University Press. In addition, he is actively involved various forms of inter-religious research
and dialogue via the Cambridge Inter-faith Programme and the practice of Scriptural Reasoning.
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