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First Century Judaism
Bob Hodgson
Already at the beginning of the first century A.D., Judaism was an ancient and established religion, having a living history flowing back more than 1200 years to the time of Moses, the Exodus, the giving of the Law at Mt Sinai, and the conquest of the land of Canaan. Some experts even trace the history of Judaism back to the age of the Abraham and Sarah, the traditional father and mother of Judaism, an age commonly placed at the beginning of the second millennium B.C.
During the first century A.D., Judaism’s history took several turns. One came as the result of the First Jewish War (A.D. 66–70), while the other followed from a complex series of events traditionally identified with a reorganization of Judaism centered in the town of Jamnia. The war left Jerusalem in ruins, its temple destroyed, and tens of thousands of its citizens dead, scattered, or taken prisoner. The reorganization at Jamnia gave Judaism, among other things, an official list of sacred writings that became the Hebrew Scriptures. And in the period after Jamnia, a group of Jewish leaders called Pharisees took charge of Jewish life and faith.
"Judaism" as a name for the way of life and religion of the Jewish people was in common use from at least the second century B.C. ( 2 Macc 2.21, 2 Macc 8.1, 2 Macc 14.38).
Richness and Variety in First-Century Judaism
Judaism in the first century A.D. was vibrant and diverse and evolving, just like Judaism, Protestantism, Catholicism, Islam, and other world religions are today. It had sacred Scriptures and calendars, rituals and ethical codes, along with living traditions of music, education, family life, art, literature, politics, and Scripture interpretation.
Important institutions included the Jerusalem temple and meeting places that came to be called synagogues. Shrines and memorials to famous ancestors and heroes such as Sarah and Abraham ( Gen 25.9–10) and the Maccabean leader Jonathan ( 1 Macc 13.25–30) also dotted the religious landscape.
Judaism’s richness and diversity re evident from the distribution of Jewish people across the Mediterranean world. In Palestine they lived in the rural towns and villages of Galilee and Judea, as well as in large cities such as Jerusalem. Outside Palestine, Jewish communities formed what is called the diaspora, a term designating the Jewish population in the Mediterranean world, a population prominent in, but not limited to, such large cities as Rome, Sardis, Ephesus, Antioch, and Alexandria.
A large Jewish community lived in early first century A.D. Rome, mostly in and around the district of Trastevere. But according to the historian Dio Cassius, by the end of the first century, Rome’s Jewish population had increased dramatically due to the influx of Jewish prisoners of war brought there after the First Jewish War (A.D. 66–70).
Judaism owed some of its richness and dynamism to its many groups and parties. The broad masses of people in Palestine were labeled "the people of the land." In addition, there were hereditary Jewish groups such as priests, Sadducees, and Levites. Voluntary associations included the Pharisees, the Essenes, disciples of John the Baptist and Jesus, and the Herodians.
Some experts even place the Samaritans under the umbrella of first-century Judaism.
Sacred Scriptures
In the first century, Judaism depended upon two main collections of sacred writings for its spiritual nurture. One, the Hebrew Scriptures, contained thirty-nine books written in Hebrew and Aramaic. It served especially the needs of Hebrew and Aramaic-speaking Jews, including those who were disciples of Jesus. The other, called the Septuagint, included fifty-three books. Some of these books were Greek translations of Hebrew Scriptures or additions to them, and others were newly composed Greek writings, for example, 1 and 2 Maccabees. The Septuagint served as the sacred Scriptures for Greek-speaking Jews, including those who were disciples of Jesus.
The Samaritans had their own sacred Scriptures, which experts call the Samaritan Pentateuch. It contained only the first five books of the Hebrew Scriptures.
These sacred Scriptures record many stories and beliefs that help make up the faith of first-century Judaism. Among the most important are monotheism, or belief in one God; Israel’s privilege and responsibility as God’s chosen people; and Israel’s obligation faithfully to study and obey Torah, the Law of Moses.
Rituals
First-century Judaism, like all religions, relied on customs called rituals to celebrate its faith and pass on its traditions. A ritual is a ceremonial act or action that follows set rules and procedures for carrying out a ceremony.
Four rituals played an especially prominent role: circumcision, sacrifices and offerings, dietary observances, and Sabbath observance.
Circumcision usually took place in a home shortly after a male baby was born, and it involved cutting off the foreskin of the baby’s penis. Perhaps originally a ritual to ward off death (Exod 4.24–26) or even a sign of fertility, circumcision had become by the first century A.D. a ceremony that identified a male as a full member of Judaism.
Animal sacrifice took place in the Jerusalem temple until the Romans destroyed the temple in A.D. 70. Offerings of agricultural products such as grain or olive oil were also brought to the temple.
Sacrifices and offerings provided the food for ritual meals. During such meals, part of the meat or grain or oil was given to God and part was held back for consumption by temple officials. In the case of meat sacrifices, only the people bringing the sacrifice ate the meat. The temple officials who offered the sacrifices were priests and Levites.
Sabbath was observed in homes and other meeting places. Apart from relaxation and putting aside of regular work and duties, Sabbath observance included meals, prayers, blessings, study, and worship. 
Ethical Life
"Doing the commandments" ( Exod 24.3) and enjoying the blessings that followed from such commitment and obedience lay at the heart of Judaism’s ethical life. For Jewish people, the Decalogue or Ten Commandments ( Exod 20.1–17) formed an especially important collection of laws to obey. Equally formative for Judaism’s ethical life were collections of wise sayings such as the book of Proverbs and the rabbinical writing known as the Pirke Abot. Important, too, were the teachings of the prophets about dealing fairly with all people, especially widows, orphans, and the poor (Zech 7.9-10). For Jewish leaders such as priests and Levites, the Holiness Code of Leviticus 17–26 provided a rule of life for living correctly and staying fit to worship God.
Strategies for teaching ethical living included the example and instruction of parents, guardians, and teachers as well as the production of writings such as the schoolbook of an anonymous Jewish writer called Pseudo-Phocylides. This schoolbook taught precepts from the Ten Commandments and the Holiness Code of Leviticus 17–26 by putting them in the form of 230 carefully metered poetic lines.
Scripture Interpretation
Judaism developed several methods of Scripture interpretation. Some Jewish groups, for example, interpreted Scripture using a special "fulfillment" method that looked for ways to apply the meaning of a biblical text to contemporary events. This method has an exact counterpart in some of the references to the Hebrew Scriptures in the Gospel of Matthew, for instance, Matthew 2.17.
The Pharisees used oral tradition to interpret the Scriptures—an oral tradition they believed went back to Moses. The Sadducees, on the other hand, claimed to interpret the Scriptures as written and without depending on oral tradition.
The Temple
King Solomon completed the first Jewish temple in the ninth century B.C. using materials and builders from Phoenicia (1 Kgs 5.1–12). Although the Babylonians destroyed this temple in 586/587 B.C. ( 2 Kgs 25.8–9, Jer 52.12–13), fifty years later a restored temple stood in its place ( Ezra 1.1–4). Under King Herod, who died in 4 B.C., the building of a "second" and much grander temple was planned and started. This temple, destroyed by the Romans in A.D. 70, was the temple that Jesus and his first followers would have known. Today, one wall of this temple still stands, the famous Wailing Wall in modern-day Jerusalem.
The temple provided a central sanctuary for worship and served as the place for offerings and sacrifices as well as a gathering point for prayer, fellowship, and even self-defense, as happened during the First Jewish War of A.D. 66–70.
Jewish leaders like priests and Sadducees and Levites prized the temple as a key institution for their life and faith. Samaritans, on the other hand, had their own temple on Mount Gerizim, as did the Jewish communities who during the second century B.C. had settled in the Egyptian towns of Elephantine and Leontopolis.
Jewish Meeting Places
Although the temple in Jerusalem was the only "official" temple and place for sacrifice, almost every town or city had one or more private homes or buildings that doubled as meeting places and community centers for the Jewish population. Here people came together for worship, study, fellowship, and self-defense. The Jewish historian Josephus ( Against Apion 2.175) and some New Testament writers ( Mark 1.29) call such meeting places synagogues or "assemblies." These meeting places were not always inside, as indicated in Acts 16.13, where the Greek term proseuche "place of prayer" is used for an outside gathering place for the Jewish residents of Philippi. By the second and third centuries A.D., these meeting places had evolved into structures in their own right—the ancient counterpart of the modern synagogues.
The importance of these Mediterranean-wide meeting places for first-century Judaism cannot be overestimated in light of the destruction of the temple, the decimation of such leadership groups 
as the Sadducees and Zealots, and the general economic, political, and social upheaval in Judea following the First Jewish War. Arguably, it was this network of synagogues in Palestine and the diaspora that provided key rallying points for fellowship, worship, and study and that stood as symbols of Judaism’s genius to adopt to a radically new world.
Jewish Groups
The Pharisees made up one important group of Jews in the first century. They were lay experts in the Law of Moses and used their expertise to teach and interpret the Law. Prior to the First Jewish War they formed a pious table fellowship that placed stress on tithing and purity as paths to holiness. They believed in resurrection and in the existence of angels. After the First Jewish War, the Pharisees rose to prominence as religious and political leaders and helped lay the basis for modern Judaism.
Another group of Jewish leaders were the Sadducees, who were thought to have been aristocrats and wealthy land owners. Some experts believe that all Sadducees were priests, while other experts say this is only true for some of the Sadducees. In contrast to the Pharisees, the Sadducees denied the existence of angels and the resurrection from the dead. But the issue that seems to have divided them most from the Pharisees was purity, or how to stay fit to worship God. For the Sadducees, purity meant, among other things, staying fit to worship and sacrifice in the Jerusalem temple. The Holiness Code of Leviticus 17–26 offered the Sadducees crucial guidance in this area. For their part, the Pharisees took purity to mean, among other things, staying fit for special meals and table fellowship. Oral tradition as well as Scripture guided the Pharisees’ approach to purity.
The Essenes lived in a major settlement on the shore of the Dead Sea as well as in other settlements scattered throughout Judea. Sometime in the second century B.C. they separated themselves from other Jews over issues of Jewish life and faith, including such questions as who should be high priest in the temple and how the temple ought to conduct its worship.
Levites and priests made up two other groups of first-century Jewish leaders.
Calendars
Judaism depended upon one or more calendars to organize time and set off certain days and seasons as sacred. In Jerusalem and elsewhere in Palestine, for example, a 12-month, 364-day lunar calendar was in common use. Its year began in the springtime with the month of Nisan and required an occasional addition of an extra month. The Dead Sea community had its own separate calendar.
Calendars of major holy days are included in the Hebrew Scriptures ( Ezek 45.18–25) and provide for festivals such as Passover ( Exod 12.2, 11), the Festival of Unleavened Bread ( Exod 12.8–19), and the Day of Atonement ( Lev 16).
The Jewish calendar designated that the seventh day of each week be called the Sabbath. This was a day for relaxing from ordinary work and for worshiping in homes and meeting places. The Sabbath began on Friday at sundown and ended on Saturday at sundown.
Other Living Traditions
Vocal and instrumental music played a central role in the life and faith of Judaism, particularly in the home, temple, and meeting places. The most popular "hymn book" was the Book of Psalms, a collection of 150 songs or poems. The Dead Sea Community also composed and sang their own songs of praise and worship, as did a Jewish group known as the Therapeutae.
Much of the fine and decorative art from first-century Judaism has been lost. But to judge by surviving examples of jewelry, textiles, floor mosaics, and ceramics, Judaism could boast of a brilliant artistic tradition. Colorful wall paintings from the second-century A.D. synagogue in the Syrian town of Dura-Europos, for example, depict lively scenes from the Hebrew Scriptures such as the Escape from Egypt and Samuel anointing David.
Literary figures of first-century Judaism included the historian Josephus, the philosopher Philo, Gospel writers such as Matthew and Letter writers such as Paul. Other anonymous writers produced an astonishing variety of books of revelation, letters, testaments, and anthologies.
Judaism, Jesus, and Jesus’ Followers
First-century Judaism was the way of life and religion of Jesus of Nazareth and his first followers. Judaism remained the way of life and religion for some of Jesus’ followers well into the late first and early second centuries A.D.
By the late first century, Jesus’ followers came to be called Christians ( Acts 11.26). But even this new name reveals the close connection between Judaism and early Christianity. After all, "Christian" means "one who follows Jesus the Christ or Messiah," titles referring to the Jewish practice of anointing people as priests, kings, and prophets.
http://www.newmediabible.org/1goodsam/travel/01genbckgrnd/bibleworld/articles/article1firstcenturyjudaism.htm
Judaism's First Century Diversity

Far from uniform, Jews disagreed over the way to honor their traditions and practice their faith.

Shaye I.D. Cohen
Samuel Ungerleider Professor of Judaic Studies and Professor of Religious Studies Brown University 
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Pharisees, Saduccees, Revolutionaries, And Plain Jews 
In the first century of our era there were many sects and schools in Jewish society. We hear about the Essenes, of course, the Jews of Qumran, the Dead Sea Scrolls, who separated themselves from the community at large and clearly constituted a sect, a group which thought it alone possessed the truth. Whether there were other sects or not it's hard to tell. We know instead about other groups or schools or movements or parties.... The most conspicuous of these parties or schools will be the Pharisees. The Pharisees are known to everybody from the New Testament where they enjoy a very negative press. They clearly are seen as the opponents of Jesus and "the bad guys." Who the Pharisees really were is a different question entirely, once we get past the Jewish polemic, the anti-Pharisee polemic of the gospels. And we realize the Pharisees were a conspicuous Jewish group. They seem to have been a scholarly group or a group of Jews who, as Josephus the historian says, had a reputation as the most meticulous observers of the ancestral laws. So here is a group which claim expertise [in] understanding the Torah of Moses and claimed expertise in the observance of the laws. And apparently most Jews were prepared to accept that claim.... Their opponents, of course, were the Sadducees, who were no less pious than the Pharisees, but the Sadducees did not believe in the authoritative nature of the ancestral laws. What did the Sadducees do then, exactly, we don't really know. Except the Sadducees apparently had a great deal of following among the well-to-do, among the priestly classes, and seem to have been characterized primarily by two things. One, they opposed the Pharisees and two, they denied belief in the resurrection of the dead, a belief that the Pharisees espoused and the Sadducees denied. And this, of course, made the Sadducees famous as we see very clearly in the New Testament passages where the only thing in the gospels you know about the Sadducees is basically that they deny the belief in the resurrection.

But aside from these groups that we may call schools or parties - the Pharisees appear to us to be a school and the Sadducees appear to us to be a party, a social-political party - there will have been a whole wide variety of other groups in Jerusalem and perhaps in the countryside as a whole. Some of these are political movements..., the revolutionary groups, Sicarii and the Zealots and whatnot, who took their religious understanding of what Judaism was, took their religious interpretations and turned that into a political agenda. "We must destroy the Roman Empire or we must destroy Jews who cooperate with the Roman Empire. We will kill all collaborators, no King but God," and other such slogans emerge from these religious thinkers.

And of course, the most important group of all are not the Pharisees, not the Sadducees, not the Essenes, not the revolutionaries, but the plain Jews. Plain simple folk who presumably live their Jewish lives by following the ways that they'd always done, whatever mother or father had taught them, that's what they do themselves. We may call [this] perhaps "simple piety." The Jews who observe the Sabbath, who observe the holidays, the festivals, who go with the pilgrimage to temple, who observe the Jewish food laws, the Jewish rituals, believe in the Jewish God, follow the ways by which to make the life holy, follow the dictates of the Torah in a kind of simple plain way, these are the plain folk and these are the folk who are not Pharisees, not Sadducees, but simply plain Jews. And we get a glimpse of some of them in the pages of the New Testament. But these are probably the most numerous of all and the most important of all.

All Jews Relate To The Temple

What are some of the principal groups who were a part of Judaism during this time period? What were some of their differences? 
The Jewish historian, Josephus, has a very memorable line. He says, "one temple, for the one God." The Jews saw themselves as a unique people, with the one God alone... there's one God of this one special people, one temple, and that's a very powerful idea, reflecting accurately, I think, the historical truth that the temple was a very powerful unifying source, within the Jewish community....

At the same time, the temple also serves as a source of division and a source of conflict in the Jewish community. Many, many Jews were unhappy with the  way the priests ran the temple. The priests did not obey the purity laws properly. They didn't follow the right calendar. They didn't perform the sacrifices properly. The priests themselves were insufficiently pious. Their marriages were somehow illicit or improper. The priests used the office for self-aggrandizement, for self-advantage. They were somehow were making themselves wealthier at the expense of the community and on and on and on. We hear a series of such complaints about the priests, many of the them in the Dead Sea Scrolls, many of them found in Rabbinic literature, but some of course, as anybody who reads the Bible knows, going back to the prophets, even in Biblical times, complaining about the priests of the temple.... Nonetheless, it's clear among all the numerous groups within the Jewish community of the 1st century, that all of them, to justify themselves, have to some degree or other deal with the temple. They have to either explain why the priests are wrong and they are right, or they have to explain that the priests are correct but = they're only correct, insofar as they agree with what this group itself believes.... You can see that among virtually all the groups in Jewish society in the 1st century of our era.

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/portrait/judaism.html
Expulsion from the Synagogue: 
Inclusion and Exclusion in 2nd Century Judaism Yakov Tepler (Beit Berl) 

http://www.ph-ludwigsburg.de/html/9e-aaax-s-01/seiten/SymposiumBB2/Tepler.pd

The cradle of Christianity is in 1st century Judaism, in the land of Israel. This is common knowledge. Yet no-one can tell with confidence when the singular point in time was when the first group of Jews became Christians. 

The Scriptures tell us that the gospel of Jesus' emissary and his divinity, that had been concealed in the prophecies of the Old Testament, was hidden throughout his life time in order to be revealed only to his disciples at the end of his mission on earth and to be given to the entire human race at the time of his death on the cross and his resurrection after 3 days in the grave. 

Fifty days later, the Acts of the Apostles tells us, the Holy Ghost descended on Peter and the disciples, and the days of the Christian Church began. 

The 1st Century of the Common Era was a disastrous period in Judea. Continuous clashes between Jewish zealots and the Roman authorities ended in the Great Rebellion against Rome and the destruction of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem. Messianic expectations evolved based on prophetic ideas, and charismatic figures appeared and attracted many desperate followers. For the Romans it was a dangerous phenomenon that needed to be suppressed. We know from the evidence of Josephus Flavius that many of these figures were caught and executed. Jesus might very well have been one of them. 

Christianity evolved, in stages, from within Judaism. We can confidently assume that the first stage occurred at a time immediate following the crucifixion. The loyal followers of Jesus, who witnessed his death on the cross, were perhaps divided into 2 groups after his execution. One group might have been expecting a glorious and and vindicting appearance after the crucifixion. They would have despaired when this heavenly scene never came to pass and the realization dawned on them that their charismatic leader was dead on the cross. The other group, the more hard-core kernel of his followers was, from that point in history, seeking a meaning for this death. From this moment on, this, the nucleus of Christianity, had become a Jewish movement concerned with exegesis and the commentary of events in order to explain the divine meaning of Jesus' death; the true gospel and Christ's mission. His death, instead of being seen as a failure, was turned into a success by his followers and spreading the word of Christ became their calling. 

From a scholarly point of view there is a black hole from the time of the crucifixion until the composition of the first Christian writings, the earliest letters of Paul. We have no idea how this little sect of messianic Jews evolved within 1st century Judaism. We can assume that at the beginning this group had as its base the following characteristics: it was voluntary – after conversion (conversion in those days meaning simply the turning of the heart). It was an elitistic, group with members enjoying equality once within. Only much later would this sect transform itself into the Church – an organized religious body, with a hierarchy, whose membership was heterogenous and open to all. The link missing is how this little sect evolved into the overall concept and practice, known as The Church. 

The primitive church, which was almost totally rejected by the Jews of that time, had an alluring appeal to those who were nicknamed "God Fearers". These were Hellenistic proselytes that converted to Judaism. The Judaism of that time offered attractive beliefs – monotheism, antiquity (which was a great virtue), social justice and one day of rest after six days of work. On the other hand, Judaism came with repulsive ideas like: commandments, ethnical and tribal responsibilities, and a history of slavery as recorded in the Bible. 

The dilemma of the disciples of Jesus back then was: if detachment from Judaism and its problems was the right path. That path would mean the loss of the claim to be part of an antique religion. In addition, the Biblical based narrative would lose its significance. So, the primitive church offered the Hellenistic proselytes a new Judaism – one which allowed them to maintain its antiquity but without its inappropriate and unattractive counter history. 

The great master of this plan was Paul. Paul's theology was based on the Old Testament - for the New Testament could have no right to existence without its being anchored in the Old. Grace was substituted for Law, and the holy spirit replaced the flesh of the traditional Jewish approach. An example of this new theology is Paul's exegesis to the commandment of the circumcision: On one hand he could not ignore the rule of the Torah regarding circumcision; On the other hand circumcision was rejected by the Gentiles (pagan castration was forbidden by the Roman low). His solution was genius: "circumcision [is that] of the heart". The result: Paul's mission to convert the God fearers first, and later the Gentiles, succeeded beyond what was imaginable 

Yet the apostolic mission to bring the Jews into the fold had failed. The solution to this contradictory situation was that years later Christianity defined itself as "verus Israel" – meaning the True Israel. 

Now what about the other side, the parent religion – Judaism? What was happening to Judaism during this period and how it confronted this deviation which was developing within. 

The first Christians were Jews. We don't know how and where the first consolidated messianic group acted or what they named themselves. There are a few assumptions: Galileans – because they gathered in the Galilee; Nazarenes – after Jesus of Nazareth. The Biblical evidence tells us about a community of 3000 believers who lived in Jerusalem but left it for Damascus after the Great Rebellion against Rome. Historians, however, are doubtful about this information. Research has proven that during the 1st century the vast majority of Christians were Jews, both in Palestine and in the Jewish Diaspora. These Christianized Jews remained Jewish in their way of life. They observed the laws, kept the custom of circumcision, used ritual slaughtering for their food and went to the synagogue like the rest of the Jews. 

However, Judaism was also in the midst of a climactic reformation. It was a time when the country was forging a new identity out of the ruins of the Great Revolt. In the aftermath of that disastrous rebellion, the trauma of failure and the Temple's destruction could have caused the imminent collapse of Judaic values. The Sages were able to avert further disaster by channeling the changing values of their time and maneuvered Judaism so it would be able to work within this new reality. This new reality included the heightened challenge presented by the new Christianity as well. 

The objective of Jewish leaders at the end of the first century CE., re-creating a people without a temple, led them to some fateful decisions which were aimed not only at striving for a new identity, but also – with Ezra's inspiration – to erect this new identity held high atop pillars of purity. People would obey the Torah's commandments according to their new exegesis [interpretation] and it would be adapted to life under the Roman Empire's rule. 

As mentioned earlier, the road to consolidating the new identity had to be paved through the Christian challenge – and to be more exact in this context, it meant the Jewish-Christian way of life. Pagan-Hellenistic proselytes, were less of a concern at that point. 

One of the steps of building a new identity in a Temple-less Jewish community was to transfer the focus of the Jewish rituals to liturgy. The synagogue became the centre of Jewish life. The basic and most urgent need was to construct a set of prayers which would function as the leading liturgy in the synagogues, and as such, should contain not only apply to God for personal needs, but also reflect the contemporary national hopes. This first organized set of prayers still exists today, and is called "The Eighteen Benedictions". 

The twelfth benediction is called "the Blessing for the Heretics, and it says: 

"For the heretics let there be no hope, and the kingdom of arrogance shall perish in a moment, bless are thou, God who humbles the arrogant".
The Babylonian Talmud, the source which brings us the story of the construction of this prayer raises the question of: "Why a blessing for the heretics was constructed", and it is answered in a sophisticated way: " If a reader [who recites the prayer on the stand] makes a mistake in any of the other benedictions, they do not remove him [from the stand], but if in the benediction for the heretics, he is removed, because we suspect him of being a heretic. In this case, a heretic means a Jew who has converted to Christianity. This heretic, according to the writers of this Talmudic episode, would not want to curse himself, so he would not recite the blessing for the heretics, or he would try to corrupt the exact version by reciting it with deliberate mistakes. 

This shows us that those assembled in the service needed to be extremely attentive. If a reader made a mistake in reciting this specific blessing, he would repeat it more carefully. If he erred again, his religious identity was clear. 

From this episode we learn that these Christianized Jews never ceased their participation in the daily service in the synagogue for they considered themselves Jews. Expulsion from the synagogue was the most incisive way of excluding them from the Jewish rabbinical society. 

Another explicit piece of evidence comes from the Christian scriptures. In Matthew 10: 16-17, Jesus warns his disciples: "Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves. But beware of men: for they will deliver you to the councils, and they will scourge you in their synagogues". The synagogue, according to Jesus himself, is the center of the stage in the struggle between Jews and Christians in the early period of Christianity. Furthermore, in the Gospel according to John (16:2), Jesus speaks even more clearly on this point: "They shall put you out of the synagogues: yes, the time comes, that whoever kills you will think that he does God service". And the gospel goes even further: "Nevertheless among the chief rulers also many believed on him; but because of the Pharisees they did not confess [him], lest they should be put out of the synagogue". The evidence from Christian writings then, closes the circle. Expulsion from the synagogue was the poignant means of excluding the Jews who believed in Jesus as messiah from the main stream society, whilst this kind of Jew preferred to play an influential part in this community. 

I will conclude this presentation by reiterating the following points: 

1. The first Christians were Jews, and it was the decision of the early Church not to cut their roots in the Old Testament but to present themselves as the true Israel. 

2. As such, they didn't see themselves as founders of a new religion, but as having a new (or true) interpretation of the Old Testament. 

3. Their wish was not only to be an integral part of the Jewish society, but also to take a leading part in it. 

4. The mainstream Jewish approach was that of rejection. This attitude was clearly visible by various methods leading to bans and restrictions. The most important of them was the recital of the blessing for the Heretics as an important means of expelling them from the synagogues, which meant ostracizing them totally from the Jewish community and its people

Judaism in the First Century


