
1 
 

Messianic Deviations: The Sabbatean and Frankist Movements in 
Jewish History 
 
 
Douglas C. Youvan 
doug@youvan.com 
April 13, 2024 
 
 
The Sabbatean and Frankist movements represent two of the most 
intriguing and controversial chapters in Jewish history. Originating in the 
17th and 18th centuries, these movements were centered around the 
charismatic figures of Sabbatai Zevi and Jacob Frank, who each claimed to 
be the Messiah. This paper delves into how these movements emerged, 
their profound theological innovations, and the dramatic social upheavals 
they caused within Jewish communities. By exploring their antinomian 
practices and the radical redefinitions of traditional Jewish teachings, we 
uncover their lasting impact on Jewish thought and the broader 
implications for religious and cultural identity. These movements not only 
challenged the established religious order but also prompted a 
reevaluation of messianic expectations, ultimately influencing subsequent 
Jewish enlightenment and modernist movements. This exploration provides 
key insights into the dynamic interplay between radical religious thought 
and community response, offering lessons on the resilience and 
adaptability of religious traditions in the face of internal challenges. 
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Introduction 

Messianic movements have played a pivotal role in Jewish history, often 
emerging during periods of acute crisis and uncertainty. These movements 
have typically centered around charismatic leaders who claim to embody 
the messianic prophecies of Jewish scripture, promising redemption and a 
transformative restructuring of the world order. The anticipation of a 
Messiah, an anointed one who is foretold to lead the people of Israel and 
establish a kingdom of peace and justice, has deep roots in Jewish theology 
and has profoundly influenced the spiritual and temporal dynamics of 
Jewish communities throughout the ages. 

Two of the most controversial and significant of these movements were led 
by Sabbatai Zevi in the 17th century and Jacob Frank in the 18th century. 
Each claimed to be the long-awaited Messiah, and each left a lasting 
imprint on Jewish history, albeit not in the manner they might have 
intended. Sabbatai Zevi, born in Smyrna (modern-day İzmir, Turkey), 
proclaimed himself the Messiah in 1648, a period marked by deep despair 
among the Jews of Europe and the Middle East following a series of 
pogroms and persecutions. Jacob Frank later declared himself the 
reincarnation of Zevi and took the movement in an even more radical 
direction, eventually converting to Christianity. 

The thesis of this paper is to explore how the Sabbatean and Frankist 
movements, as major deviations from traditional Jewish teachings, 
challenged not only religious authorities but also the socio-cultural fabric of 
Jewish communities. We will examine the theological innovations and 
disruptions they introduced, the passionate following they garnered, and 
the controversies that ensued. Moreover, the paper aims to delve into the 
lasting impacts of these movements on Jewish thought and communal life, 
tracing their influence through subsequent generations and their indirect 
contributions to broader Jewish enlightenment and reformist movements. 
This exploration seeks to illuminate the complex interplay between 
messianic fervor, theological innovation, and communal dynamics within 
the context of Jewish history. 
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The Rise of Sabbatai Zevi 

Background on Sabbatai Zevi: Early Life and Messianic Proclamation 

Sabbatai Zevi was born in 1626 in the port city of Smyrna, part of the 
Ottoman Empire. Raised in a milieu steeped in Jewish learning and 
mysticism, Sabbatai displayed an early fascination with the Kabbalah, which 
profoundly shaped his spiritual outlook. By his early twenties, he had 
garnered a small circle of followers, entranced by his charismatic delivery of 
Kabbalistic teachings and his intense, often erratic, behavior which some 
interpreted as signs of spiritual greatness. 

His messianic proclamation came in 1648, at a time of personal turmoil and 
widespread despair among the Jews of Europe and the Middle East. The 
date was symbolically significant, coinciding with the conclusion of the 
Thirty Years' War in Europe, a period marked by extreme violence and 
upheaval. Sabbatai's declaration was catalyzed by his belief in personal 
revelations and mystical experiences, which he claimed aligned with biblical 
prophecies and Kabbalistic interpretations concerning the Messiah. 

The Socio-political and Religious Context of the 17th-century Jewish Diaspora 

The 17th century was a tumultuous period for the Jewish diaspora. The 
Chmielnicki Massacres of 1648-1649 in Poland had resulted in the deaths of 
tens of thousands of Jews and the destruction of many communities, 
creating a crisis of faith and a vacuum of spiritual leadership. This was 
compounded by economic hardships and social restrictions imposed on 
Jews throughout Europe and the Ottoman Empire. In this environment of 
despair and longing for deliverance, the Jewish masses were particularly 
receptive to the promise of a messianic redeemer. 

Key Doctrines and Practices Introduced by Sabbatai and Their Kabbalistic 
Underpinnings 

Sabbatai's teachings were deeply rooted in the Lurianic Kabbalah, which 
emphasized tikkun (repair) and the redemption of divine sparks hidden 
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within the material world. Sabbatai advocated for novel religious practices 
that often contravened traditional Jewish law, justified by his claim that the 
messianic era, which called for new laws, had begun. Among his 
controversial acts were pronouncing the Tetragrammaton (a taboo in 
Judaism) and celebrating festivals on days of fasting, which he declared as 
days of joyous redemption in the new messianic age. 

These practices not only challenged rabbinic authority but also the very 
fabric of Jewish religious observance, proposing a radical reimagining of 
Judaic law and tradition. 

Response from Contemporary Jewish Communities and Authorities 

The response to Sabbatai Zevi's messianic claims was polarized. While he 
attracted a significant following across the Jewish world, including in the 
Ottoman Empire, Europe, and North Africa, many prominent rabbis and 
Jewish scholars were skeptical or outright hostile. These leaders denounced 
him and his practices as heretical, fearing the destabilizing effects on the 
communal and religious order. 

In communities where his following was strong, Sabbatai's influence led to 
communal strife and division, often resulting in the excommunication of 
him and his adherents. However, his ability to inspire hope and promise 
change during a period of widespread despair ensured that his movement 
would continue to influence Jewish thought and history, even after his own 
dramatic and disillusioning apostasy. 

This section of the paper would delve into the details of Sabbatai Zevi’s rise, 
contextualizing it within the broader historical and spiritual crises of the 
time, and examining how his radical ideas both captivated and divided the 
Jewish world. 
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The Apostasy and its Aftermath 

Detailed Account of Sabbatai Zevi's Arrest and Subsequent Conversion to 
Islam 

In 1666, Sabbatai Zevi's growing influence and messianic claims reached a 
point where they could no longer be ignored by the Ottoman authorities. 
Viewed as a potential instigator of unrest, Sabbatai was arrested and 
brought to Istanbul, the Ottoman capital. Facing Sultan Mehmed IV, 
Sabbatai was presented with a stark ultimatum: convert to Islam or face 
execution. In a decision that shocked his followers and observers alike, 
Sabbatai chose conversion, adopting the Muslim name 'Aziz Mehmed' and 
receiving a position in the sultan’s court. This act of apostasy was 
devastating to his movement, as the Messiah converting to another faith 
was inconceivable to many of his devout followers. 

The Crisis of Faith Among His Followers and the Schismatic Effects on the 
Movement 

Sabbatai Zevi’s conversion caused a profound crisis of faith among his 
followers. Many deserted the movement, feeling betrayed and disillusioned. 
However, a significant number remained, their faith shaken but not 
shattered. This group splintered into various factions, each trying to 
reconcile the apostasy with their beliefs. Some declared that Sabbatai’s 
conversion was a mystical necessity, a messianic act that symbolized a 
spiritual infiltration into the impure to redeem the sparks of holiness, as per 
Kabbalistic teachings. 

The Role of Nathan of Gaza in Sustaining the Movement Post-Apostasy 

Nathan of Gaza, a prominent Kabbalist and Sabbatai’s chief prophet, played 
a crucial role in sustaining the movement after the apostasy. Nathan 
reframed Sabbatai’s conversion not as a denial of the Jewish faith but as a 
hidden phase of the messianic process. He propagated the idea that 
Sabbatai was the true Messiah and that his conversion was a sacrificial act 
necessary for the ultimate redemption. Nathan's charismatic leadership and 
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theological explanations helped maintain a cohesive core of Sabbatean 
believers, who continued to spread the doctrine and keep the movement 
alive, albeit in a more clandestine and esoteric manner. 

Analysis of the Theological Justifications for Sabbatai's Conversion Within the 
Movement 

The theological justifications for Sabbatai’s conversion are rooted deeply in 
Kabbalistic interpretations. Sabbateans argued that their leader’s apostasy 
was a form of sacred "descension into the klipot" (shells of impurity), a 
necessary evil to elevate the sparks of holiness according to Lurianic 
Kabbalah. This concept, although highly controversial, provided a 
framework within which the disillusioned followers could find a renewed, 
albeit altered, faith. This narrative allowed them to continue their messianic 
hopes and practices under the guise of a new theological paradigm, 
blending traditional Jewish mysticism with radical reinterpretations of 
messianic prophecy. 

The apostasy of Sabbatai Zevi not only transformed his movement but also 
had lasting effects on Jewish communities worldwide, leading to further 
schisms and the eventual emergence of new forms of Jewish expression 
and belief systems, such as the Frankist movement. This section of the 
paper explores these dynamics, offering a detailed look at the profound 
impact of Sabbatai’s actions on his followers and on subsequent 
generations of Jews. 

 

The Emergence of Frankism 

Jacob Frank's Life and His Claim as the Reincarnation of Sabbatai Zevi 

Jacob Frank, born Jakub Lejbowicz in 1726 in Podolia, then part of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, emerged as a controversial figure in the 
mid-18th century. He traveled extensively across the Ottoman Empire and 
came into contact with various Sabbatean groups, adopting and then 
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radically extending their doctrines. By the 1750s, Frank declared himself the 
reincarnation of Sabbatai Zevi and proclaimed that he was sent to complete 
the messianic tasks left unfinished by his predecessor. His charismatic 
personality and radical teachings attracted a significant following among 
Jews disillusioned with traditional Rabbinic authority and searching for 
spiritual renewal. 

Overview of Frankist Beliefs and Practices, Emphasizing Antinomian Elements 

Frankism was characterized by its radical antinomian stance—challenging 
traditional Jewish laws and norms. Frankists believed that redemption could 
only be achieved through acts that transcended conventional morality and 
religious law, a doctrine derived from but extending Sabbatean theology. 
This included the rejection of many ritualistic observances of Judaism, 
advocating for what they saw as a higher spiritual law that often involved 
behaviors considered sinful or heretical in mainstream Judaism. Notably, 
Frank encouraged acts that were deliberately provocative, such as ritualistic 
impurities and sexual licentiousness, claiming these were necessary to bring 
about the messianic age. 

Comparison Between Sabbateanism and Frankism 

While both movements shared a common belief in the necessity of a 
messianic figure for the redemption of the world and had roots in 
Kabbalistic mysticism, Frankism diverged significantly in its more radical 
interpretation and application of antinomianism. Unlike Sabbatai Zevi, who 
mainly focused on symbolic acts of lawbreaking, Frank's approach was 
more comprehensive and revolutionary, aiming to overturn the entire fabric 
of Jewish practice and belief. Furthermore, Frankism was more openly 
confrontational towards both Jewish and Christian orthodoxies, whereas 
Sabbateanism, until Zevi's apostasy, largely attempted to operate within the 
boundaries of existing Jewish frameworks. 
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The Impact of Frankism on European Jewish and Christian Communities 

Frankism's radical doctrines and the behaviors of its adherents led to 
intense conflicts within Jewish communities, causing divisions and leading 
to excommunications. The provocative nature of Frankist practices and 
beliefs also caught the attention of the Catholic Church, particularly in 
Poland where many Frankists lived. In an unusual historical twist, Frank 
sought protection from the Church, leading to a series of theological 
disputations between Frankists and Jewish rabbis. These disputes 
culminated in the mass conversion of Frank and many of his followers to 
Christianity in 1759, an event that was both a tactical move to gain social 
and political protection and a theological statement in line with their belief 
in the necessity of assimilating into surrounding cultures to bring about the 
messianic age. 

The legacy of Frankism was profound, affecting interreligious dynamics in 
Europe and contributing to the erosion of traditional Jewish communal 
structures. The movement also left a lasting mark on the cultural memory of 
European Jewry, often serving as a cautionary tale about the dangers of 
radical messianic fervor. 

This section of the paper would detail the emergence, development, and 
impact of Frankism as a significant historical and religious phenomenon, 
exploring how its legacy is reflected in the broader narrative of Jewish and 
European history. 

 

Theological and Social Implications 

Examination of the Antinomian Controversy and Its Broader Theological 
Implications 

Antinomianism, the belief that under certain spiritual conditions the 
religious law can be superseded, became a central and contentious theme 
within both the Sabbatean and Frankist movements. This theological stance 
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challenged the foundational principles of Judaism, which is heavily centered 
around the observance of the Torah and its commandments. The 
Sabbateans and Frankists argued that in the messianic era, the existing laws 
were not only obsolete but that their deliberate transgression was 
necessary to hasten the coming of the Messiah. This radical interpretation 
posed profound questions about the nature of sin, redemption, and divine 
will, pushing Jewish theology into new and often uncomfortable territories. 

The Response of Rabbinic Judaism to These Movements and Subsequent 
Doctrinal Defenses 

The rise of Sabbateanism and Frankism elicited strong responses from 
rabbinic authorities. Many rabbis felt threatened by these movements' 
blatant disregard for traditional Jewish law and their potential to destabilize 
established communal structures. In response, rabbinic leaders convened 
synods and issued cherems (excommunications), most notably against 
Sabbatai Zevi and later against Frank and his followers. They also 
strengthened yeshiva (religious school) educations to reinforce traditional 
teachings and safeguard against heretical ideas. Moreover, rabbinic 
Judaism developed more nuanced theological arguments to address the 
questions raised by these movements, emphasizing the enduring relevance 
of the law even in the face of messianic claims. 

The Effect of These Movements on Jewish Messianic Thought and Community 
Dynamics 

The Sabbatean and Frankist movements had lasting effects on Jewish 
messianic thought and community dynamics. Their apocalyptic and 
revolutionary visions offered a new kind of messianism that was not merely 
about the restoration of a traditional kingdom but involved a complete 
transformation of the world order. This vision appealed to many, especially 
those feeling alienated within their own communities. Consequently, these 
movements exacerbated existing divisions within Jewish communities, 
leading to fragmentation and the creation of sects that persisted long after 
the deaths of their founders. 
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Furthermore, the failure and apostasy of these movements led to a more 
cautious approach to messianic prophecy in mainstream Jewish thought. 
The trauma of repeated disappointments engendered a skepticism that 
tempered the millenarian fervor that had periodically swept through Jewish 
communities. This skepticism was reflected in a greater emphasis on 
incremental spiritual improvement and social justice within the world, 
rather than radical breaks from existing reality. 

The exploration of these theological and social implications reveals how the 
Sabbatean and Frankist movements profoundly influenced the trajectory of 
Jewish religious thought and community life. By challenging the boundaries 
of acceptable belief and behavior, they prompted a reevaluation of 
fundamental Jewish doctrines and the role of law in Jewish life, leaving an 
indelible mark on the development of modern Jewish identities. 

 

Legacy and Modern Interpretations 

How Sabbateanism and Frankism Influenced Later Jewish Movements, 
Including the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) 

The Sabbatean and Frankist movements, despite their controversial nature, 
played a catalytic role in shaping modern Jewish thought, particularly 
influencing the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment of the 18th and 19th 
centuries. The Haskalah movement sought to integrate Jewish culture with 
European Enlightenment values and ideas, advocating for education, 
secular knowledge, and engagement with surrounding cultures while 
preserving Jewish identity. The disillusionment and introspection spurred by 
the failures of Sabbateanism and Frankism made Jewish communities more 
receptive to new ideas about religion, society, and identity. This openness 
facilitated a reevaluation of traditional practices and an increased 
questioning of rabbinic authority, key tenets of the Haskalah. 
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Furthermore, the radical theological and social ideas espoused by 
Sabbateans and Frankists paved the way for later movements such as 
Reform Judaism, which similarly sought to adapt Jewish practice to 
contemporary needs and contexts. These movements shared a willingness 
to challenge traditional norms and reinterpret scriptures in light of modern 
realities, a legacy traceable back to the antinomian roots of Sabbateanism 
and Frankism. 

Reflections on the Role of Messianism in Modern Jewish Thought 

In modern Jewish thought, messianism has taken on a more nuanced and 
often symbolic role, reflecting both the historical experiences of Jewish 
messianic movements and the broader evolution of Jewish theology. The 
failures of overtly messianic figures like Sabbatai Zevi and Jacob Frank have 
instilled a caution in the Jewish collective memory regarding charismatic 
leaders who claim redemptive powers. Modern messianism in Judaism 
often emphasizes universal peace and redemption rather than focusing 
solely on Jewish nationalistic or religious fulfillment. This broader vision can 
be seen in movements such as Religious Zionism, which intertwines 
messianic hopes with practical state-building efforts, and in the spiritual 
messianism of Chabad-Lubavitch, which focuses on personal and 
communal spiritual elevation as a means to hasten the coming of the 
Messiah. 

Sabbatean and Frankist Influences in Contemporary Cultural and Religious 
Contexts 

The legacies of Sabbateanism and Frankism are also evident in 
contemporary cultural and religious contexts, reflecting an ongoing 
fascination with alternative spiritualities and the boundaries of religious 
identity. In literature, film, and other media, the themes of antinomianism 
and radical religious reform introduced by these movements continue to 
resonate, often serving as a metaphor for broader human quests for 
meaning and transformation. Moreover, in academic and theological 
studies, Sabbateanism and Frankism are often examined for insights into 
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the dynamics of religious innovation and the psychological and social 
factors driving religious radicalism. 

Additionally, in some contemporary Jewish mystical and renewal 
movements, there is a renewed interest in the transformative potential of 
Kabbalistic and messianic teachings, suggesting a subtle continuation of 
some of the spiritual explorations initiated by Sabbatei Zevi and Jacob 
Frank. This includes a re-engagement with the concept of tikkun olam 
(repairing the world), which has been expanded beyond its mystical origins 
to encompass social action and environmental stewardship, reflecting a 
modern reinterpretation of messianic aspirations. 

In sum, the examination of the legacies of Sabbateanism and Frankism 
reveals their profound and enduring influence on Jewish and broader 
cultural narratives, underscoring their role in shaping modern 
interpretations of messianism, identity, and spirituality. These movements 
challenge us to consider the complexities of religious evolution and the 
ways in which past beliefs continue to inform contemporary values and 
aspirations. 

 

Conclusion 

Summary of Key Findings from the Exploration of the Sabbatean and Frankist 
Movements 

This paper has explored the profound and often disruptive influence of the 
Sabbatean and Frankist movements on Jewish history. These movements 
emerged under charismatic leaders, Sabbatai Zevi and Jacob Frank, who 
claimed messianic identities and introduced radical theological and social 
doctrines. These included antinomian practices that challenged traditional 
Jewish law and authority, deeply impacting Jewish community dynamics 
and causing significant schisms. 
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The exploration revealed that while initially grounded in mystical 
interpretations of Kabbalah, both movements ultimately led to widespread 
disillusionment and reevaluation of messianic expectations within the 
Jewish community. This was particularly evident after Sabbatai Zevi's 
apostasy to Islam and Jacob Frank's subsequent conversion to Christianity, 
events that not only caused crises of faith but also catalyzed significant 
shifts in Jewish theological and social perspectives. 

Reiteration of Their Significance in the History of Jewish Religious and Social 
Evolution 

The Sabbatean and Frankist movements are significant for their role in the 
evolution of Jewish thought, particularly in how they prefigured and 
influenced later developments such as the Haskalah and modern Jewish 
denominationalism. By challenging the rigidity of rabbinic authority and the 
static nature of religious observance, these movements contributed to a 
more dynamic interpretation of Jewish identity and religiosity. They also 
prompted Jewish communities to develop more robust theological 
defenses and to rearticulate the role of tradition and law in an increasingly 
modern world. 

Final Thoughts on the Enduring Lessons from These Movements for 
Contemporary Religious and Historical Scholarship 

The enduring lessons of the Sabbatean and Frankist movements for 
contemporary religious and historical scholarship are manifold. They serve 
as a crucial reminder of the impact of charismatic leadership and radical 
theology on religious communities. These movements highlight the need 
for a balance between religious innovation and tradition, a lesson that is 
particularly relevant in today’s rapidly changing religious landscapes. 

Furthermore, the responses to these movements illustrate the resilience 
and adaptability of religious communities in the face of internal challenges. 
For scholars, studying these movements offers insights into the 
mechanisms by which religious groups confront and assimilate radical 
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ideas, providing valuable perspectives on issues like authority, heresy, and 
reform in religious contexts. 

In conclusion, the exploration of Sabbatean and Frankist movements not 
only enriches our understanding of Jewish history but also offers broader 
lessons on the dynamics of religious change and the complex interplay 
between faith, identity, and societal challenges. These movements, with 
their blend of hope, innovation, and eventual disillusionment, continue to 
inform contemporary debates on religious authority and the quest for 
spiritual and social redemption.  
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