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Abstract

The biblical Showbread is mentioned in the context of the Tabernacle and the Temple ritual. Jewish exegesis additionally incorporated the Showbread into two Biblical narratives regarding the gifts of bread granted by Melchizedek (Gen 14) and Achimelekh, (1 Samuel 21). These two priestly gifts of bread were interpreted in Jewish exegesis as referring to the Showbread.

However, the identification of the Priests' bread offerings with the Showbread was not accepted sweepingly. In both cases of Melchizedek and Achimelekh`s bread we find Jewish medieval exegesis - Rashi on Gen. and Joseph Kimhi on 1Sam. - avoiding the identification of priests' bread as the showbread.


Given the religious significance attributed to the priestly bread in Christian theology  and considering that these two commentators are known for their  anti Cristian polemic,  it seems plausible that their commentaries may correspond with and respond to Christian Exegesis. 
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1. Jewish Exegesis Incorporating Showbread into Biblical Narrative
The biblical Showbread is mentioned in the context of the Tabernacle and the Temple ritual: "And you shall set upon the table showbread before me always" (Ex. 25:30; see also ibid 35:15; 39:36; Sam1 21:7; Kings1 7:48; Cr2 4:19).  The Hebrew name given to the bread Panim was explained by its location on the inner table (Targum Psudo Yonatan Ex. 25:30), according to its standing before the Lord (Ibn Ezra, Ex. 25:30) and because of its unique appearance: "It has a face that sees from either side" (Rashi Ex. 25:29 following BT Menachos 91a, 94b). According to Lev. 24:5-9, the Showbread consisted of twelve loaves that were laid on the inner table every Sabbath and were given to the priests.
Jewish exegesis additionally incorporated the Showbread into two Biblical narratives. In both stories a war refugee receives a gift of bread from a Priest who is also referred to as "king". In the first encounter, "Melchizedek king of Salem [...] Priest of the Supreme God" (Gen. 14:18) offers "bread and wine"  to Abram after his victory over the kings who had captivated his nephew Lot. In the second meeting Achimelekh, Priest of Nov, gives David fleeing from Saul, the "holy" bread (1 Samuel 21:7). These two priestly gifts of bread were interpreted in Jewish exegesis as referring to the Showbread.

The bread and wine granted to Abraham by Melchizedek were generally understood as an acceptable way to welcome warriors, such as Rashi's first  interpretation to Gen. 14:18: "Bring out bread and wine - This is done for those weary from battle."
 However, in Genesis Rabbah, a symbolic significance was added to these gifts: 
Brought out bread and wine. Rabbi Samuel ben  Nahman said: He instructed him in the laws of priesthood, bread alluding to the showbread, and wine to libations. (Gen. R. 43:6 [Theodor-Albek, 420])

The identification of these gifts as hints of two rituals deriving from the priestly service is due to Melchizedek's depiction as the first priest in the Bible.
 The Midrash sees the "bread" as an allusion to the showbread  given to the priests (Lev. 24:9) and the wine as the libations that accompanied the sacrifices on the altar (Num. 15:5,7,10).  Rabbi Samuel ben Nachman who cites this midrash lived in the city of Lod during the third and fourth centuries and himself was of priestly origin.
 Perhaps this Midrash was  a way  to strengthen the awareness of the Temple worship in a period when the temple no longer existed.

David fleeing from Saul also received, at his request, a gift of bread from Achimelekh, Priest of Nov:
And the priest answered David and said, There is no common bread on hand; but there is holy bread […] So the priest gave him holy bread; for there was no bread there but the showbread which had been taken from before the Lord, in order to put hot bread in its place on the day when it was taken away. (1Sam. 21:5-7)

The bread given to David is referred to by the priest as "holy" and was identified by most commentators as the "Showbread" mentioned in the following verses.
 Therefore the common understanding of the scripture is that since the only bread that was in the possession of the priest was the showbread, this is what was given to David: 
David is invigorated by "sacred things", by nothing less than the Bread of the Presence. Just as God has looked benevolently on that food, so, the implication is, he will also, "make his face shine" (to use another biblical expression) on this refugee.

During this literary analysis, Fokkelman also emphasizes the centrality of the phrase "before the Lord", which indicates the type of bread given to David (v. 7) as well as the position of Doeg the Edomite (v. 8) that will execute the priests (22:18) an account of this bread: "There is, however, not only bread that comes millifne Yhwh, there is also one of Saul`s officials present lifne Yhwh".

2. Jewish Medieval Exegesis Avoiding the Showbread 
However, the identification of Priests' bread offerings with the Showbread was not accepted sweepingly. In both cases, of Melchizedek and Achimelekh's bread, we find Jewish  medieval exegesis avoiding the identification of priests' breads with the showbread.

Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki (Rashi),  of north France in the eleventh century, after offering the plain sense of  Melchizedek`s gifts, refers to the Midrashic explanation. While basing his second comment on Genesis Rabbah, he conspicuously avoids mentioning the showbread:
… and according to the Midrash Aggadah, he hinted to him about the meal offerings and the libations, which his children would offer. (Rashi, Gen. 14:18)

Like Rabbi Samuel ben Nachman, Rashi identifies the wine with the libations that Abraham's sons are destined to sacrifice in the Tabernacle and the Temple, but he does not interpret the gift of bread as the showbread. Instead of showbread Rashi prefers the general category of "meal offerings". This despite the fact that the Midrashic choice of  the term "showbread" is closer to the language of the scriptures in Gen. 14:18 "bread" and therefore seems more appropriate. As opposed to other ritualistic identifications that Rashi makes during his interpretation (see, for example, his lengthy commentary on Gen. 15:15) where he usually accepts the midrashic identification, here he deviates significantly from the interpretation of the Midrash, obviously avoiding the showbread.

Likewise, the identification of Achimelekh 's bread as the showbread  was  not accepted unanimously among all Jewish commentators. Despite the well-established understanding based on the context of the verses that the bread that Achimelekh gave David was indeed the showbread, Rabbi David Kimhi (1Sam. 21:5) brings an unusual interpretation in the name of his father Josef  Kimhi (twelfth century, Provence)  that disputes  the identification of Achimeleck's gift to David as the showbread: 
Holy bread - interpreted by my master, my father of blessed memory: The bread of thanksgiving, that a stranger can eat in purity [...]
And the priest  gave him holy -  Interpretation: holy bread, in other words: bread of thanksgiving, for there was no other bread there, but the showbread which is removed from the Lord, and it is forbidden to foreigners, he therefore gave him the bread of thanksgiving, for there was no common bread there; This is what my master, my father, interpreted.
And our Rabbis of blessed memory interpreted (Minachot 95B) that the showbread is what he gave him [...] 

According to Josef Kimchi, because the showbread was permitted only to priests and forbidden to foreigners, David must have been given some other "holy" bread whose nature is not mentioned in scripture. Kimhi identifies this other bread as the loaves that accompanied the thanksgiving sacrifice (Lev. 7:12). Most of these were eaten by the owner of the sacrifice and only a few were given to the priest (Lev. 7:14; Mishna Minahot 7,2).
 But considering the literal context this interpretation is far from being adequate. 
Ostensibly, it seems that this far fetched interpretation is suggested in order to deal with the prohibition of strangers eating from the showbread. As David Kimchi mentions, this halachic problem was already addressed by the Rabbis in the Talmud and dealt with in two ways: By emphasizing the timing of giving the showbread to David and by taking into account the special circumstances. The Rabbis determined that the bread was given to David after the burning of the frankincense/incense and therefore it was not considered simony\trespass and especially concidering the circumstances of life-saving. Josef Kimchi's commentary provides yet another solution for dealing with the same halakhic difficulty of non-priests eating from the holy bread, but unlike the Rabbis that  preserve the contextual understanding that the bread that David received was indeed the showbread, Kimhi`s commentary "confiscates" the  showbread.

Given the religious significance attributed to the priestly bread in Christian theology  and considering that the two commentators that noticeably avoid the showbread are known for their  anti Cristian polemic,
 one wonders  if their commentaries may correspond with and respond to Christian Exegesis. 
3.  Priestly Bread in Christian Exegesis
The priestly bread plays an important role in Christian theology. Based on the two references to Melchizedek in the Bible, the one in Genesis 14:18 and the other in Psalms 110:4: "You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek," Melchizedek is perceived in the Letter to the Hebrews 7 as a prototype of Jesus. According to the author, Abram's giving a tithe to Melchizedek (Gen. 14:20) expresses the superiority of Melchizedek's priesthood. The absence of a genealogical dynasty, testifies to Melchizedek`s presumed immortality, and Melchizedek being uncircumsized proves the abrogation of the commandments.
 
Clement of Alexandria, close to the beginning of the third century C.E.,  was the first to recall that the bread and wine brought out by Melchizedek foreshadow the elements of the Eucharist: 
For Salem is, by interpretation, peace; of which our Savior is enrolled King, as Moses says, Melchizedek  king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, who gave bread and wine, furnishing consecrated food for a type of the Eucharist. And Melchizedek is interpreted "righteous king"; and the name is a synonym for righteousness and peace.
 
John Chrysostom, during the second half of the fourth century C.E., emphasized the abrogation of animal sacrifices and their replacement with the bread and wine of the Eucharist: 

Because the Synagogue of the Jews sacrificed to God, according to the rite of Aaron, not the bread and the wine, but calves and lambs, God said, addressing himself to Jesus Christ, "You are priest for eternity in the manner of Melchizedek".

Ahimelekh's bread is identified with the showbread by Jesus himself while defending his disciples gleaning on the Sabbath:
At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath. And His disciples were hungry, and began to pluck heads of grain and to eat.  And when the Pharisees saw it, they said to Him, “Look, Your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath!”
 But He said to them, “Have you not read what David did when he was hungry, he and those who were with him:  how he entered the house of God and ate the showbread which was not lawful for him to eat, nor for those who were with him, but only for the priests? 
 Or have you not read in the law that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple profane the Sabbath, and are blameless? 
 Yet I say to you that in this place there is One greater than the temple. But if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless. For the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”

Recently Brant Pitre analyzed this source and stressed Jesus' "three lines of defence".
  In the beginning of this passage Jesus sees himself as a new David who according to psalms 110 was also a non-levi priest "according to the order of Melchizedek" and therefore was allowed to eat from Ahimelekh's showbread. Accordingly he also sees his disciples as priestly followers who were allowed to work on the Sabbath just like the priests who dealt with the Showbread on the Sabbath.
 Additionally, in the concluding passage Jesus also sees himself, his body, as the new temple of God. 

Origen of Alexandria at the end of the second century and the first half of the third century C.E., sees the showbread as prefiguring the Eucharist,
 based on descriptions of the Last Supper: "The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, 'This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.'"
 St. Cyril of Jerusalem in the third century C.E. indicates that the bread of the Eucharist replaces the former ritual of the showbread: 
In the Old Testament also there was showbread; but this, as it belonged to the Old Testament, has come to an end; but in the New Testament there is Bread of heaven, and a Cup of salvation, sanctifying soul and body.
 
Thus, in Christianity, Melchizedek's priestly bread as well as  the holy showbread are both prefigurations of the sacramental bread of the Eucharist, which replaced the ancient showbread. Likewise, the showbread that Ahimelech gave David  demonstrates the eternal priesthood from the tribe of Judah as well as the abrogation  of the commandments for  its followers.
4.  Priestly Bread in Jewish Polemic 
The midrashic identification of Melchizedek's bread and wine with the showbread and libations, is mentioned in  Raimund Martini's  Dagger of Faith, which was composed by this convert following the Barcelona debate. Martini's version of the  Midrash contains additions that do not appear in Genesis Rabbah which apparently originate from Rabbi Moshe the preacher. In Dagger of Faith it is explicitly stated that Melchizedek "sacrificed bread and wine to the Lord." 
 This version also has an addion that developes in a clear messianic way which is characteristic of the teachings of Rabbi Moshe the Preacher and therefore was welcomed by Christian polemics.
 This expanded Midrashic version appears once again in the polemical work of Rabbi Isaac Abarbanel "Yeshua Meshicho", composed in 1498 and directed against the arguments of the apostate Geronimo de  Santa Fe (Joshua Lorki), who served as the chief spokesman in the Tortosa debate.
 This convert made great use of Dagger of Faith and the Jewish sources presented in it. Abarbanel writes that this convert proved from the Midrash that :

… their bread and wine sacrifice are the laws of the priesthood, and that they are the very essence of the new Torah, and that the priesthood was taken from the tribe of Levi and given to the king of the Messiah and those drawn from him.
  
This literary development points to the  central place of  the bread and wine Midrash in the framework of the Jewish-Christian polemic.

While Midrashic elements (from BR 43; BT Nedarim 32B) regarding Melchizedek were quoted by the medieval commentators on Genesis 14 and Plsalms 110 as to the place of his rule in Jerusalem,  his identity as Noah's son and the transferal of his priesthood to Abram, most commentaries disregard the midrashic identification of the bread and wine as future priestly rituals. 

As we noted, Rashi who does refer to the bread and wine Midrash from Genesis Rabbah, does so while omitting the showbread that symbolizes the Christian's sacred bread.
 Unlike the holy bread that was explicitly  identified with the Jewish ritual of the showbread, the wine of the Eucharist was not identified with a specific Jewish priestly ritual, and therefore it seems that there was less a need for Rashi to refrain from mentioning the libations hinted in Melchizedek`s gift.
 

The overt and covert polemic in Rashi's biblical interpretation was widely demonstrated in scholarly research, especially regarding his commentary to Psalms.
 This polemical trend is also evident in his commentary to Psalms 110. Rashi opens with an unusual statement: "Our Rabbis have interpreted it in the Midrash as referring to our father Abraham, and I'll interpret as they said." This emphasis on specifically choosing the path of the Sages is clarified when reaching Rashi's second interpretive approach of the psalm, where his polemic with the Christian claim regarding Melchizedek's superiority is evident (emphasis added):
Another matter:  this psalm should be interpreted regarding David [...]
"The Lord swore" and so on - that the kingdom will be yours forever.
"You are a priest forever" - and which of the priesthoods?
A priesthood that is above the office of Melchizedek, and this is the priesthood of kingship, which is above the high priesthood by thirty virtues (see Mishneh Avot 6: 5). "On my word, Melchizedek"  - above the command of Melchizedek, who was "a priest to the Supreme God" (Gen. 14:18);
And if you say: He too was a king? 
A monarchy over the nations is not an important monarchy compared to Israel.
In his polemic "Book of the Covenant" Joseph Kimhi comes out against the attribution of psalm 110 ("a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek") to Jesus but rather ascribes it to David`s kingdom.
  David Kimhi's commentary to Psalms 110 addresses the Christian claims of the replacement of the priesthood and the negation of the sacrifices:

[…] they say from that day and from then on, the Priesthood shall be in another meaning - not that they are offering flesh and blood as they were up to that day, but bread and wine, as Melchizedek offered.
  
The interreligious polemic can also explain the unusual interpretation of Joseph Kimhi (quoted by David Kimhi on Gen. 14:20), who claimed that Melchizedek rather than Abram is the one who paid the tithe:
The commentators interpreted that Avraham gave Melchizedek a tithe from the cattle and the property that he saved, since he was "a priest to the Most High God". And my father of blessed memory interpreted that Melchizedek had given Abram… 
In Christianity, Abram's paying a tithe to Melchizedek, illustrates Abram's recognition of Melchizedek's priesthood. By reversing their roles whereby Melchizedek pays the tithe to Abram, the hierarchy between them is also reversed.
 
Scholarly research has discussed the Kimhi's overt polemic and pointed out their covert polemic as well.
 The clearest example of covert polemic is Josef Kimhi's interpretation to the verse, "Let us make a man as our image" (Gen. 1:26) mentioned by David Kimhi.
 Kimhi's interpretation is presented as dealing with a purely linguistic problem – the plural form, but it is obvious that the purpose of the interpretation is polemical. Already in Saadiah Gaon's long commentary on the Torah the commentator expressly states that he addresses the Christological interpretation of this verse: "And the Christians bring from this verse a proof, according to them, for the Trinity".
  Nahmanides, in his polemic, spells out Kimhi's motive: "I mentioned the interpretation of the word 'Let us make man', for this is the confounded nation that always asks me, and I knew that you all know this, for the above-mentioned sage [R. Joseph Kimhi] already wrote this."
 Josef Kimhi's comments defending Jacob's honesty
 are surely meant for polemic purposes as were by northern France commentators.
 Similarly it is likely that that rejection of the identification of the bread given to David as the sacred showbread was influenced by polemic motives. 
Thus Rashi and Joseph Kimchi that distinctly excluded the Showbread from their biblical interpretation of Melchizedek and Achimelekh's bread were surely aware of its religious significance in Christianity. Therefore it seems plausible that their commentary came as a polemic response.
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