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The “Judaizers” and John Chrysostom
As a child of 10 years old, I received my first New Testament.  Still imprinted in my mind is my wonder and awe as I read the page displaying the Ten Commandments.  It occurred to me (after my father translated some of the difficult words and concepts for me) that this was a marvelous way to live.  It also occurred to me that there was something wrong with our calendars if Sunday was supposed to be the Sabbath.  This was to be the first of many puzzling dichotomies between Christian practice and Bible instructions.

This dichotomy came to a head as I followed the preaching and writing of Herbert W. Armstrong in my late teens.  I spent a large part of the 17th summer of my life at the public library in St. Luc, Quebec reading the Bible (a Reference book there) from cover to cover.  I pondered on the lack of instruction in the New Testament about festival days and Sabbaths, and concluded, as did Armstrong, that following the Jewish dates made far more biblical sense than Christmas and Easter.  An attempt to follow the reasoning of the churches as to why these were abandoned for clearly man-decreed celebrations left me bewildered – and anything but convinced.  Twenty years later, the Worldwide Church of God officially repudiated the teaching of Herbert Armstrong.   Now, after a Bible College education, I revisit why the Church felt it necessary to outlaw the Jewish festival dates and Sabbath in the Third century.

This paper will attempt to outline some historical information that does not fit into the normally accepted historical pattern of Gentile evangelism that eventually produced what has become an almost entirely Gentile church.  This information will center primarily on the churches of Antioch and Ephesus, two of the most important churches in terms of Paul’s mission to the Gentiles, and how these churches carried on practices that integrated a very “Jewish” approach to festivals.  The second part of the paper will discuss the writings of the Apostle Paul, Justin Martyr and John Chrysotsom about “Judaizing”, and how the latter differs from the two former respecting what needs to change in becoming church members.  The conclusion of the paper will discuss what the prevailing Western church lost in terms of missional outreach when believers were required to give up Jewish festivals and practices in order to become Christian.

A “Jewish” Practice in Antioch and Ephesus

There are two cities that figured prominently in the ministry of Paul to Gentiles in Asia Minor.  These cities, Antioch and Ephesus, became important centers of Christian evangelism in the account of Acts. Flavius Josephus names them both as cities that have Jewish communities with long-established legal protections.
  They also became important centers of resistance to the rising power of the bishopric of Rome in the first few centuries of the Church.  One of the earliest issues – the Quartodeciman controversy, if of interest in this discussion and will be dealt with later in this paper. 

Background of Antioch

In the mid- 1st Century CE Antioch was the Roman capital of the province of Syria
, and had a large, well-established and prosperous Jewish community
 that apparently numbered between 22,000 and 45,000
.  Acts 11:26 lists Antioch as the place followers of Jesus were first called “Christians”, as well as the place Barnabas brought Paul for ministry.  Antioch next becomes the sending church for Paul’s mission into Asia Minor (Acts 13:1-3).  It is in Antioch that the opposition to the imposition of circumcision on Gentile believers in the church is first organized.  Not surprisingly, it is Paul and Barnabas who officially represent Antioch to address the matter at the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15.  

Chrysostom’s homilies against Judaizers in Antioch two and a half centuries later might be seen as proof that Paul’s opposition to the “Judaizers” was well warranted.  According to Wilkins, it is necessary to account also for the highly respected, large and influential Jewish community in Antioch in the Chrysostom’s time to realize how attractive worship at the synagogue was for both Christians and Hellenists
.  The history of this church should provide some clues as to the actual practice of Jewish and Gentile Christians in that city, particularly with respect to the practices condemned by Chrysostom in the late 4th Century.

Background of Ephesus


Ephesus is the city Paul settled in and made his headquarters for over two years (Acts 19:8-10.  It is from here that he reaches the rest of the province of Asia with the gospel, preaching to both Jews and Greeks (19:10) and performing many miracles (v. 11-20).  According to Ignatius, Paul is not the only Apostle to have resided in that city, “Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia.”
  Again, practices in this church should be indicative of how Paul and John oversaw Jewish and Gentile worship of Jesus.  

The “Jewish Easter”: Quartodecimanism in Syrian and Asian Churches
The easiest example in Church history of a Jewish festival time appropriated by Christians to follow is that of the so-called Quartodeciman dating of what has come to be known as Easter.  The vast majority of churches in Syria and Asia Minor
 celebrated the death and resurrection of Jesus on the fourteenth (hence the Latin “quarto” + “deci” or “four” + “ten”) of the first month of the Jewish calendar.  This date corresponded to the day the Passover lambs were killed, and was therefore the actual day of Jesus’ death.  This date could fall on any weekday.

Succeeding Bishops of Rome attempted to persuade the churches of Asia and Syria to adopt the Sunday-after-Passover dating based on their desire to place the accent the Resurrection rather than the sacrifice of Jesus.  This occurred in three basic phases.  First, in ca. 155, Pope Anicetus tried to persuade Bishop Polycarp of Smyrna to adopt the Roman custom.  Irenaeus documents the exchange as follows:

For neither could Anicetus persuade Polycarp to forego the observance [in Quartodeciman practice], inasmuch as these things had been always observed by John the disciple of our Lord, and by other apostles with whom he had been conversant; nor, on the other hand, could Polycarp succeed in persuading Anicetus to keep [the observance in his way], for he maintained that he was bound to adhere to the usage of the presbyters who preceded him. And in this state of affairs they held fellowship with each other; and Anicetus conceded to Polycarp in the Church the celebration of the Eucharist, by way of showing him respect; so that they parted in peace one from the other, maintaining peace with the whole Church, both those who did observe [this custom] and those who did not.
 

Note that Polycarp appeals to the apostolic authority of John (Bishop of Ephesus in Polycarp’s own youth) as the origin of his Quartodeciman observance.  Anicetus, on the other hand, appeals to the custom of the unnamed Bishops who precede him.  Their departure on good terms (in agreement to disagree) suggests that this particular observance was not seen as heretical.

Far less willing to part on good terms was Anicetus’ successor Victor I (189-198)
.  Eusebius records that it is only the intervention of Irenaeus that reversed Victor’s excommunication of all of the Asian churches
 (then under the leadership of Polycrates,
 Bishop of Ephesus). Note that Polycrates had the entirety of the church in Asia (Minor) in agreement with his position.  If Paul were as set against Jewish practice in his Gentile mission as most assume, it seems odd that an Old Testament date for the observation of Jesus’ death and resurrection should prevail in its very heartland for at least two centuries, surviving in some churches into the 5th Century
.  That Ephesus, the very headquarters of his mission, should lead the opposition seems preposterous if that theory were correct.

The Easter ruling of the Council of Nicaea (325 CE) spelled the beginning of the end for Quartodecimanism.  The Council ruled that the observance would occur on the Sunday after the Passover, following the vernal equinox.
  The Quartodeciman position, under the active disapproval of both church and state, disappeared within a century.


The finding that Jewish dating for the paschal celebration continued to be the standard for the oldest branch of the Paul’s Gentile mission church for centuries undercuts the commonly held assumption that Paul wanted a complete break from Judaic practices.  Paul obviously had something else in mind than to force Jewish and Gentile believers to settle on an entirely Gentile standard of celebratory practice.  The fact that no less a luminary for Hellenistic-style theological thinking than the Apostle John also observed it in the Jewish fashion in Paul’s headquarters of Ephesus leads to the conclusion that Jews and Gentiles both contribute to the new culture of the church.  At this point a review of Paul and other early Church Fathers on the subject of Judaizing is in order.


“Judaizing” in Paul and Early Church Fathers 

Paul

Paul’s teaching on “Judaizing” seems to have been misunderstood because it has not been looked at in context.  Could the man who wrote “Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds” (Rom. 14:5) have held a mental reservation about Jewish practices? Morna D. Hooker sums it up in this way, “Paul’s concern is with Gentile Christians accepting the Law and circumcision, and he never suggests that it is wrong for Jewish Christians to go on eating kosher meat, for example: only that they must not impose their way of life on others.”

Paul does not mince words about those who attempt to “impose their way of life on others.”  In the forum of a letter intended to be read publicly in church, he writes, “But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face… I said to Cephas before them all, ‘If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?’(Gal. 2:11-14)”.  The question that needs to be asked is whether Paul would countenance a Gentile believer imposing a Gentile manner of living on a Jewish believer.  The primacy of conscience and peace over actual practice in Romans 14:1-23 suggests otherwise.

In fact, Paul goes out of his way to keep peace with his Jewish Christian counterparts. He hurries to try to get to Jerusalem before the Festival of Pentecost (Acts 20:16).  Once there, he agrees to join some men in a purification rite, and even pays for them (Acts 21:26).  He does this to put to rest a false rumor, “that you teach all the Jews who live among the Gentiles to turn away from Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children nor live according to our customs” (Acts 21:21-24).  He has, in fact, been telling Gentiles that they need not keep Jewish customs.

There are some other odd references to Jewish practices that cast doubt on “anti-Jewishness” on Paul’s part. He stays in Philippi for the Festival of Unleavened Bread (Acts 20:6).  He makes an allusion to that same Festival (with Jesus featured as the Passover lamb) to the Corinthians (1 Cor 5:7-8).  Paul, like John, sees Jesus in terms of being a Passover sacrifice. It is therefore no surprise to find the Ephesian church observing Jesus’ sacrifice on Passover. Polycarp and Polycrates can be forgiven if they see any other date as distorting their gospel. 

Ignatius of Antioch (ca. 50-117)

Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch is one of the earliest writers who assesses the salvation of Jewish-observing Christians.  For him, it was an issue of rejection of grace. “For if we still live according to the Jewish law, and the circumcision of the flesh, we deny that we have received grace.”
  What is unclear is whether or not the people he was addressing were Gentile or Jewish Christians.  Whoever these people are, circumcision is a part of the package.  His use of the words “still live” suggests they may have been Jews. 

Subsequent Syrian insistence on retaining the Passover dating suggests that he may have had no problem with borrowing from Jewish practice, but rather with acceptance of the “whole package” of the Jewish lifestyle.  His suggestion that, “It is absurd to speak of Jesus Christ with the tongue, and to cherish in the mind a Judaism which has now come to an end”
 seems exaggerated, because he does not explain why he so concludes.

Justin Martyr (110-165)

Another early church Father who speaks on this issue is Justin Martyr.  In Dialogue With Trypho, he sets up an imaginary conversation with a Jewish non-believer whom he names Trypho.  Trypho asks if it is possible for a Christian to be saved while still adhering to the Law.  Justin’s response is instructive:

“But if some, through weak-mindedness, wish to observe such institutions as were given by Moses, from which they expect some virtue, but which we believe were appointed by reason of the hardness of the people's hearts, along with their hope in this Christ, and [wish to perform] the eternal and natural acts of righteousness and piety, yet choose to live with the Christians and the faithful, as I said before, not inducing them either to be circumcised like themselves, or to keep the Sabbath, or to observe any other such ceremonies, then I hold that we ought to join ourselves to such, and associate with them in all things as kinsmen and brethren. But if, Trypho," I continued, "some of your race, who say they believe in this Christ, compel those Gentiles who believe in this Christ to live in all respects according to the law given by Moses, or choose not to associate so intimately with them, I in like manner do not approve of them. But I believe that even those, who have been persuaded by them to observe the legal dispensation along with their confession of God in Christ, shall probably be saved.”
 

Although he prefaces his remark with the observation that many Christians (like Ignatius) may not agree with him, he suggests that even Gentiles who have been persuaded to keep the Law, yet have confessed “God in Christ” are still saved.  Though he does not approve of their imposition of the Law on Gentile believers (and would probably withdraw fellowship with them on that basis), he differentiates their probable salvation on the basis of Christology rather than that practice.  

John Chrysostom (ca. 347-407)


John Chrysostom, among the many writings that earned him the title of “most prominent doctor of the Greek Church” 
, wrote eight sermons entitled “Against the Jews”.  He began the series of sermons in Antioch just before a set of Jewish festivals in the fall of 386.
 In a church already divided by the Arian heresy and besieged by thriving pagan and Jewish communities, he interrupts his long-expected anti-Arian sermon to attack a different (and in his mind, related) threat to his church – the synagogue.


How were Arians and Jews related?  Chrysostom still clearly remembered the days of the Arian Emperor Valens (364-378), who supported the pagans and Jews rather than Nicene believers in Antioch. 
 Eight years is a very short time in which to forget a betrayal of that sort.  Theodosius, the current Christian Emperor, had not yet begun the pro-Christian legislation that would characterize his later years in office.
  For John Chrysostom, the very idea of a “Christian Empire” was looking more and more like an oxymoron.  

In his first homily, John touches upon another way in which Jews (not Judaizing Christians, per se) are similar to Arians: neither believes Jesus is God (1.1; 845).
  This, of course is a Christological heresy that had long infiltrated his beloved Antioch church.  The Jews, Arians and pagans and even Emperors all seemed arrayed against his church.  Given that so many forces truly were “out to get them”, he may perhaps be forgiven a certain paranoia.


In the sermons themselves, John uses several lines of “rhetorical display, intimidation, and social pressure”
 to discourage his church from “Judaizing”.  John’s main new contribution to the discussion concerns the legitimacy of festival (and other rites) observance without a Temple.  As an example, in his third homily (3.3; 865-866), “he cites Deuteronomy 16: “You may not keep the Passover in any of your cities… but only in the place in which my name is called on.”
  This is always understood to be the place where the Temple or Tabernacle is set up (Jerusalem since King David).  This is a compelling argument that I only recently stumbled upon lately myself.  In a similar vein, he argues that other aspects of the Law cannot be kept without a priesthood and functioning temple.
  The situation of the loss of Jerusalem and its temple is one that not even Paul had to face in his lifetime.  By his reasoning, not even Jews are capable of keeping the Law of Moses any more.  They literally lack the “equipment” to do so.   John’s use of many standard rhetorical devices such as hyperbole and rhetoric of abuse are of far less importance to the discussion here than for Wilken.


In sum, John’s clearest contribution to this issue is that it had become impossible to observe the Law without a Temple or Tabernacle in Jerusalem.  This probably explains Ignatius’ attitude that Judaism had essentially come to an end.  A Christian may borrow what he likes from the Law, but cannot in any proper sense be said to be “observing the Law”, no matter how he or she tries.  In fact, every attempt to do so inevitably fails.

The Christian and Festival Observances

So far, this paper has explored signs of Jewish influence on the cultic culture of the church in the first four centuries.  It was noted that, despite resistance to Judaizing tendencies in the church, the dating of the celebration of Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection remained that of the Jewish Passover in the earliest Gentile mission churches.  It was only stamped out by the continuous enforcement of the Council of Nicaea (325), when the Emperor, the Bishop of Rome and the combined weight of the remainder of bishops in the Empire voted to unify church practice on the Sunday following Passover.

The discussion about Judaizing in the church next ranged over the theology and practice of Judaizers and their opponents.  The Apostle Paul and Justin Martyr had no difficulty, in principle, with accepting as Christian those who also kept the Law, save that they must not teach Gentiles to do so.  Ignatius and Chrysostom, on the other hand, note that the Law literally cannot be properly observed outside of a Palestinian Temple context, and also have a problem with acceptance of grace along with the Law.  

Unlike the Jews, Christians had already been prepared to worship “in spirit and in truth” (Jn. 4:23).  There was no absolute need of a Temple or synagogue or of festival days for the followers of Jesus.  In spite of this, Christians apparently felt free to worship using Jewish forms.  Dr. Gene Rivard has regaled his Worship and Music class students for years with historical information about how the medieval and modern church derived its architectural design and worship liturgy from Jewish synagogue models.  Luke mentions at least three Jewish festivals (not the least of which is Pentecost) in Acts, and John’s Gospel strongly links Jesus’ death with the sacrifice of the paschal lambs in Jerusalem.

Implications For Missional Integrity

It is at this point that important questions must be asked.  Firstly, was it necessary for the church to outlaw its original diversity of practice concerning Easter?  Secondly, did this change have an effect on how the gospel was presented?  Thirdly, did this change have an effect on how well the gospel spead?

The answer to the first question seems obvious.  If the diversity could exist amicably for almost two centuries, it should have been encouraged rather than discouraged.  Paul could go to the synagogue in order to make contacts and tell people about Jesus, becoming “as a Jew, in order to win Jews.” (1Cor. 9:20).  If, two centuries later, Jews regain enough confidence to allow Christians back into the synagogue, why not take them up on it?  What seems to have happened is that Gentile Christianity became exclusive rather than inclusive.  The irony is that Paul’s anti-circumcision rhetoric ended up being used to promote exclusivity of the Church – something it had been intended to prevent.  How could a church that had deliberately eliminated its most visible Jewish-rooted symbol, the Christian Passover, hope to win the affection of the Empire’s Jewish community?  As the Empire fell and the Barbarian invasions ushered in the Dark Ages, Christians began to forget their ties to the people from whence Jesus came.  

The answer to the next question is not as obvious.  I think the change from Passover to Easter did change how the Gospel is presented.  It strikes me that much of the debate that began in the Middle ages over theories of atonement was unnecessary if Jewish imagery is understood.  

The Jewish imagery is simple enough.  The Lamb died for us, and His blood prevents our eternal death.  This is the miracle that enables us to enter the “rest” in the book of Hebrews. In Matthew 27:45, darkness covers the land for three hours before Jesus’ death.  Compare that with the plague of three days of darkness preceding the first Passover (Ex.10-12). As the Hebrews were being kept safe, the death of the firstborn was occurring.   In fact, Jesus’ Last Supper was modeled on the Passover supper, celebrated the next day by his Jewish compatriots.  Unleavened bread and wine figured prominently in the Jewish meal that Jesus transformed.  The bread becomes the body of the Lamb.  The wine becomes the protecting blood that also signifies ratification of a new covenant.  

How did these powerful symbols degenerate into “ransom”, “example”, “moral influence”, “governmental” and “satisfaction” and “penal substitution” theories?  Given a choice between “Passover Lamb” and “penal substitution”, the literate reader of the Old Testament will recognize the former long before the latter.  A theology uprooted from its Jewish heritage cannot help but turn what is very simple into a burdensome theological mess.

The imposition of Christmas to our calendar also subtly alters the Gospel.  Jewish followers of Jesus will hardly recognize the Jesus of Christmas.  Matthew’s Jesus is clearly likened to Moses, a Deliverer who will lead the Remnant of Israel into freedom from slavery to oppressing powers.  Jesus’ parents endure hardship and intrigue as they outmaneuver the Gentile king who kills Jewish babies.  With the story told in this way, you just know this kid is going to come back to haunt the evil rulers of this world.  By contrast the “Christmas” Jesus and his parents are all wimps.  That story goes nowhere, except to “celebrate the incarnation”.   Baby Jesus never seems to grow up.  Let the reader judge whether the gospel remains the same.

Finally, does imposing a Gentile calendar upon the whole church change how well the gospel spreads?  It depends on whether or not internal continuity between the “covenant documents” and the practice of a “covenant people” are important to the receiving culture.  I doubt, for instance, that Jewish people even take Christianity seriously as a faith derived from promises to Israel through the Prophets.  Encouraging a more “Jewish-looking” church culture in areas with large numbers of Jews would be a step in the right direction if we wanted to be serious about missions to Jews.  

It strikes me that there are probably more tribal or clan cultures in the world than there are non-tribal or non-clan cultures. A “Gospel according to Jewish Christians” would probably resonate more strongly in a culture with strong tribal taboos than a “Gospel according to a Western civilization” based on a more-or-less feudal (Medieval) or mechanistic (Modern) world-view.  A “Gospel according to Jewish Christians” would also resonate more strongly with peoples who are under the authority of other dominant ethnic groups.

This is actually an argument to restore the original diversity in the Church rather than an argument to revive “Jewish” Christianity. Mission is as mission does.  Paul adapted his message to the culture to which he preached.  That adaptation however did not mean hiding the Jewish roots of either Jesus or the prophetic tradition He came to fulfill.  As an example, bringing hide-bound formal rituals in Latin to North American natives would probably not be the most effective way to evangelize them.  Finding points of correspondence between native spirituality and the New Testament would be better.  Learning to tell the story of Jesus in the style and manner of native elders would be even better.  The story that is told, however, involves a people whose way of living is prescribed by God (Allah, or the Great Spirit, or…).  That way of living included prophetic signs of what the Deliverer would do.  Some of these signs were captured in annual festivals given to them.  What they do with this information should be up to them rather than up to some leader from another culture on another continent.

At a minimum, a New Testament reader should be able to immediately recognize Passover and Pentecost in a Christian Church.  Ordinary members of churches that insist on an Easter Sunday dating should, at a minimum, be able to intelligently explain how their symbolism corresponds to Jesus’ Passover sacrifice.  If it takes a specialist to explain something this basic, evangelism has already been hindered.  

Conclusion

This study considered different aspects of “Judaizing” in the first three centuries of the Christian church.  It was concluded that a “Jewish Christianity” was possible (though not necessarily desirable) as long as the Jerusalem Temple remained functioning.  Once Jerusalem was destroyed by Rome, it literally became impossible to “keep” the Law.  Unfortunately, this view was often corrupted into an anti-Semitic bias that cut Christians off from the culture that the Scriptures were originally addressed to.

A second conclusion reached was that Christians maintain the right to appropriate elements out of the Law, so long as they are not required for salvation.  Christian churches have always read the Jewish Scriptures in worship, for instance.  Until the See of Rome decreed otherwise (and was able to make it stick), there were local variations in how this translated into church calendar observances.  In Asia and Syria, this occurred as Christians celebrated their Christian Passover at the same time as the Jews.  The fact that this observance had the apostolic authority of John going for it lent it a certain (to some in Rome, uncomfortable) tenacity.

Finally this paper speculated on three missional questions these findings raised.  First, it was suggested that a return to the diversity of festival observances that characterized the first two centuries of the church is desirable for missional reasons.  Secondly, it was suggested that the more change away from Jewish dating is introduced in the calendar, the more distorted the picture of Jesus becomes. Thirdly, it was suggested that the closer (within cultural parameters) the observance becomes to the more Jewish-looking New Testament observance, the less cognitive dissonance will occur between the Gospels  and practice.  This would also, it was charged, simplify the task of theology by restoring the practical knowledge of the biblical symbols.  

The paper concluded with a call to simplify the task of the new believer in accessing both the observances and theology of the church by making the (very Jewish) New Testament account the basis of their observances (in both manner and dating).  Failing that, a concerted effort must be made to deliver explanations of the differences between their observances and those of the Gospel texts.
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