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Introduction

 

First, there was a movement

A book about the disciples of Jesus would typically start with Jesus himself: first there was Jesus, then he had disciples. This book suggests a fundamentally different story: first there was a movement, then Jesus emerged as its leader. This movement was known to history as “Jewish Christianity”—Jews who followed both the Jewish law, as they understood it, and also followed Jesus, as they understood him, and persisted in this even after the rest of Christianity became a gentile religion.

Understanding Jewish Christianity as the source of Jesus’ religion suggests a second fundamental point: this movement held vegetarianism and opposition to animal sacrifice as central tenets. Jesus took over the leadership of a Jewish heretical sect which affirmed the virtue of poverty, the corrupting influences of power and wealth, and the value of peace. But one integral belief of Jewish Christianity was dropped by the later church: its objections to the Jerusalem temple. Jewish Christianity saw the practice of animal sacrifice in the temple as a bloody and barbaric business. The chief business of the ancient temple was accepting the offerings of slaughtered animals. It was more like a butcher shop than a place of worship. For Jewish Christianity, Jesus gave his life when he disrupted the temple business during Passover week. Instead of animal sacrifice, they practiced an alternative ritual, baptism in flowing water, and were vegetarians.

Some two decades after Jesus was crucified, these disciples split with its most famous missionary, Paul, over the issue of vegetarianism and eating meat sacrificed to pagan idols. This sect continued its existence as a force independent both of Judaism and of the rest of Christianity for at least several hundred years afterwards. Both orthodox Jews and orthodox Christians regarded this movement as heretical, though for different reasons.

This book examines the claim that Jewish Christianity was not only the key group that followed Jesus, but also preceded and shaped him. It hard to tell at a distance of two millennia where Jesus ends and the movement begins, and what exactly Jesus contributed that was new. Jesus was baptized by John and took up much of the message of John’s movement. But the radicalism of Jewish Christianity, as Christianity expanded into the gentile world, created problems.

 

The Historical Importance of Jewish Christianity

Jewish Christianity is the group, among the dozens of different early Christian groups, which we have to understand if we are to understand Jesus or primitive Christianity. Jesus was a Jew and all of his earliest followers were Jews. When gentile Christianity rejected Jewish Christianity, it was in fact rejecting the core of primitive Christianity.

The heart of primitive Christianity was the Jerusalem church. It was founded in the immediate aftermath of Jesus’ death, and led by James, the brother of Jesus, and his successors. Paul, the great opponent of Jewish Christianity, was not a peer of the Jerusalem church and never knew Jesus outside of his visions. When Paul parted company with the church after an angry confrontation at Antioch, James took the rest of the family of Jesus, the Jerusalem church, and likely everyone who either had known Jesus or was living in Palestine at the time with him. “Even Barnabas was carried away,” reports Paul (Galatians 2:13).

But scarcely more than a decade later, the great Jewish revolt against Rome completely altered the world of primitive Christianity. This revolt was brutally suppressed by the Romans, who captured Jerusalem and destroyed the temple in the year 70. While the whole world of Judaism was devastated, including Jewish Christianity, the gentile Christian churches were left untouched. Any influence of the Jerusalem church on the gentile Christian churches, or missionary effort on behalf of Jewish Christianity, was greatly curtailed or completely halted.

We don’t know the exact sequence of events, but the final result cannot be doubted: a century after the destruction of the temple, gentile Christianity is widespread, while Jewish Christianity is a minor sect. The Jewish Christians dominated the primitive church before the year 70, but late in the second century the Jewish Christian Ebionites rate barely a paragraph in Irenaeus’ lengthy work Against Heresies.

Early Christian history created an incredible diversity of believers. The most striking feature of early Christian writings (before the council of Nicaea in 325), when compared to the early writings of other religions such as Islam or Buddhism, is that so much of it is devoted to polemics against other Christians. Early church fathers such as Tertullian, Origen, Irenaeus, Epiphanius, Theodoret, Hippolytus, and others wrote massive works about and against other Christian heretics—often more than they wrote against pagans or other external enemies of Christianity. Except for allegiance to Jesus, there was scarcely any agreement over basic precepts and practice in early Christianity; even monotheism itself was in question.

How do we explain this striking and unusual diversity in early Christianity? Factionalism in other religions typically features broad similarities of doctrine and practice among competing schools of thought. This is what we see in the Sunni-Shia split in Islam or the divisions among Theravada, Vajrayana, and Mahayana Buddhists, in which all the various competing schools were similar to each other in acknowledging basic doctrines. What differences exist often center on questions of authority, or on details of doctrine or practice so obscure that they may baffle outsiders.

But where are the broad similarities in doctrine between the orthodox and the heretics in second and third century Christianity? Where are the doctrines and practices on which Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Epiphanius agree with their opponents—or where, for that matter, do their opponents agree among themselves?

This diversity was not the result of a strong, authoritarian church which suppressed deviant doctrines. Quite the contrary, this diversity was caused by a lack of authority. The Jerusalem church and Jewish Christianity should have been the authority, but the horrific outcome of the Jewish revolt against Rome (66 to 74) so weakened the church it that it effectively destroyed the church’s authority, and there was literally nothing to replace it.

“Jewish Christianity” as scholars understand it today was simply the successor to this greatly weakened Jerusalem church. What followed was a century of doctrinal chaos. It was not until the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE that order was mostly restored in the church—though at a heavy cost, as we will see, to early Christian ideas. The original ideas of simple living and nonviolence had been banished to the monastic communities, and many new doctrines, such as the virgin birth and the divinity of Jesus, had been introduced which were completely unknown in primitive Christianity.

In the beginning, Jesus and all his disciples were Jews. In the end, Jewish Christianity was condemned as a heresy. Until and unless we can resolve this paradox, we cannot understand either Jesus or the movement which he led.

 

The Narrative of Jewish Christianity

We don’t have a single continuous “story” about Jewish Christianity. What we have is a series of snapshots, showing in greater detail some aspects of Jewish Christianity, and leaving others in tantalizing obscurity. It is like a jigsaw puzzle, with some of the pieces lost, and others which could be put in different places (see Figure 1). But by piecing together what we do know, we can know a great deal: its key ideas, its likely origins, and its most palpable influences. In short, we can know its history.

In talking about Jewish Christianity, I cannot avoid talking about Jesus, but I deliberately put aside the question of the historical Jesus as much as possible, and simply address the question of the origins and history of this sect of early Christianity. Obviously there was some sort of close relationship between Jesus and Jewish Christianity, but what was it? Readers interested in more detail may want to wait until chapter 10, or look at my earlier book, The Lost Religion of Jesus.

In fact, figuring out what precisely Jesus added to the movement is trickier than initially appears, not because his followers added so much later on, but because Jesus himself may have added so little. The whole project of scholars and the religious community—to understand the religion of Jesus by going back to the presumed source, the historical Jesus—is misdirected.

We can get a better idea of the historical problem by imagining some future historians, 2000 years from now, trying to understand the American revolution of 1776. These historians are working with fragmentary records and know little more than what many Americans on the street know today about the revolution. They know, for example, that George Washington was the leader of the revolution. They also are familiar with some of the most famous “sayings” of the revolution, such as “give me liberty or give me death,” or “we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” These historians ask, who was the “historical George Washington,” and what were his teachings?

These sayings suggest an ideology of both equality and the importance of liberty. Yet none of the most famous “sayings” of the American revolution came from Washington, but from Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, and others. Indeed, the only saying of Washington which many Americans could quote is “father, I cannot tell a lie, I chopped down that cherry tree,” which is probably legendary.

When our future scholars discover that none of these sayings were original with Washington, they might assume that his followers distorted the message of Washington. In fact, noting the almost mythical attributes of Washington, they might doubt whether there was a historical Washington at all.

But suppose these scholars from the future had spectacular manuscript discoveries from the early twenty-first century, and found some authentic sayings of Washington: would this help? Even if a complete copy of the First Inaugural Address fell into the hands of our historians, they would be struck by the fact that there are so many specific invocations of divine order and only a single vague reference to “the sacred fire of liberty.” They could well conclude that Washington’s key insight was that “the foundation of our national policy will be laid in the pure and immutable principles of private morality.” Here is proof, if any more is needed, that the views of the “historical Washington” were distorted by his followers. He was really more of a “wisdom teacher” than a revolutionary, the Confucius of America.

In fact, of course, we know that the opposite is the case. The better-known sayings of the revolution like “all men are created equal,” even though they are not from Washington himself, actually reflect Washington’s views better than an authentic saying about the “pure and immutable principles of private morality.” Washington was the leader of the revolution, not the philosopher of the revolution; but even though he was not the original author of the common sayings of the revolution first articulated by Patrick Henry, Samuel Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and others, they do convey his basic ideas.

It would appear that the same sort of dynamic is operating in the case of Jesus and his movement. The decisive ideas of Jewish Christianity were already “in the air” at the time of Jesus. Jesus certainly promoted them and gave his life for them, but did he originate them? If we were ever to find the genuine sayings of Jesus which really were original with him and distinct from the movement around him, they might be misleading, just as the reference to the “pure and immutable principles of private morality” is actually rather misleading about Washington’s attitude towards the American revolution.

The relationship of Jesus to his movement, I will argue, is very similar. Jesus was more the “George Washington” of Jewish Christianity, than he was like Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine, Patrick Henry, and the other “theoreticians” of the American revolution.

The key ideas were already there, truth ready to be proclaimed to the world. Rather than Jesus creating the community which he led (or the beliefs which he held) from scratch, the reality is more likely that the community which put these ideas into practice already existed. Who were those disciples of Jesus?
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Part I:

The Problem of Jewish Christianity






 

 

 

1. What is Jewish Christianity?

 

Jewish Christianity consisted of those first disciples of Jesus who continued to be loyal to the Jewish law, as interpreted by Jesus, even after Jesus’ departure from the earth. Jesus was a Jew and for some time afterwards, there was no obvious split between his disciples and Judaism. But eventually Christianity separated from Judaism and became an avowedly gentile religion, except for a few groups who insisted on following the Jewish law, as interpreted by the true prophet Jesus, as the basis of their religion. Those latter groups, deemed heretical by orthodox Christianity, are the ones we want to talk about.

We know about Jewish Christianity through the writings of the church fathers, especially Irenaeus (second century), Hippolytus (third century), and Epiphanius (fourth century). We also have the so-called “pseudo-Clementine literature,” especially the lengthy Recognitions and Homilies, which are largely Jewish Christian documents. We will discuss all of these at length later.

When exactly all these heretical Jewish Christian groups started is, of course, a tricky subject, and the answer depends on whom you ask. Orthodox Christianity, a gentile religion, goes to great length to depict Jewish Christianity as a deviation from the teachings of Jesus, or at least from the church.

We will argue that there is enough continuity in both leadership and in ideas so that we can meaningfully say that it was a single, continuous, distinct movement from at least the time of John the Baptist down to Epiphanius in the fourth century. Indeed, we can likely extend this period of time backward about a generation before John the Baptist, and a century or two after Epiphanius. Before and after that we are in more speculative territory, but even then we can speak of influences on Jewish Christianity, as well as the influences of Jewish Christianity.

 

A Movement Without a Name

“Jewish Christianity” is the unavoidable but problematic name for this movement. It is unavoidable not just by scholarly convention, but also because we don’t know any single name which these disciples gave to themselves.

The Ebionites were the best known and largest of these groups. We have probably more information about the Ebionites than about all the other groups combined. But there were other groups such as the Nazoraeans, Nasaraeans, “Symmachians,” Elkasaites, and various others (see Table 1–1). We will accept “Jewish Christianity” because, at least, it does convey two correct impressions: they were Jews and they did follow Jesus.

“Jewish Christianity” is a problematic term, though, because both ancient and modern writers have expectations about the terms “Jewish” and “Christian.” People expect “Jewish” to signify the Jews that they are familiar with: Jews made in the image of the rabbinic Judaism which came to dominate the Jewish religion after the destruction of the temple in the year 70. Ancient writers as well as modern scholars make this assumption, and the book of Acts is the primary case in point. But “Jewish Christianity” is as different from rabbinic Judaism as rabbinic Judaism is from Islam.

“Christian” implies a viewpoint that Jesus is the Christ, and therefore many assume that this movement could not have existed before Jesus. But I will argue that groups recognizably “Jewish Christian” already existed before Jesus; the whole idea that Jesus exerted a decisive influence on the ideas of his movement is a prejudice of a gentile Christianity eager to separate Jesus from the “Jewish influence” of those around him. In any event, we cannot settle an empirical question (“did this group exist before Jesus?”) through a definition.

The term “Jewish Christianity” also implies that the “Jewishness” of “Christianity” is a special problem, as if Christianity in its original form was not Jewish. People are surprised at the idea that later Jewish Christians such as the fourth-century Ebionites were closely connected to the early Jewish disciples such as James, Peter, and John. This sounds like an extraordinary idea which requires some sort of extraordinary evidence. But no one sees any problem in connecting any of the various gentile Christian groups to these first Jewish followers of Jesus, when that connection is the really challenging problem, historically speaking.

 






	Ebionites
	 
	Mentioned by Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Epiphanius, and many others. Heavily influenced the Recognitions and Homilies. Name derives from ebionim, Hebrew for “the poor.”



	Nazoraeans
	 
	Name of first Christians, according to the New Testament and Epiphanius; also name of heretical Jewish Christian sect



	Nasaraeans
	 
	Pre-Christian group, probably same as Nazoraeans



	Nazarenes
	 
	Ambiguous: could mean resident of Nazareth, or possibly same as Nazoraeans



	Notsrim
	 
	Jewish name of Jewish Christians from birkat haminim; probably same as Nazoraeans



	Symmachians
	 
	Followers of Symmachus, an Ebionite, therefore actually Ebionites



	Elkasaites
	 
	Followers of the book of Elxai; discussed by Hippolytus, Epiphanius; clearly related to Jewish Christianity, but may not be Jewish Christian



	Sampsaeans
	 
	Another name for Elkasaites, only mentioned by Epiphanius



	Ossaeans
	 
	Another name for Elkasaites, only mentioned by Epiphanius; might also be another name for “Essenes”



	Cerinthians
	 
	Not a Jewish Christian group





Table 1–1. Names of Jewish Christian groups mentioned in ancient literature.

 

So we are saddled with an unsatisfactory term, “Jewish Christianity,” and a bewildering variety of different names for individual groups. This variety is less confusing than initially appears. Most likely, there are just two or three basic groups of Jewish Christians.

 


	
We have vastly more information about the Ebionites than we have about all other groups combined. So for much of this book we will be talking just about Ebionites. The Symmachians are supposed to be followers of Symmachus, who was an Ebionite, so these people are really just Ebionites.



	
There is a cluster of “N” names—Nazoraeans, Nasaraeans, Nazarenes, and Notsrim—which, I will argue, all refer to the same group, and which I will discuss in chapter 8, “The Nazoraeans.”



	
There is a further cluster of groups which are also actually the name of a single group: the Elkasaites, Sampsaeans, and Ossaeans. The Sampsaeans and Ossaeans, only mentioned by Epiphanius, are just different names for the Elkasaites.





 

There are three principles that I will defend throughout the book which are central to understanding Jewish Christianity in any of its manifestations.

 

1. The first disciples of Jesus were Jewish Christians.

The first disciples of Jesus were different from virtually everyone else in the ancient (or the modern) Christian world in one significant respect: they were Jews. They were not simply Jews by birth, but held a “Jewish Christian” ideology, which this book will elucidate. The claim that “the first disciples of Jesus were Jewish Christians” is, therefore, not a simple truism.

In particular, Jewish Christians remained loyal to the Jewish law. Even the canonical gospels make many firm statements about the Jewishness of the Jesus movement. Matthew 5:17–18 (“think not that I have come to abolish the law…”) and 15:24 (“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”) are extreme, but hardly the only, examples of this.

However, as we will see, the Jewish Christians had a rather deviant interpretation of the law, and this creates problems for our understanding of what “Jewish Christianity” is. Scholars have often tried to define Jewish Christianity in terms of its beliefs about the Jewish law, and this has gotten them into trouble. Beginning in the nineteenth century, modern scholars such as F. C. Baur, Adolf von Harnack, and Albrecht Ritschl debated “Jewish Christianity” by looking at how various groups dealt with the issue of Torah-observance (Jackson-McCabe, p. 7–38).

But we can’t discover the nature of Jewish Christianity through a definition. “Jewish Christianity” didn’t necessarily see the critical issues at the time as being ones of “Torah-observance.” Depending on one’s idea of the Torah, the Jewish Christians may not have been loyal to the Torah at all.

Hans-Joachim Schoeps defined “Jewish Christianity” as the views of a particular group (Schoeps, p. 9). We shouldn’t assume that Jewish Christians would be concerned about the same questions of Torah observance about which twenty-first century scholars, or even second-century Christians, would be concerned. It is Schoeps’ approach which we will take in this book. Rather than define Jewish Christianity, we seek to discover Jewish Christianity.

Jewish Christianity resembles both Judaism and Christianity in some aspects, but other key beliefs and practices—including some of the most historically interesting—fall outside of both religions. Most conspicuously, the Ebionites of the fourth century had a very divergent understanding of the Jewish law and rejected much of the Jewish scripture (known to Christians as the “Old Testament,” a terminology I will use hereafter) as “false texts.” High on the list of these “false texts” were all the Old Testament passages relating to animal sacrifice. This bold revisionism is antithetical to both Christianity and Judaism in their modern orthodox forms.

We should avoid stereotyping Jewish Christianity or first-century Jews generally. Both modern scholars and early gentile Christians are prone to assume that “Jewish Christians” were just orthodox Pharisees that wanted to follow Jesus, following the descriptions of Jewish Christianity presented in Acts, and distinguish early Jewish followers of Jesus (e. g. Peter, James, and the other disciples) from the later Jewish Christians (e. g., the Ebionites).

But is there really a fundamental difference between the very first Jewish disciples of Jesus and the later Jewish disciples of Jesus (the Ebionites, for example)? Without giving away too much of the plot, it’s safe to say that the differences between “earlier” Jewish followers of Jesus and “later” Jewish Christianity are much less than most Christians would suppose, and that early gentile Christians found this an extremely embarrassing point.

 

2. The Jewish Christians were involved in factional disputes.

There was a scandal in the early church, and to this day the church has never recovered from it. Soon, people were calling each other names, and angry words were spoken, even between the apostles. Soon, the early movement was split into differing factions.

The later Jewish Christian groups, such as the Ebionites, continued as if this conflict had never been resolved. They took up the cause of Paul’s Jewish opponents, holding Peter and James as heroes and castigating Paul as a traitor to the cause. They preached a message of Jesus as a prophet of the eternal law of God, which included simple living, pacifism, and vegetarianism.

But there were other gentile groups, such as followers of the second-century gnostic Marcion, who took a very different course. They sided with Paul and castigated Peter as the false apostle. Peter and the other “Jewish” apostles had misunderstood Jesus’ radical message, which Paul alone had really seen.

The book of Acts takes yet a third position: Paul, James, and the other apostles successfully resolved this controversy. Acts does not deny that problems existed, but tends to water them down. The problem, according to Acts, is a difference of opinion about Jewish ritual observance, such as Sabbath observance, kosher laws, and most especially male circumcision.

Acts has confused and misrepresented the context and the outcome of this dispute. Part of the purpose of Acts seems to be precisely to obscure the embarrassing details of this conflict, to minimize the seriousness of the dispute. So what was this dispute about, if it was not about Jewish rituals?

 

3. The key controversial issues were vegetarianism and rejection of animal sacrifice.

The content of the dispute is fairly clear if you lay the accounts of the different parties side by side. If you look at the Recognitions and Homilies (documents heavily influenced by, if not written by, the Jewish Christian Ebionites) as well as the descriptions of the Ebionites by the fourth-century church father Epiphanius, you see that the later Jewish Christians made a big issue out of meat-eating and animal sacrifice. They are vegetarians and very much opposed to both. “I have come to destroy the [animal] sacrifices,” says the Ebionite Jesus (Panarion of Epiphanius, 30.16.5). God never wanted to see animals killed, and so never wanted animal sacrifices, according to Homilies 3.45.

Paul has opponents in the early church who are loyal to the Jewish law, who are vegetarians, and who are against animal sacrifice. Paul asserts that meat-eating is fine, and that there was nothing wrong, in principle, with eating animals sacrificed to pagan idols: “Eat whatever is sold in the meat-market without raising any question on the ground of conscience” (I Corinthians 10:25).

Scholars have been peculiarly blind to this dispute in early Christianity. Paul’s letters, the earliest documents of Christianity, lay out the views of his opponents in a straightforward way. But these same views are also present in later Jewish Christianity. These facts cannot be overlooked or explained away: they establish the common thread which links the Jewish opponents of Paul in earliest Christianity to the fourth-century Ebionites. Jewish Christianity is a group loyal to Jesus (as they understood him), loyal to the law (as they understood it), claiming descent from the first Christians, believing in simple living and nonviolence, and practicing vegetarianism and rejecting animal sacrifice.

We next turn to consider opposing concepts of Jewish Christianity as found in the ancient sources: first, what other Christians thought about Jewish Christianity, and second, what the Jewish Christians thought about themselves.




 

 

 

2. How Other Christians Saw Jewish Christianity

 

Much of our evidence about Jewish Christianity comes from the testimony of its gentile Christian opponents. To understand Jewish Christianity, we must first understand how it appeared to other Christians.

The traditional Christian view of Jewish Christianity is based on Acts. Acts has had a tremendous influence on the orthodox Christian perception of Jewish Christianity. Church fathers such as Irenaeus and Epiphanius also wrote about Jewish Christian sects. They were often far more perceptive about Jewish Christianity and noted things that don’t fit into the view found in Acts; but even down to the present day, Acts exerts a decisive influence both on Christians and scholars.

The gentile Christian view of Jewish Christianity was driven by an obvious problem: Jesus was a Jew, and all of his first followers were Jews, and yet from their point of view, the Jewish Christians were heretics and the true followers of Jesus were gentile. Somehow they had to explain how this had happened.

One obvious response is to say that Jesus himself broke with Judaism, and there were some second-century Christians who said exactly that. Marcion and his followers were gentile Christians who formed a coherent, radical, and sweeping answer to these questions. The Jewish disciples and followers of Jesus, such as Peter, James, and John, all completely misunderstood what Jesus was getting at—which was to reject Judaism altogether. Only Paul, of all Jesus’ early disciples, really understood this critical point.

The orthodox explanation of how this all happened was the book of Acts. It not only addresses the problem of Jewish Christianity, but also the explanation given by Marcion. It is a narrative and has a powerful psychological force even today. Acts has done such a good job that modern scholars often evade these problems by trying to shift the question of why the split in early Christianity happened, to a general historical question about “the break between Judaism and Christianity” (e. g. in Tabor, 2012, p. 176).

But this way of phrasing the question already presupposes the orthodox version of events by ignoring the split in the church itself, which preceded the so-called “break between Judaism and Christianity” by decades and was far more important to the history of the church. A fairer way of stating this question would be “how and why did one group of Christians break from Judaism, while others did not?”

 

The Traditional View

Acts views Jewish Christian opponents as “legalists”: people who required the rituals of Judaism in all its details, as well as the moral precepts (the ten commandments and various other ethical directives in the law). It never names these opponents, except to call them “Pharisees.”

Acts describes a debate in the early church between Jewish Christian “legalists” and more liberal Christians—both Jews and gentiles—who wanted to accommodate everyone. These Christian “Pharisees” (Acts 15:5) observe the Jewish law in all its detail, saying “unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved” (Acts 15:1).

Paul, James, Peter, and all the others agree on a solution: the gentile followers of Jesus need not convert to Judaism, they need only follow four seemingly minor regulations—they are to abstain from “what has been sacrificed to idols,” from “blood,” from “what is strangled,” and from “unchastity” (Acts 15:29). Jewish Christian legalism is rejected: there is no requirement to be circumcised, in fact there are no requirements to observe any other Jewish rituals at all, not even the Sabbath. The writer of Acts is determined to control the narrative of this dispute and only by implication the story of the later Jewish Christian movement.

Acts nowhere suggests, by the way, that the Christian Pharisees of Acts 15 are the same as the later Jewish Christian Ebionites, but this is the impression that anyone who reads this account is left with: Jewish Christians are legalists. It has succeeded marvelously; almost all modern scholars assume that the Jewish Christianity of the second, third, and fourth centuries must be spiritual descendants of these Christian Pharisees, and therefore in some sense “legalistic,” and in almost exactly the way that Acts 15 describes them.

 

Problems with the Traditional View

There are a number of problems with the traditional view, though, which I will quickly mention here.

 

1. The New Testament can’t make up its mind when legalism was rejected.

Acts 15 is not the only place where some in the early movement—including the apostles, and even Jesus himself—are described as “legalists.” This raises an obvious question: did Jesus himself break with Jewish legalism, or was that left to his disciples after divine revelation?

New Testament evidence can be cited both ways. Mark 7:19 (“thus he declared all foods clean”) implies rejection of the kosher laws; Jesus gets into frequent conflicts over the Sabbath; and Jesus went out of his way to disrupt the animal sacrifice business in the temple near the end of his life. All of this creates the impression that Jesus himself broke with the Jewish authorities on key questions. On the other hand, Jesus commands the leper to offer a sacrifice, Jesus says that not an iota or dot will pass from the law until all is fulfilled, and even Jesus’ parents make a sacrifice in the temple after his birth.

This equivocation suggests there was an intense need to create a narrative about Jesus and legalism after the fact, but no clear idea of how to do it or at what place and time it would be located. These inconsistencies are not fatal to the traditional view expressed in Acts, but they do pose a significant problem.

 

2. The idea of a legalistic Jewish Christianity is completely inconsistent with what we know about later Jewish Christianity.

Epiphanius, writing in his Panarion late in the fourth century, describes the Ebionites as a group which is vegetarian, categorically opposes animal sacrifices and rejects the Old Testament texts which command animal sacrifice: “Nor do they accept the Pentateuch: certain passages they reject” (Panarion 30.18.7). The Homilies agree on this point, rejecting passages in which God appears as warlike, jealous, wicked, and so forth. From the Ebionite point of view, the Old Testament is a tissue of lies: “For the Scriptures have had joined to them many falsehoods against God” (Homilies 2.38).

From this description it is clear that the fourth-century Ebionites were definitely anti-legalistic. How can Jewish Christianity, then, be “legalistic”? We could postulate that Jewish Christianity changed over time, or that there were different groups of Jewish Christians, but each of these “solutions” in turn creates further questions. This is not an absolutely fatal objection to the picture of a legalistic Jewish Christianity, but it is a very significant problem, suggesting that Acts is trying to force the round peg of actual Christian history into the square hole of later theology.

 

3. The idea of legalistic Jewish Christianity reflects concepts and images of Judaism which are from a different time and place.

While the sort of legalism exhibited in the gospels and Acts probably did exist among Jews in the first century, it was hardly typical, and it was almost non-existent in Galilee (see chapter 4, “The Prophets, the Lost Tribes, and Galilee”).

First-century Palestinian Judaism incorporated many divergent groups and individuals, some of which did not necessarily hold the Jewish law to be central to their religion in the same way that rabbinic Judaism of later centuries would. Indeed, this kind of legalism would be the exception, not the rule, in Galilee.

Even by orthodox Jewish standards, some of the views attributed to these Jewish Christians are quite extreme. What kind of orthodox Jews, either in ancient times or today, would say that you must be circumcised in order to have a part in the world to come (Acts 15:1), or that Jews should not even associate with non-Jews (Acts 10:28)? If we were talking about any other Galilean sect of this period, we would not conclude that it was a hotbed of temple worship—in fact, we would assume the very opposite. This is not proof that Jewish Christian legalism did not exist, but it is a very significant problem for the view presented in Acts.

 

4. The idea of Jewish Christian legalism serves the theological needs of the struggle against Marcion.

Did Jesus himself break with Jewish legalism, as the gospels suggest at several points? Marcion maintained precisely this point of view—that Jesus did break decisively not only with legalism, but with Judaism itself. In Marcion’s view, the “Jewish apostles” such as Peter did not understand this, and it was Paul alone of the early apostles who saw this clearly and protested in Galatians against the “Judaizers.”

By the second century, these gentile Christian heretics such as Marcion and Valentinus were a far more potent threat than Jewish Christianity. Irenaeus (late second century) spends the bulk of his lengthy Against Heresies railing against gentile “gnostic” heretics such as Marcion, while he dismisses the Jewish Christians with just a few sentences—probably a rough indication of their relative strength at this time. Jewish Christianity, as a factor within Christianity, went downhill in a hurry, from the dominant form of Christianity in the apostolic age to scarcely more than a footnote a century later.

Marcion and Valentinus epitomized a radical tendency within early Christianity to sever the cord between Judaism and Christianity completely. Marcion denied the Jewish apostles; denied the Jewish God; and denied the world created by that Jewish God. Marcion posited two Gods, not one—a Jewish God who created the world (the God of Moses), and the Christian God who was the highest spiritual reality (the God of Jesus). The Jewish God, a vengeful, petty deity, created the material world, but he botched the job. Marcion rejected not only the Jewish law but the Jewish God as well. For Marcion, Jesus never incarnated physically in the world, only seeming to have a physical body—the idea of the “docetic Christ” (from the Greek verb dokeo, to appear). Marcion pointed to the conflict in Galatians 2, as showing that Paul was opposed to Peter and the other “Jewish” apostles (Tertullian, Against Marcion 1.20, 4.3, 5.3).

Many other scholars have suggested that Acts is biased (see chapter 15 below). Obviously it would be in the interest of the gentile church to refute Marcion point by point, by emphasizing (1) that the “Jewish God” was the same as the “Christian God,” (2) that Jesus incarnated physically, and (3) that Paul, Peter, and James all acted in harmony.

The viewpoint of Acts is so convenient for Christian theology that it is too clever by half. We should be asking ourselves: is this all there is to the split in the early church? A dispute about rituals, quickly resolved? That’s it, nothing, no more? The mind goes blank: what other answer is even possible? Like Goldilocks and the three bears, Acts finds early Christianity neither insufficiently Jewish, but not too Jewish either. It is “just right” in its Jewishness: Jewish enough to refute Marcion, but not so Jewish that we might need to take Jewish Christianity seriously.

Jesus and his first followers were Jews. But many key supporting details for this picture in Acts and the gospels were likely supplied after the destruction of the temple in the year 70, when rabbinic Judaism was ascendant. The churches needed a narrative which emphasized Jesus’ Jewishness, not one which gave a nuanced view of the complex diversity of first-century Judaism and pointed out that dissident Jews existed at the time. Jesus and his first followers often look for all the world as second-century Jews must have appeared to second-century Christians. Jesus, James, and Peter were Jews, but they and their first followers probably looked and sounded more like Jews such as John the Baptist, Honi the Circle-drawer, and Hanina ben Dosa (all of whom we will discuss later), rather than like Pharisees such as Shammai or Hillel, and certainly not like Caiaphas the high priest.

This doesn’t prove that these details are wrong. But the convenience of this picture creates the suspicion that these “Jewish” details come from the opponents of Jewish Christianity—orthodox, gentile writers who understand the deadly threat of Marcion’s theology. Marcionism had a completely different belief structure from both that of the Ebionites and the orthodox. Had Marcion’s supporters become dominant within Christianity, the religious history of Europe, Asia, and Africa could have been taken in a completely different direction. Rejecting Marcion required tying Christianity to something in Judaism.

 

The nature of the crisis in early Christianity

The book of Acts is a remarkable document. Confronted by a basic split in the early church which in fact (as we shall see) persisted from the time of Paul to the fourth century, Acts came up with a consistent narrative that wraps most of the significant details of the early church history into a coherent narrative which explains everything and minimizes this split. Even though scholars have questioned many of the details in Acts, its overall narrative is the dominant one even today.

Later views of Jewish Christianity, namely those from the early church fathers, are somewhat more nuanced than Acts, and often report details which are actually embarrassing to the orthodox point of view. But they also seem to be under the spell of Acts; even Epiphanius struggles to fit his view of Jewish Christianity into the schema of Acts.

Having looked at the traditional Christian view of Jewish Christianity, we now ask: how did the Jewish Christians see themselves?




 

 

 

3. How the Jewish Christians Saw Themselves

 

How did the Jewish Christians see themselves?

For now, we just want to know what the theology and religious practice of the Ebionites was in the third and fourth centuries. This does not give us a perfect match, or guarantee that what we will come up with applies to the first century; we are comparing Acts on Jewish Christianity (written in the second century), with Jewish Christianity’s self-image from the third and fourth centuries. But it is a good place to start, because we have a relative abundance of material about what the Jewish Christians thought from the third and fourth centuries. As we shall see, much of this applies to the second century and even gives us a broad insight into the first-century schisms which were so critical to the history of the church.

Ebionite theology is a unique and largely unexplored window into the worldview of the early Christians. To guide us, we have the commentaries of the church fathers, most especially Epiphanius, as well as the pseudo-Clementine literature: the Clementine Recognitions, the Homilies of Clement, and two short letters to James, one from Peter and one from Clement. There are brief mentions of the Ebionites in earlier church fathers such as Irenaeus (second century) and Hippolytus (third century). Other writers mention the Ebionites but add little that is new. I have summarized the evidence for 15 specific Ebionite beliefs in Table 3–1 below, showing the source for each belief I attribute to the Ebionites. In Table 3–2 below, I compare ideas which Epiphanius attributes to the Ebionites to very similar ideas in the Recognitions and Homilies, which clearly shows that this literature has a strong Ebionite influence, if they aren’t in fact Ebionite documents.

How do we know these are Ebionite ideas? Can we go further than these 15 specific Ebionite beliefs? Throughout this book I will often cite Epiphanius or the Recognitions and Homilies as evidence for an Ebionite belief. While this is generally safe, it’s actually not quite that simple; there are some things in these documents that do not belong to the Ebionites. But to avoid a lengthy digression, I have spared the reader the argument at this time. Those wanting more details on these sources and the origins of Ebionite theology should skip ahead to Part V, and then return here.

 

Ebionite Ethics

The Ebionites had a distinctive ethics, theology, and ritual practice. Their ethics can be summarized as pacifism, vegetarianism, and voluntary poverty or simplicity.

The Ebionites saw themselves as “the poor.” Their name, ebionim, comes from the Hebrew term for “the poor.” This name was based on the primitive communalism of the book of Acts (2:44, 4:32–35), when the entire community shared all their possessions, and they gave everything they had to the church (Panarion 30.17.2). This agrees with all the well-known passages in the gospels such as “blessed are the poor,” and Jesus telling the rich young man to sell everything he has, give it to the poor, and follow him. It also finds a remarkable parallel in Luke 14:33: “whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.”

But the Ebionites were also vegetarians and against animal sacrifice. Epiphanius relates that when he queried an Ebionite on their vegetarianism, pointing out that there was a lot of meat-eating in the Jewish scriptures, the Ebionite simply replies, “Christ revealed it to me” (Panarion 30.18.9). God never wanted animals killed at all (Homilies 3.45), and commands us to avoid dead flesh (Homilies 7.4, 7.8). In the Ebionite gospel, Jesus indignantly refuses to eat the Passover meat, and declares “I have come to destroy the sacrifices” (Panarion 30.22.4, 30.16.5). In the Recognitions it appears that the key reason Christ came was to destroy the sacrifices (1.54).

The Recognitions discuss pacifism and nonviolence in several places in contexts which are clearly Jewish Christian. In Recognitions 1.70–71 the Jesus movement does not resist the attacks of Saul (Paul before his conversion) on James and the others, because of their commitment to nonviolence. Recognitions 2.36 insists that peace is the perfection of law. Homilies 2.44 rejects the idea that God is warlike. All of these sound like elaborations on Ebionite ideas or stories.

Pacifism was extremely common in early Christianity, it is part of the earliest layers of the gospel, it is acknowledged as something evidently noncontroversial by Paul, and thus it is likely from Jesus himself or those closest to him. While there are heresies of all sorts and varieties, described in loving detail by the church fathers, no one describes any militarists (heretical or otherwise) in the early church, until the fourth century and Constantine’s accession to power.

 

Ebionite Theology and Rituals

In outline, Ebionite theology was similar to orthodox theology:

 


	
God is the creator of everything that is.



	
Jesus is the messenger of God.



	
Jesus brings both a moral code and a warning of a future judgement.





 

However, the Ebionites had a peculiar twist to each of these ideas.

The Ebionites were radical monotheists. God had revealed his law fully at the beginning of creation (Homilies 8.10), and later especially to the Jews. For anyone willing to listen, his law and his message were accessible without recourse to priests or sacred texts. This law was not necessarily a written law; in fact, the law that had been written down, the Old Testament text, had been corrupted by “false texts” inserted by people other than Moses. Not only did the Ebionites deny “Biblical inerrancy,” they held the opposite—that the so-called sacred texts were actually filled with false texts.

The Ebionites believed that Jesus was the “true prophet,” referring not to the prophecies in Isaiah but to Deuteronomy 18:15–18, where Moses promises a future prophet to (in effect) resume where Moses left off—“him shall you heed,” Moses warns. The Ebionites took this prophecy to refer to Jesus. An important theological detail is that Jesus is not God, but only God’s messenger.

Moreover, Jesus, or Christ, or the true prophet (the Ebionites weren’t clear on this point) had already appeared many times throughout history. Christ, in fact, appeared as Adam, and appeared bodily to the patriarchs. There was no single incarnation of the Christ; Christ is constantly reappearing. “Christ,” in fact, is a fairly malleable term. It does not refer exclusively to Jesus; Jesus was merely the first, and others who like him “fulfill the law” are also considered to be “Christs.” Unlike Luther, who posited the priesthood of the believer, the Ebionites seemed to believe in the Christhood of the believer.

Just as Jesus, in the Sermon on the Mount, says that his morality is stricter than that of others, the moral code which the Ebionite Jesus brought was much stricter than that either of orthodox Judaism or orthodox Christianity. It required pacifism, poverty, and vegetarianism, all of which were considered optional both in orthodox Judaism and orthodox Christianity, when they were not actually discouraged.

There is one all-important ritual for the Ebionites which we find in the Recognitions and Homilies: baptism. It is not the Jewish rituals (Sabbath, circumcision, etc.) which we might expect to be emphasized, but a new “Christian” ritual, that of baptism. Baptism was not a once-only ritual of introduction into the new religion, as it came to be for the orthodox, but a ritual to be practiced every day. Baptism is very important for salvation, and indeed without baptism it appears that you cannot be saved. The Ebionites also celebrated communion, or the Eucharist, but with bread and water rather than bread and wine. The Ebionites avoided alcohol, and therefore obviously would not put wine in a ritual in which they expected to participate.

According to the church fathers, Jewish Christians did observe the Jewish rituals such as the Sabbath and circumcision. But there is no unequivocal reference to circumcision or any festivals being required by the Ebionites either in the church fathers or in the Recognitions and Homilies. In fact, the Recognitions and Homilies explicitly reject such requirements. It is possible to fulfil God’s law and will, and be a Jew in God’s estimation, without being circumcised (Recognitions 5.34). Both Moses and Jesus have one teaching, and God accepts the Jews and gentiles who follow either (Homilies 8.6–7). This formulation would make all the ritual elements of the Jewish law optional. (The Elkasaites may have required circumcision, according to Hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.9).

Other Jewish rituals are referred to obliquely if at all. The Ebionites observed the Sabbath as holy, though they hedged their bets and also observed Sunday, the Lord’s Day, as sacred as well—making them perhaps the first people in history to regard the modern “weekend” as sacred (Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 3.27.5).

 

Ebionite Ethics and Orthodox Ethics

Ebionite morality seems much stricter than orthodox Christian ethics: pacifism, vegetarianism, voluntary poverty. Nevertheless, we do see parallels in the orthodox Christian movement, mostly among the monastic communities, who also often practiced pacifism, vegetarianism, and voluntary poverty.

What differentiated the pacifist vegetarian Ebionites from pacifist vegetarians such as, for example, orthodox thinkers like Origen, Basil, and Clement of Alexandria? For the orthodox, vegetarianism was not required at all; they followed Paul’s injunctions not to judge people on the basis of what they ate (Romans 14:3). Once the letters of Paul were accepted as Christian scripture, ethical vegetarianism for all practical purposes became heretical, though vegetarianism continued for centuries as either an ascetic ideal (for example in many of the early monastic communities) or a health ideal (for example among many modern Seventh-day Adventists). For the orthodox, vegetarianism—when it was acknowledged—didn’t have a humanitarian or ethical focus. The Ebionites believed that vegetarianism was more than just an optional way to self-improvement; it was a necessity for Godly living. Pacifism probably represented the majority view of early Christianity, both Jewish and gentile, before Constantine. Most early church writers were pacifist as a matter of course, quoting such well-known passages in the gospels as “love your enemies” in support. Justin, Origin, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Hippolytus, Arnobius, and Lactantius are examples (see The Lost Religion of Jesus, chapter 7).

The elimination of pacifism and simple living from Christian orthodoxy provoked quite a bit more resistance than the elimination of vegetarianism, and pacifism and simple living have never entirely disappeared as Christian ideals. However, after the council of Nicaea both of these were eliminated as requirements. In the end, in orthodox Christianity, the teachings of Jesus were stripped of most of the practical applications they had for his first disciples.

 

Conclusions

The Ebionites felt that pacifism, vegetarianism, and simple living were required by God. Their theology specifically explained why these views were seemingly eliminated from Judaism but were intended by God to be included from the beginning (as we will see in chapters 5, 21, and 22). The revelation from Jesus was, therefore, not something new that suddenly broke into the world, but the re-establishment of something present all along.
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Part II:

Jewish Christianity Before Jesus






 

 

 

4. The Prophets, the Lost Tribes, and Galilee

 

Jewish Christianity before Jesus? Is such a thing possible? Obviously, if you define Jewish Christianity by limiting it to followers of Jesus, then it can’t be done. But if the essence of Jewish Christianity is defined in terms of its organization, religious ideas, and practices, then clearly it is possible.

And some of the key ideas of Jewish Christianity can be taken back nearly a thousand years before Jesus—at least to the time of the prophets Amos, Hosea, Isaiah and Jeremiah. Hans-Joachim Schoeps concludes that “Jewish Christian antagonism toward the law of sacrifice is directly descended from statements of the prophets on this subject” (Schoeps, p. 118).

By the first century, animal sacrifice was a big business in Jerusalem. Recent archeological research indicates that the local economy was not able to provide all the sacrificial animals needed, and huge numbers needed to be imported from outside the area (Hartman, 2013). The temple powered the economy of the region as pilgrims would come from all over the world to purchase and then offer animals in sacrifice.

 

From Tribal Cult to Universal Religion

The very oldest Judaism (perhaps down to the time of the Judges) was probably not monotheistic. Their God Yahweh was a tribal deity rather than a single universal God ruling over the entire universe. The evolution of the concept of Yahweh from a tribal deity to a universal God was probably gradual, and during the transition phase, there was probably conflict between the concept of the tribal deity, whose usefulness was primarily in smiting the enemies of the tribe, and a universal God who was a God not just of Israel but of the entire world. In this latter case, Israel had an advantage over the rest of the world in that God revealed himself first to Israel, but ultimately this revelation was to become universal.

Historically, the sacrificial cult was likely a manifestation of the earlier, tribal concept of Yahweh. Like countless other deities in the region, Yahweh was thought to be pleased by offerings made to him and could be encouraged to smite the enemies of the tribe if the proper rites and offerings were made. The sacrificial rites of Israel broadly resembled the pagan rituals of their neighbors.

When the children of Israel first entered Palestine from Egypt after the exodus, they confronted other gods. At first there did not seem to be a conflict. The local agricultural deities (such as Baal) could be offered gifts as well as Yahweh, with both useful in the same way that the Romans would find Mars and Ceres. But then ancient Judaism went through a crisis in its relationships to its neighbors at least partially because of its religious practices. These practices were moving in the direction of monotheism, which was intolerant of the worship of other gods than the one true God Yahweh. The temple of Solomon (assuming this is historical) was built roughly around the year 1000 BCE—so clearly at this time, Yahweh was thought to be the kind of God who could be propitiated by gifts and offerings. For several centuries after Solomon, the transition to a more universal concept of Yahweh made progress. Yahweh was now thought to be interested in righteous behavior as well as offerings. Ultimately, a more universal view was adopted; Yahweh was only interested in the righteous behavior so you could skip the offerings altogether.
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