
• The early church understood both the career of Jesus and its own existence to be 
within and for Israel 

o “The new Israel”—not as a replacement for the previous nation, but with the 
expectation that all Jews would eventually embrace Jesus’ messiahship  

• However, the question of the inclusion of Gentiles within the nascent Christian 
movement soon arose, with profound historical, social, and theological consequences 

o Within a matter of decades, Christianity had become entirely dominated by 
Gentiles living beyond Palestine (Egypt, Asia Minor, etc.) 

o After this issue was broached, there were a number of potential responses  
 Outright denial of membership 

• Not a significant option; thus the primary question was not 
whether Gentiles would be admitted, but how they would be 
admitted   

 Conversion to Judaism in the traditional manner, plus profession of 
Jesus as messiah  

• Circumcision, obedience to Torah, etc. 
o Associates of James the brother of Jesus (the 

“circumcision party”) 
 Profession of Jesus as messiah, without any other strictures  

• Primarily associated with Paul, but proceeding before his time 
o Acts 6-8: dispute between “Hebrews” and 

“Hellenists” over distribution of food; resolved in 
favor of Hellenists  

• Easily the most radical of these options, but not incompatible 
with contemporary Judaism, as the role and implementation 
of Torah in the eschatological age was open to come debate     

• While Judaism was open to converts, it not a particularly evangelistic religion; 
however, there was some expectation that Gentiles and Jews alike would 
acknowledge the sovereignty of the God of Israel at the eschaton   

o Psalm 22: ends of the earth turning to the Lord  
o Isaiah: nations streaming to the mountain of the Lord in the days to come 

• Reading between the lines of the narrative of the stoning of Stephen, it seems that 
there was not absolute unity among the members of the earliest Christian 
communities; there were particular divisions between Palestinian Aramaic-speakers 
and Diaspora Greek-speakers  

o Roughly speaking, the latter group adopted a more liberal religious 
framework than the former  

• For many years, Paul pursued a missionary movement among Gentiles without 
consultation with the Jerusalem community, with significant success in Asia Minor 
and Greece; he eventually consulted with other leaders in Jerusalem (c. 48 CE), and 
reports that he received sanction for his activities  

o Peter leading missionary among Jews; Paul leading missionary among 
Gentiles  

o This was not the end of the debate, however, with many conservatives 
arguing that all potential proselytes must formally convert to Judaism 

 At the time of Paul’s death it was certainly possible that the larger 
Christian community would completely schism over the issue  



• Two principal factors resolved the Jewish/Gentile Christian debate  
o Success of Gentile mission, particularly when compared with that among 

other Jews; many, many more Gentile converts   
o Jewish War (66-70 CE) 

 Jewish Christian community fled from Jerusalem in the wake of the 
Roman invasion, settling in Pella in the Transjordan  

 This and other small communities which survived the ravages of the 
war came under pressure from proto-rabbinic Judaism as it coalesced  

• It is difficult to overestimate the significance of the Gentile mission (particularly as 
conducted by Paul) 

o Key shifts   
 From a cultural and political backwater to the most populous and 

significant regions of the Roman Empire  
 From an essentially pastoral to a more urban population 
 From a religiously homogenous community to a pluralistic one 
 From geographic proximity to diaspora  
 From sectarian Judaism to an increasingly independent movement 

• There were approximately 1,000 Christians in the Roman Empire in 40 CE; by the 
turn of the century there were approximately 100,000  

o Contributing factors  
 Pax Romana (30-BCE-180 CE)  

• Extremely stable political and economic conditions 
• Ease of travel 

o Roads  
 Built primarily for military use, but effectively 

used by Christian missionaries  
• A spirit of religious toleration  

o Inspired by such widespread plurality    
 Hellenism (4th c. BCE; Alexander the Great)  

• Imperial consolidation (over an area between Greece and 
modern Pakistan) via cultural and linguistic homogeneity; a 
kind of “global culture” which was in place long before the 
advent of Christianity  

o Common language: koine (“common” or “vulgar”) 
Greek            


