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Abstract 

This paper traces the development of Jewish Christianity from its beginnings in the earliest Christian 

communities through its apparent disappearance in the fourth or fifth century. The author's thesis is that 

within the diversity which characterized the Jewish Christianity of the Church, there existed at least one 

Jewish Christian sect whose theology stood within the acceptable boundaries of orthodoxy of the greater 

Church, that this sect existed through at least the fifth century, at which point it was declared heretical by 

the Church Fathers and eventually died out despite the fact that it remained within the bounds of 

orthodoxy and considered itself a part of the greater Church.  The thesis also suggests that the increasing 

antipathy of the Church toward Jewish Christianity was the result of a variety of interrelated influences 

operating over several centuries. Some of these influences included the changing demographics of the 

Church and the accompanying clash of cultures; the increasing isolation of Jewish Christianity from the 

predominantly Gentile Church; power struggles between competing Christian communities in Palestine, 

as well as Romeôs interest in asserting its primacy; theological and pastoral concerns, which were well-

intentioned but which resulted in increasingly narrow views of orthodoxy and orthopraxis; as well as 

some outright anti-Jewish feelings. 



Jewish Christianity 

 
TABLE OF CONTENT S 

ABSTRACT  v 

 

I. INTRODUCTION AND THESIS 

 Introduction 1 

 Thesis 3 

 Defining Jewish Christianity: A Review of the literature 4 

 Survey of Sources 9 

 

II.  BACKGROUND: ANALYSIS OF BIBLICAL REFERENCES AND EARLY 

 CHURCH DOCUMENTS 14 

 Biblical References 14 

 Primitive Church Documents 18 

 

II I. WHO WERE THE JEWISH CHRISTIANS? 

 EXAMINING THE CANDIDATES PROPOSED BY THE CHURCH FATHERS 22 

 Corinthians 23 

 Ebionites 28 

 Nazarenes 

 Symmachians 54 

 Elkesaites 57 

 Summary and Conclusions 61 

 

IV. THEOLOGY OF THE JEWISH CHRISTIANS 

 ANALYSIS OF THE JEWISH CHRISTIAN GOSPELS 64 

 The Gospel of the Nazarenes 66 

 The Gospel of the Ebionites 73 

 Summary and Conclusions 76 

 

V. CORROBORATING THE CHURCH FATHERS: 

 ANALYSIS OF ARCHAELOGICAL, TALMUDIC, AND OTHER SOURCES 77 

 Archaeological Data 77 

 Talmudic References 

 The Pella Tradition 87 

 Summary and Conclusions  

 

VI.  FROM ACCEPTANCE THROUGH AMBIVALENCE TO ANTIPATHY: 

THE CHANGING ATTITUDE OF THE CHURCH FATHERS 

 TOWARDS JEWISH CHRISTIANITY 96 

 In the Beginning: A Jewish Christian Church 96 

 Clashing Cultures: The Church in Transition 99 

 The First Easter Controversy 101 

 Jewish Christianity on the Defensive 102 

 The First Easter Controversy Continued: Anti-Judaism and Politics 104 

 Irenaeus and the Ebionites: The First Excommunication 108 

 Nicaea and the Easter Decree: The Axe is Raised 109 

 Gentile and Jewish Christians in Jerusalem: The Holy City in Schism 115 

 Epiphanius and the Nazarenes: The Axe Falls on Jewish Christianity 116 



Jewish Christianity 

 
 Postscript: A Broken Contract 117 

 Summary and Conclusions 117 

 

VII.  CONCLUSIONS 119 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 125 



Jewish Christianity 

 
CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND THESIS 

 

Introduction 

 

The study of Jewish Christianity in the early Church is both intriguing and disheartening. It goes 

without saying that all of the first Christians were Jews. Jesusô disciples, the Twelve, and the apostle Paul 

were all Jews. The Book of Acts reports that tens of thousands "from the circumcisionò came to believe in 

Jesus as Messiah.
1
 None are recorded as ever renouncing their Judaism. In fact, the controversial issue at 

that time was quite the opposite. The earliest Church council was called by the Apostles to determine 

whether a person could become a follower of Jesus without first converting to Judaism. Yet by the early 

part of the second century, if the reports of the Church Fathers are to be believed, all that renamed of 

Jewish Christianity were small, isolated pockets of Jewish Christians.
2
 Some were relatively orthodox in 

their theology. Some occupied the fringe of orthodox Christian doctrine; some were beyond the fringe. 

However, orthodox or not, they were held in almost universally low esteem by the Church as a whole; 

judging by the opinions of most of the Patristic writers, with demonstrate an ambivalence at best. By the 

end of the fourth or fifth centuries, Jewish Christianity had apparently disappeared, if the Patristic 

literature is to be believed: there are no contemporaneous reports on any Jewish Christian sects after that 

time. 

 

This paper will trace the development of Jewish Christianity from its beginnings in the earliest 

Christian communities, through its eventual apparent disappearance. It will attempt to shed light on 

several questions: What were the various groups which composed or with derived from Jewish 

Christianity? What can be said of their origins and development, and what became of them? What were 

the natures of the theologies ï particularly the Christologies ï of these various groups? How did the 

attitude of the Church Fathers toward Jewish Christianity change from the first to the fourth century? And 

how did their changing attitudes contribute toward the eventual demise of Jewish Christianity? 

 

These questions are difficult to answer with certainty, because original source materials are 

extremely scarce. No original Jewish Christian documents currently exist in complete form. All that 

remain are fragments of Jewish Christian documents ï a few Gospels and scriptural commentaries ï 

                                                 
1
 Acts 21:20; cf. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, ñJewish-Christianity in Acts in the Light of the Qumran Scrolls,ò chap. in 

Essays on the Semitic Background of the New Testament, (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1971): 271-304. Fitzmyer 

notes that great care must he exercised in the use of the Book of Acts in order to distinguish "Lucan theologoumenaò 

from the historical information that it also contains. While the Acts account is problematic in establishing specific 

events as historic, it tends to be more helpful in establishing the context within which Jewish Christianity arose. 

Readers may give more weight to the historical assertions of Acts when they have points of contact other sources, 

biblical or non-biblical. For example, Fitzmyer has established a number of points of contact between Acts and the 

Qumran materials. 

 
2
 Earnest W. Saunders, ñJewish Christianity and Palestinian Archeology,ò Religious Studies Review 9(3) (1983): 

201-205; cf. Bellarmino Bagatti, The Church from the Circumcision: History and Archeology of the Judeo-

Christians (Jerusalem: Franciscan Printing Press, 1971); Ignazio Mancini, Archeological Discoveries Relative to the 

Judeo-Christians, (Jerusalem: Franciscan Printing Press, 1970); and G. Quispel, ñThe Discussion of Judaic 

Christianity,ò Vigiliae Chistianae 22(1968): 81. Bagatti and Mancini believe that the archeological evidence 

indicates that Jewish Christianity was much more prevalent in the third and fourth centuries than is apparent from 

Patristic sources, and was perhaps the dominant form until the arrival of the Byzantines. Quispel argues that Jewish 

Christianity remained alive and active long after the fall of Jerusalem and was instrumental in spreading Christianity 

to Mesopotamia and further east, laying the groundwork for Aramaic-speaking, Syrian Christianity. 
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quoted by various Patristic writers. The only other sources of information on early Jewish Christianity are 

the reports of the Patristic writers themselves, the majority of which are ether second-band or based on 

tradition. There are also several canonical and apocryphal documents which are thought to be dependent 

on earlier Jewish Christian documents or which display aspects of Jewish Christian theology. Therefore 

this paper will draw on a variety of sources including Biblical evidence, fragments of Jewish Christian 

documents as quoted in Patristic documents, the comments of the Patristic writers themselves, and certain 

early Jewish documents. 

 

The author's thesis is that within the diversity which characterized the Jewish Christianity of early 

Church, there existed at least one Jewish Christian soot whose theology stood within the acceptable 

bounds of orthodoxy of the Church,  and that this sect existed through at least the fourth century, at which 

point it was declared heretical by the Church Fathers and eventually died out, despite the fact that it 

remained within the bounds of orthodoxy
3
 and considered itself a part of the greater Church, The thesis 

also suggests that to increasing antipathy of the Church Fathers toward Jewish Christianity was the result 

of a variety of interrelated influences operating over several centuries. Sonic of these influences Included 

the changing demographics of the Church and the accompanying clash of cultures; the increasing 

isolation of Jewish Christianity from the predominantly Gentile Church, power struggles between 

competing Christian communities in Pa1estine, as well as Rome's interest in asserting its primacy; 

theological and pastoral concerns, which were well-intentioned but which resulted in increasingly narrow 

views of a orthodoxy and orthopraxis; as well as some outright anti-Jewish feelings. 

 

Care must be taken in applying the tern, orthodoxy in this context, in order to avoid its 

application in an anachronistic manner. For example, it would be inappropriate to apply modem standards 

of orthodoxy to the period of the early Church covered by this investigation. Fun amore, within the period 

covered by this investigation it would be equally inappropriate to apply the standards of orthodoxy of a 

later period to an earlier period (e.g., the more unified orthodoxy of the fourth century post-Nicaea 

Church to the diversity of the first century punitive Church). Therefore, when the term orthodox is applied 

to a group in this study, it is applied in context; that is, in terms of the acceptable standards of orthodoxy 

present in the greater Church at the time (e.g., second century Jewish Christian groups will be evaluated 

against the standards of orthodoxy of the second century Church). 

 

Defining Jewish Christianity: A Review of the Literature 

 

One of the major problems in the study of Jewish Christianity is defining the subject. Some 

scholars tend to define Jewish Christianity very broadly, in primarily theological tans. For example, 

Danielou speaks of Jewish Christianity as Christianity expressed in the thought forms of Judaism; in other 

words, Christian groups whose theology was dependent on the theological concepts and symbols of 

Judaism.
4 

Similarly Longenecker, following Danielou, as Jewish-Christian those Christian communities 

which existed between 20 and 135 CE and which wore located in Jerusalem or considered Jerusalem to be 

their mother church.
5
 Quispel, using a similar broad definition, classifies the beginnings of Christianity in 

                                                 
3
 That is, orthodox in all ways except for its observance of the ceremonial law. 

 
4
Jean Danielou, The Development of Christian Doctrine Before the Council of Nicaea, Vol.1, The Theology of 

Jewish-Christianity (Chicago: Regnery, 1964), 10. 

 
5
 R. N. Longenecker, The Christology of Early Jewish Christianity (London: SCM Press, l970); quoted in G. 

Luedemann, Opposition to Paul in Jewish Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, l989), 29. 
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Syria, Alexandria, and North Africa as Jewish Christian.

6
 While such a broad concept of Jewish 

Christianity has the benefit of demonstrating the deep roots of Christianity in the theological concepts of 

Judaism at the time it is too broad too permit any meaningful study and inevitably lea to statements such 

as those by Klijn that early Christianity was a Jewish Christian phenomenon.
7
 While such a statement is 

undoubtedly true, it does not limit the field of study hi any useful way. 

 

Some scholars continue to use the term "Jewish Christian" in an ethnic sense although not as 

frequently as in years past. Defined ethnically, a Jewish Christian is a member of the Christian 

community born of Jewish parents. Harnack, for instance, took such an approach.
8
  A solely ethnic 

perspective, while certainly narrowing the field of study, is simplistic. For example, it would hardly be 

appropriate for the proposes of this study to classify as Jewish Christian a person who had renounced all 

connections to all aspects of Jewish ceremony and theology. 

 

Schoeps and others define Jewish Christianity in terms of orthodoxy and heresy.
9
 This involves 

taking at face value the categories imposed by the early Christian heresiologists. By this 4efinition, the 

Jewish Christians of the earliest Jerusalem church alt accepted as orthodox, white groups which appear on 

later lists of heresies are a priori considered heretical. Luedemann notes that while this approach has 

enjoyed great popularity since the time of Eusebius, it is relatively uncritical arid seldom attempts to 

define the concept of Jewish Christianity in any practical way.
10

 

 

Finally, Simon, Luedemann, and others argue that Jewish Christianity should he defined 

primarily in a religious sense. In this sense, Jewish Christians are considered to be those members of the 

Christian Church with a commitment to the ceremonial law, regardless of their ethnic origins.
11

 From this 

point of view, Jewish Christianity is viewed as an anti-Pauline movement.
12

 
 
It includes per se Gentile 

Christians who are committed to the ceremonial law and excludes per se those of Jewish background who 

are not. While this position avoids the overly broad generalizations of Danielouôs definition, without the 

gross oversimplification of a strictly ethnic approach or the narrowness of the orthodoxy/heresy approach, 

it too has some disadvantages. For one thing, Luedemann argues that the Apostle Paul should not be 

considered a Jewish Christian because he did not observe the Torah in his associations with Gentiles. Yet 

Paul never spoke of himself as a convert from Judaism,
13

 believed faith in Christ to be the true successor 

                                                 
6
 Quispel, 81. 

 
7
 A. F. J. Klijn, ñThe Study of Jewish-Christianity,ô New Testament 20 (1973/74): 426. 

 
8
 Adolf von Harnack, History of Dogma, translated by Neil Buchannan (1958). Quoted in Luedmann, 30. 

 
9
 Hans-Joachim Schoeps, Jewish-Christianity: Factional Disputes in the Early Church (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964), 

9-13. 

 
10

 Luedemann, 30. 

 
11

 Marcel Simon, Versus Israel: A Study of the Relations Between Christians and Jews in the Roman Empire, trans. 

H. McKeating (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 265f, 390ff; cf. Luedemann, 30. 

 
12

 Ibid, 247f. However, Simon does not claim that Jewish Christianity was univocal in its anti-Paulinism. Rather, the 

tenor of each Jewish Christian groupôs anti-Paulinism was dependent on the groupôs attitude toward the Law. 

 
13

 Gal l:15ff; cf. Phil. 3:4ff. In Paulôs own account of his coming to faith in Chris; he never calls himself a proselyte 

nor does house the term conversion to describe his experience. Rather, he speaks of his experience as a calling. Even 
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of the faith of Abraham,

14 
may have been willing to observe the ceremonial law in his dealings with 

Jews,
15

 and was willing to require Jewish ethics of Gentile converts.
16

 Therefore, it would he 

inappropriate to define Jewish Christianity so as to exclude him. In addition, it is not true that Jewish 

Christianity was solely an anti-Pauline phenomenon, since (as I will argue below) at least one Jewish 

Christian group, the Nazarenes, did accept Paul and his Gentile mission. Finally, this perspective does not 

adequately represent the variety of attitudes towards the ceremonial law by those who did observe it: i.e., 

those who practiced it on certain occasions but not on others; those who observed it to honor the 

Jewishness of the Lord Jesus;
17

 and those who viewed it as essential for salvation. 

 

The effort to formulate a comprehensive but specific definition of Jewish Christianity seeks a 

uniformity of theology and practice which did not exist at the time. Modem scholarship has established 

that first century Judaism was not a monolithic movement but had a variety of competing strands of 

theology and practice. It is naive to assume that the followers of Christ who emerged from these Jewish 

strands would not demonstrate a similar diversity. Perhaps a more pragmatic approach to the definition of 

Jewish Christianity would be most appropriate. Such an approach would broadly recognize as Jewish 

Christian any group of people who considered themselves to be Jewish and who considered themselves to 

be followers of Christ. It would then organize these groups according to appropriate subcategories, by 

their attitude toward ceremonial law, Christology, etc. Such a modified ethnic definition would eliminate 

from study those Gentile Christian groups who appropriated Jewish theological concepts or even 

ceremonial concepts without identifying themselves as Jewish. It would also eliminate from consideration 

those ethnic Jews who renounced all identification with Judaism. For example, groups like the Nazarenes, 

who practiced the ceremonial law consistently (not as a legal requirement for salvation, but to honor the 

Jewishness of Jesus Christ), would be considered law-observant, orthodox Jewish Christians. Those like 

the Apostle Paul, who considered themselves free from the requirements of the ceremonial law, but did 

not renounce their identification with Judaism, would be considered law-free, orthodox Jewish Christians. 

However, groups like the Ebionites, whose theology (I will argue below) fell outside the bounds of 

                                                                                                                                                             
in his letter to the Philippians, in which he accounts all of his achievements as a devout Jew as loss and irrelevant to 

his salvation, he does not renounce his Jewishness or speak of himself as an ex-Jew. 

 
14

 Rom 4:1ff; cf. Patrick J. Hartin, "Jewish Christianity: Focus on Antioch in the First Century," Scriptura 36 (1991): 

50. 

 
15

 Cor. 9:19ff; of Acts 21:23-26; 1 Cor. 11:19ff; Gal. 2; Albrecht Ritschl, The Formation of the Old Catholic Church 

(1857), quoted in Luedemann, 12-13. The Acts passage, m which Paul agrees to observe the purification rituals 

while in Jerusalem is historically problematic for the reasons mentioned above. However, in 1 Cor. 9:1911 Paul 

proclaims his willingness to be as a Gentile to Gentiles and as a Jew to Jews. While this can be interpreted in other 

ways, it does allow the possibility that Paul was willing to observe the law occasionally, as a means to an end: 

winning Jews to Christ. Also, in I Cor. 11:19ff Paul seems to have adopted the Jewish Passover ritual as the model 

for the Lordôs Supper. On the basis of Gal. 2 it can be argued that for Paul occasionally to submit to ceremonial law, 

after criticizing Peter for his inconsistency in the application of the ceremonial law, would amount to violating his 

own principle. However, Ritschl argues that Paul understood the apostolic decree geographically; that is, Churches 

outside of Palestine would fall under Paul's authority, while those inside would fall under the authority of James and 

Peter. If this was the case, then Paul would have been living up to the terms of his agreement and acknowledging the 

authority of James and Peter when he submitted to the purification rituals. 

 
16

 George P. Carras, ñJewish Ethics arid Gentile Converts: Remarks on 1 Thes. 4:3-8," chap. in The Thessalonican 

Correspondence, ed. Raymond F. Collins (Leuven, Belgium: Leuven University Press, 1990): 306-315. 

 
17

 Origen, in Matth. Comm. Ser. 79 (PD, 131). 
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orthodoxy, would be considered law-observant, heretical Jewish Christians. And the Elkesaites, who (I 

will argue below) adopted some Jewish Christian ideas, but did not acknowledge Jesus as the Messiah 

and did act consider themselves a part of the greater Church, would be considered to be a Jewish group, 

albeit a syncretistic one; and not Jewish Christian. 

 

Survey of Sources 

 

The definition of the team Jewish Christian has no small impact on the issue of sources. The 

modified ethnic definition of Jewish Christianity adopted by this study allows more focused attention to 

be given to a more manageable number of sources associated with more closely related groups than would 

be possible with Danielou's diffusive definition. In addition, sources for this study are limited, for the 

most past to sources which can shed light on specific, identified Jewish Christian groups. However, some 

attention will be given to documents which cannot be attributed to a specific group, but which nonetheless 

establish important background information on Jewish Christianity. 

 

Biblical Sources 

 

The term Jewish Christian is not used in the New Testament. However, the Book of the Acts of 

the Apostles does provide some light on the context and origins of Jewish Christianity.  The Bible will be 

one of the major sources of background data for ñChapter II ï Background: Analysis of the Biblical, 

Archaeological, and Other Data." 

 

Jewish Christian Gospels and Related Documents 

 

Jewish Christian groups left little direct literary evidence. What remains are fragments of 

documents which are quoted by the Patristic authors. Jewish Christian groups produced several non-

canonical Gospels. Although these have all been referred to by the Patristic authors as his Gospel 

according to the Hebrews, these are actually at least two or three different recensions of the Gospel 

according to Matthew, each associated by Patristic authors with a different Jewish Christian group.ô
18 

Not 

only is this evidence fragmentary, but there is also some confusion over which document fragments 

should be associated with which group. Therefore, great care must be taken in using this evidence. The 

Jewish Christian gospel materials will be the primary focus of "Chapter V ï The Theology of the Jewish 

Christians: Analysis of the Jewish Christian Gospels. 

 

In addition to these Gospel fragments, fragments from the Nazarene Commentary on Isaiah
19

 are 

useful in documenting certain aspects of that group's theology. The Pseudo Clementine literatures 

specifically the Homilies and Recognitions are helpful in establishing the theological concepts of the 

Ebionites. Information from these sources will be included in ñChapter III ï Who Were the Jewish 

Christians?ò and ñChapter V ï Corroborating the Church Fathers.ò 

Other writings, which cannot be attached to a specific Jewish Christian group but which may be 

used to establish characteristics of early Jewish Christianity include the Didache, the Epistle of Barnabas, 

                                                 
18

 P. Vielhauer and O. Strecker, ñJewish-Christian Gospels chap. in New Testament Apocrypha. Vol. 1, Gospels and 

Related Writings. ed. W. Schneemelcher (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1991) 134-178. 

 
19

 Jerome, in Esaiam in A. F. J. Klijn and G. J. Reinink, Patristic Evidence of Jewish Christian Sects. (Leidon, 

Netherlands: Brill), 109, referred to in subsequent notes as PE. 
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the Shepherd of Hermas, and others. Information from these sources will be found in ñChapter II ï 

Background: Analysis of Biblical References and Early Church Documents.ò 

 

Apologetic and Patristic Literature 

 

Most of the information available on early Jewish Christianity comes from the Apologetic and 

Patristic literature. For many masons great care must be taken in evaluating this information. It is in no 

way comprehensive. It is not the direct product of Jewish Christian groups. Many of these reports are not 

eyewitness reports but second-hand information. Not least important is the fact that these are the reports 

of the winning side, those who in the end declared all Jewish Christian groups to be heretical, and 

therefore may be subject to some self justification. Nevertheless, they form the largest part of what 

limited information is available, and so they must be used. Information from Apologetic and Patristic 

sources will be found primarily in ñChapter IV ï The Theology of the Jewish Christians: Analysis of the 

Jewish Christian Gospels."Some of the major writers quoted include: Justin Martyr, Irenaeus Tertullian, 

Hippolytus, Pseudo- Tertullian, Eusebius, Epiphanius, Jerome, and Augustine. Secondary studies which 

were important in the development of this section include: Klijnôs and Reinink's Patristic Evidence for 

Jewish-Christian Sects, Pritz's Nazarene Jewish Christianity, Vielhauser and Streckerôs ñJewish Christian 

Gospels," and Luedemannôs Opposition to Paul in Jewish Christianity.
20

 

 

Jewish Talmudic 

Literature 

 

A study of Jewish Christianity would not be complete without consulting early Jewish sources for 

potential information, though many researchers have neglected to do so. Part of the problem lies with the 

difficulty in using Talmudic texts, in any precise manner for historical evidence. In the case of Jewish 

Christianity the references are few: about a dozen Talmudic texts. Primary sources for this data include 

Pritzôs Nazarene Jewish Christianity and Schiffmanôs Who Was a Jew?
21

 However, the Talmudic texts do 

provide some useful corroborative evidence, which is offered in ñChapter 11 ï Background: Analysis of 

the Biblical, Archeological, and Other Data." 

 

Archaeological and Historical Sources 

 

Archeological sources provide some useful information about the prevalence and geographic 

extent of Jewish Christianity in Palestine and the surrounding areas in the first four centuries - time 

covered by this study. A primary source for this data will be Manciniôs work Archaeological Discoveries 

Relative to the Judeo-Christians,
22

 with some supplementary data from other sources. This data will be 

covered in ñChapter II ï Background: Analysis of Biblical References and Early Church Documentsò and 

ñChapter V: Corroborating the Church Fathers.ò Chapter V will also draw on historical data from 

Josephusô Jewish Wars. 

                                                 
20

 Klijn and Reinink; Raymond A. Pritz, Nazarene Jewish-Christianity: From the End of the New Testament Period 

Until Its Disappearance in the Fourth Century (Jerusalem, Israel: Magnes Press, 1983); Vielhauer and Strecker; 

Luedemann. 

 
21

 Lawrence H. Schiffman, Who Was a Jew? Rabbinic and Halakhic Perspectives on the Jewish Christian Schism. 

(Hoboken. NJ: Ktav Publishing House, 1985). 

 
22

 Mancini, Archaeology. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

BACKGROUND: 

ANALYSIS OF BIBLICAL REFERENCES AND EARLY CHURCH DOCUMENTS 

 

The Bible, while it provides no information on any specific Jewish Christian groups, does provide 

useful background information about the context out of which Jewish Christianity and the primitive 

Christian Church emerged. Similarly, analysis of early Church documents can provide additional useful 

contextual information. 

 

Biblical References 

 
The Scriptures themselves do not shed much light on the specific subject of Jewish Christianity, 

but they do provide valuable background information. The Book of Acts records that in the earliest days 

of the Church, all believers were Jews; that is, they observed the requirements of the Jewish ceremonial 

law.
23

 In fact, until the council at Jerusalem there appeared to be an assumption that Gentiles wishing to 

become followers of Jesus would first have to agree to follow the requirements of the Jewish ceremonial 

law ï in effect, converting to Judaism. The council determined that Gentiles could become followers of 

Jesus without first becoming Jews.
24

 Later, a wide variety of local church communities evolved: some 

mixed Jew/Gentile, some almost entirely Gentile, and some composed almost entirely of Jews. Of the 

Jewish believers, many appear to have been Law-observant.
25

 

 

The New Testament records several names given to the early Church: The Way,
26

 Nazarenes,
27

 

and Christians.
28

 In the Acts story, the prosecutor Tertullus accuses Paul of being ña ringleader of the sect 

of the Nazarenes.ò
29

 While it is possible that Tertullus could have invented the Nazarenes for the 

occasion. This seems unlikely for three reasons. First, Paul does not deny that such a sect exists.
30

 Second, 

the name Nazarene (Heb. Nozri/Norzrim) is used in some Talmudic literature in which the incidents 

                                                 
23

 Acts 2:5ff. One would assume that they did not treat the ceremonial law as essential to salvation. 

 
24

 Acts 15:1-35; cf. Gal 2:7ff; Albrecht Ritschl, The Formation of the Old Catholic Church (1857), quoted in 

Luedemann, 12-13. As previously noted, Ritschl argues that Paul understood the Apostolic decree geographically; 

that is, churches outside of Palestine would fall under Paulôs authority (and would be flee from the requirement to 

observe the ceremonial law), while those inside would fall under the authority of James and Peter. 

 
25

 Acts 15:1; 21:20; Gal. 2:4; 5:12. 

 
26

 Acts 9:2; 18:25,26; 19:9,23; 24:14,22; cf. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, ñJewish-Christianity in Acts in the Light of the 

Qumran Scrolls,ò chap. in Essays on the Semitic Background of the New Testament (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 

1971): 271-304. Fitzmyer notes that the Qumran community also employed the term ñThe Wayò as a name for itself 

so the term may have been familiar to the early Christian community. 

 
27

 Acts 24:5. 

 
28

 Acts 11:26; cf. Acts 26:28; 1 Pet. 4:16. 

 
29

 Acts 24:5; cf. Epiphanius, pan. 29.6.2 (PE, 171). 

 
30

 Acts 24:5ff; cf. Epiphanius, pan. 29.6.3-5 (PE, 171). 
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described may have happened as early as 110 C.E.

31
 Third, several Patristic writers confirm that both the 

terms Nazarenes and Christians were early names applied to the followers of Christ and that they were in 

use at the same time.
32

 Even if the incident described in the Acts story was non-historical, the stay itself 

makes it clear that the term Nazarene would have been accepted by the earliest Christians as an 

appropriate name for themselves. 

 

If this is true, then it seems quite possible that these three terms may have represented two 

branches of the Church as early as 57 C.E. (the approximate date of Paulôs trial).
33

 The term ñNazarene" 

may have been used at first by opponents of the early Church as a derogatory term for the Church as a 

whole (viewed then as a sect of Judaism). Meanwhile, the Church members (all Jewish Christians at that 

time) may have referred to themselves as ñdisciples of the Way.ò Similarly, ñChristian," a Greek name, 

was first used at Antioch, which was probably the first Gentile mission. It was first used by non-believing 

Gentiles ï a contemptuous term for followers of Christ. It seems plausible that as the term ñChristianò 

came to be exclusively identified with Gentile believers, ñNazareneò would have continued to be applied 

in Palestine as a term for Jewish believers in Christ.
34

 

 

It should be noted here that the Book of Acts reveals Lukeôs tendency to present a picture of the 

early Church that minimizes the conflict between Paul and the other Apostles which led to the Jerusalem 

Council. Acts tends to portray Paul in a Petrine manner and Peter in a Pauline manner. Baur argues on 

this basis that Acts was the product of a Paulinist in Rome who wished to minimize the differences 

between Peter and Paul, to defend Paul against the objections of Jewish Christians, and to make possible a 

rapprochement between the Paulinist and Jewish-Christian factions in Rome. He speculates that by the 

second and third generations, the various Christian factions in Rome found themselves faced with the 

need to draw closer together, and that Acts was an attempt to provide a basis for such a consensus.
35

 

 
The Gospel according to Matthew provides another view into Jewish Christianity in the early 

Church There are a number of reports from the Church Fathers that the various Jewish Christian groups 

used one of several different gospels which were called by the name Gospel According to the Hebrews, 

each of which was related in some degree to the canonical Gospel According to Matthew.
36

 The Nazarene 

Jewish Christians had a gospel, written in Aramaic or Hebrew, which (as I will demonstrate later) was 

very close to the canonical Matthew ï so close, in fact, that many researchers believe it originated in the 

                                                 
31

 b Av. Zar. 16b-17a, Pritz, Nazarene, 96. Pritz dates the terminus ad quem of this text at no later than 130 C.E., 

given the appearance of R. Eliezer b. Hyrkanos, but suggests that the fact that it mentions the arrest of R. Eliezer 
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same line of tradition which produced the canonical version.

37
 On the other hand, the Ebionite Jewish 

Christians had a different gospel, written in Greek, which was related to the canonical Mathew in some 

respects, but differed greatly in others, containing some heretical material.
38

 

 

Most modern commentators agree that the author of the canonical Matthew was a second 

generation Jewish Christian writing around 90 C.E. in or near Antioch in Syria. This was a time following 

the rabbinic reorientation of Judaism at Yavne, after which Jewish Christians had either left or were 

excluded from the synagogues. The author was, in one sense, attempting to provide his predominantly 

Jewish Christian community with an alternative to rabbinical authority by portraying Jesus as the new 

Moses and the Church as the new Israel.
39 

Matthewôs church appears to be taking a middle ground: 

positioning itself as both a part of the greater Church, by opening itself to the Gentile mission,
40

 while at 

the same time positioning the Church as the legitimate heir to and fulfillment of Godôs promises to Israel, 

by emphasizing the ethical aspects of Christianity.
41 

Clearly, Matthewôs congregation expressed a tension 

which was common to early Jewish Christianity: on the one hand, they considered themselves followers 

of Christ, on the other hand, the believed that they remained Jews.
42 

 

 

Primitive Texts 

While the work of Jean Danielou in the area of Jewish Christian theology is open to some 

criticism in terns of definition and methodology,
43

 it does provide some illuminating insights into the 

theological paradigms of the primitive Church. Danielou defined Jewish Christianity as Christian thought 

expressing itself in forms borrowed from Judaism.
44

 By examining extant documents from the primitive 

Church, he was able to learn much general information about early Jewish Christian theological concepts.  

While the limitations of this study do not permit a complete review of Danielou's work, a few of his 

findings provide useful background information. 

 

Clearly, Danielou's definition of Jewish Christianity would have included the early Christian 

community in Jerusalem. Dominated by James, the brother of Jesus, and composed primarily of ethnic 

Jews, it was orthodox in its Christian doctrine, but continued to follow a predominantly Jewish lifestyle. 

The Jerusalem community held the most prominent position in the primitive Church until the fall of 
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Jerusalem in 70 A.D., and the expulsion of that community from the city. Danielou believes that the 

Jewish Christians encountered in the second century by Justin and referred to by Patristic authors as the 

Nazarenes are the descendants of this community.
45

 

 

However, even as the stature of the predominantly Jewish Jerusalem community diminished and 

such predominantly Gentile Christian communities as Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch began to gain 

prominence in the late first and early second centuries, Jewish ideas and concepts continued to have a 

strong influence on Christian thinking. In fact, Danielou found that the primitive Church was so 

extremely dependent on Jewish theological concepts that it is impossible to define the term Jewish 

Christian in any way that distinguishes it from the term Christian.
46

 So while Christianity had spread 

across the entire Mediterranean basin by the end of the first century, and while it was composed primarily 

of Gentile Christian communities, it was not until later in the second century that these Gentile Christian 

communities began to reformulate their inherited Jewish Christian theology within the Hellenistic 

paradigms native to their culture.
47

 While Danielouôs approach may not be useful for focusing study on 

the doctrines and practices of specific groups, it is helpful in that it demonstrates that the Christian Church 

in its earliest form was a Jewish Christian phenomenon. And even when the Church had become 

predominantly ethnically Gentile, it remained theologically Jewish Christian for some time. 

 

It would be incorrect, using either Danielouôs definition or that offered by this study, to speak of 

early Jewish Christianity as a unified movement. The early writers identified a number of different groups 

within Jewish Christianity, each with distinctive characteristics, but considered them all related to some 

degree.
48

 It is certainly understandable that Jewish Christianity should display a wide variety of theology 

and practice, since the Judaism of the time out of which it emerged also displayed a wide variety of 

theology and practice. It must he assumed that Jewish Christians who emerged from the party of the 

Pharisees would express their theological ideas in ways related to die theological paradigms of the 

Pharisees, whether consistent with or in reaction to those ideas. Similarly Jewish Christians who emerged 

from the Essene party would be expected to show the influence of the theological paradigms of that 

group. And both of the above would differ from the theological expressions of Jewish Christians 

emerging from the Zealot party. In fact Danielou suggests this is exactly the case. 

 

Thus we find Palestinian Jewish Christians of a somewhat Pharisaic and legalistic 
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tendency; apocalyplist and messianist groups in Asia Minor with Zealot characteristics; 

Christians under Essene influence, responsible at Rome for the Shepherd of Hermas, and 

at Edessa for Odes to Solomon and even a rabbinical type in the Aramaic-speaking 

churches of eastern Syria.
49

 

 

It is clear that the diversity within first century Jewish Christianity does, in fact, parallel the 

diversity within first century Judaism. 
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CHAFTER THREE 

WHO WERE THE JEWISH CHRISTIANS? 

EXAMINATION OF THE CANDIDATES SUGGESTED BY THE CHURCH FATHERS 

 

The following chapter will review the different groups identified by the Church Fathers as Jewish 

Christian. It will attempt to determine which these groups are likely actually to have existed and which fit 

this studyôs definition of Jewish Christianity. It will also attempt to provide some insights into the origin, 

composition and theologies of those groups. 

 

The Church Fathers identified several groups as being Jewish Christian. Sonic groups they merely 

name. However, as Kl ijn and Reinink point out, the Church Fathers provide significant information about 

five distinct groups: Cerinthians, Ebionites, Nazarenes, Symmachians, and Elkesaites.
50

 In evaluating the 

data provided by the Church Fathers about Jewish Christians, the reader must bear in mind that in all of 

these cases the Church Fathers were writing against Jewish Christianity in order to prove it a heresy and 

to declare specific Jewish Christian groups heretical. In some cases, they were justifying the 

determination made by earlier writers. Other patristic authors were known to have had a tendency to 

fabricate groups of followers around single known heretics; invent heresiarchs from group names; or 

contrive links between groups (e.g. one descending from another), in order to show a progression of 

heresy.
51

 Therefore the patristic information must be evaluated closely. 

 

Cerinthians 

 

The Cerinthians are one of several Jewish Christian groups described by the Church Fathers as 

heretical. References to the Cerinthians are found in the writings of Irenaeus, Hippolylua Pseudo-

Tertullian, Eusebius, Epiphanius, and Jerome. 

 

The earliest reference to the Cerinthians is by Irenaeus around 190 C.E. in his work Adversus 

Haeresium.
52

 He refers to a "certain Cerinthusò a Jewish Christian heretic
53 

who teaching in Asia Minor, 

proclaiming the world was not created by the ñsupreme Godò but by an angel. Cerinthus claimed that 

Jesus was not born of a virgin and that he was merely a very righteous and wise human. Jesus and Christ 

were two separate entities. Christ was evidently some form of spiritual entity ï descended on Jesus in the 

form of a dove after baptism. Then Jesus Christ preached the Father and performed miracles. Christ left 

Jesus before his passion and death. Then God raised Jesus from the dead.
54

 Later in the same document 

Irenaeus included Cerinthus among those who believed that the ñCreatorò and the ñFatherò were two 

separate entities.
55

 Irenaeus placed Cerinthus as a first century contemporary arid acquaintance of the 
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Apostle John.

56
 However, Irenaeus never specifically identified the Cerinthians as a Jewish Christian 

group. 

 

Hippolytus 

 

Hippolytus (225 CE.) was the first of the patristic authors to characterize the Cerinthus as a 

Jewish Christian.
57

 However beyond this identification, Hippolytus added little to the information 

Irenaeus provided. He merely repeated Irenaeusôs assertions with some minor changes apparently 

designed to identify  the Cerinthians more closely with Gnostics.
58

 

 

Pseudo-Tertullian 

 

Pseudo-Tertullian (ca. 200/250?) attempted to establish Cerinthus as the predecessor of Ebion.
 

59
However, many argue that this is doubtful, since most early Christian writers suggested direct linkages 

between similar heresies, whether or not they had solid evidence of such linkages.
60

 

 

Eusebius (ca. 320 CE.) also gives little new information, except to state that the Cerinthians 

existed at the same time as the Ebionites.
61

 

 

Epiphanius 

 

Epiphanius (ca. 376 CE.) associates Cerinthus with Judaism, on the basis of his saying that the 

law and the prophets were given by angels.
62

 Klijn  and Reinink note that Epiphanius accused Cerinthus of 

causing confusion in the Church of Antioch by saying Gentiles should be circumcised,
63 

turning the Jews 

in Jerusalem against Paul,
64

 and being one of the ñpseudo-apostlesò described by Paul.
65

 Epiphanius 

reconciled the apparent differences between Judaism and. Cerinthian Gnosticism by claiming that 

Cerinthusô Gnostic doctrines were a later development. 
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Epiphanius noted that like the Ebionites, the Cerinthians used an edited Gospel of Matthew. 

However, unlike the Ebionites, who (as I will later show) removed Jesus' genealogies, the Cerinthians did 

not remove Jesusô genealogy because they believed that it proved Jesus was the son of Joseph and Mary.
66

 

They believed that Christ had not yet been raised but would rise with the general resurrection.
67

 In 

addition, they rejected the authority of the Apostle Paul.
68

 

 

Apparently Epiphanius had little direct knowledge of the Cerinthians. He appeals to have attached 

to them a number of heretical ideas, which were prevalent in Asia Minor.
69

 

 

Jerome 

 

Jerome, writing in the late fourth and early fifth centuries mentions the Cerinthians briefly,
70

 but 

appears to know nothing beyond an association with Ebion. 

 

Beyond establishing the fact that Cerinthus was a first-century Jewish Christian heretic in Asia 

Minor there seems to be little of historical value for the study of Jewish Christianity in the early Christian 

writings. The earliest writers seemed to know of no group by the name, but only Cerinthus himself. The 

information describing Cerinthian beliefs is contradictory. Klijn and Reinink argue that most of the claims 

advanced by the Church Father, in regard to the Corinthians as a group appear to be mere speculations.
71

 

 

Ebionites 

 

Another group described as Jewish Christian by the Church Fathers was the Ebionites. The 

Ebionites are mentioned by the Church Fathers more frequently than any other group. Patristic 

information on the Ebionites comes from the following authors: Irenaeus, Tertullian, Hippolytus, Origen 

Eusebius, Epiphanius, and Jerome, as well as other, non-contemporary writers.  

 

The first written reports specifically mentioning the sect of Ebionites were written by Irenaeus 

(ca. 190 CE.). Irenaeus compared the Ebionites to the Cerinthians, noting that the Ebionites differed from 

the Cerinthians in their view of creation, holding that the world was created by God, rather, than some 

secondary demiurge.
72

 The Ebionites also believed that Jesus was merely the son of Joseph and Mary, 
73

rather than of the Holy Spirit and Mary. Therefore, Irenaeus concluded that the Ebionites could not be 

saved, because (1) they did not believe that God became man in Jesus Christ and (2) they rejected the 
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virgin birth.

74
 The Ebionites used only the Gospel of Matthew.

75
 They repudiated Paul as an apostate from 

the Law.
76

 From Irenaeus' comments, it would appear that the Ebionites celebrated the Eucharist with 

water, rather than wine.
 77

 Finally, Irenaeus noted that the Ebionites practice circumcision, persevere in 

the customs which are according to the Law and practice a Jewish way of life, even adoring Jerusalem as 

if it were the house of God.
 78

 

 

Tertullian 

 

Tertullian (ca. 200 C.E.) was the first to suggest there existed an actual person named Ebion.
79

 

Tertullian suggested that John 1:14 (ñand the Word became flesh and dwelt among us . . .ò) was written 

against Ebion.
80

 Tertullian confirms that the Ebionites believed that Jesus was a mere man
81

 and that they 

rejected Jesusô virgin birth,
82

 as well as his resurrection.
83

 He also confirms that they defended 

circumcision and the Law.
84

 

 

Hippolytus 

 

Hippolytus (225 CE.) confined his remarks primarily to Ebionite theology and Christology. He 

also considered Ebion to be a real person
85

 and restated previous writersô assertions that Ebionites 

believed that the world was made by the true God.
86

 He adds that they believed that they are ñjustified 

according to the Law.ò
87 

They believed Jesus was a man like others, justified by practicing the Law, and 

was called the Christ because he was the only human to have ever kept the Law perfectly. If any other had 

kept the Law perfectly, he would have been the Christ. Therefore, they believed they also could become 
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Christs.

88
 

 

Origen 

 

Origen mentioned the Ebionites in several documents written between 225 and 250 C.E. He 

repeated assertions of earlier writers that the Ebionites rejected the virgin birth,
89

 observed the Law
90

 and 

circumcision,
91

 and rejected Paul.
92

 

 

Origen was the first to note that the Ebionites observed Faster on the Jewish Passover as away of 

imitating Christ,
93 

and that they believed that Jesus was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.
94

 He 

described a Gospel according to the Hebrews, which was an edited form of the Gospel according to 

Matthew, and quotes from it several times in various documents.
95

 However, it is not clear whether he 

was ascribing these texts to the Ebionites or to some other Jewish Christian sect. In fact, Klijn and 

Reinink argue that the Gospel According to the Hebrews quoted by Origen should not be ascribed to the 

Ebionites, as it contains ideas dissimilar to those of the Ebionites.
96 

Elsewhere Origen notes that there 

were ñtwo kinds of Ebionites, some confessing that Jesus was born of a virgin as we do and others who 

deny this but say that he was born like other people.ò
97

 I will argue later that one of the ñTwo kinds of 

Ebionitesò mentioned by Origen are, in fact, Nazarenes, and that the texts quoted by Origen belong to 

their version of the Gospel According to the Hebrews. 

 

In documents written between 321 and 323 C.E. Eusebius provides some additional information 

on the Ebionites. According to Eusebius, the Ebionites lived in the village of Chooba (a.k.a. Kochaba), 

which was east of the Jordan.
98

 Like Origen, he also makes reference to two groups of Ebionites, one 

heretical and one relatively orthodox. The first group believed that Jesus was a mere man, born of Joseph 

and Mary, justified by his observance of the Law.
99

 They believed that people could not be saved by faith 
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alone but that salvation required observance of Law.

100
 They rejected Paul as an apostate from the Law 

and did not accept his epistles.
101

 They used only the Gospel of the Hebrews and little else.
102

 They 

celebrated both the Jewish Sabbath and the Lordôs Day.
103 

According to Eusebius, the other, apparently 

more orthodox group of Ebionites ñavoided the absurdity of the former and did not deny that the Lord 

was born of a virgin and the Holy Spirit.ò
104

 

 

Eusebius spoke of two Gospels used among Jewish Christians. One of these was the 

aforementioned Gospel of the Hebrews.
105

 The other Gospel, which he does not name, was written in 

Syriac or Aramaic and used among Jews who believed in Chris; but not by any particular sect.
106

 

 

Epiphanius (ca. 376) provided new information on the origins of the Ebionites, According to 

Epiphanius, the Ebionites originated at the time of the destruction of Jerusa1em.
107

 ñAll those who 

believed in Christ (Jewish Christians) had generally come . . . to Pella of the Decapolisò where they 

became the Nazarenes (another Jewish Christian group which will be discussed below). Ebion joined the 

Nazarenes there but eventually moved to Kochaba.
108

 Liv ing in close proximity to the Nazarenes, the 

Ebionites had some interaction with them, the extent of which Epiphanies does riot make clear.
109 

According to Epiphanius the Ebionites eventually settled in a number of areas, including Nabataea, 

Paneas, Moabitis, Kochaba, and Adraa. From there, they eventually moved to Asia, Rome and Cyprus.
110

 

 

As to Ebionite beliefs, Epiphanius repeated earlier writersô assertions that the Ebionites used an 

edited version of the Gospel according to Matthew which he said they called the Gospel According to the 

Hebrews,
111

 but he provided more information about its contents. The Ebionites claimed that the Holy 

Spirit ñentered intoò Jesus at his baptism, indicating a potentially adoptionistic belief that Jesus did not 

become Christ into his baptism.
112

 Epiphanies noted that their gospel also omitted the genealogy of Jesus, 
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which Epiphanius interpreted as a rejection of virgin birth.

113
 

 

The Ebionites apparently rejected the eating of meat since their gospel portrayed many major 

characters as vegetarians. John the Baptist rejects the eating of meat (e.g., locusts are omitted from his 

diet).
114

 At the Last Supper Jesus wonders if he should eat meat.
115

 Peter was also described as a 

vegetarian.
116

 

 

In addition to the Gospel of the Hebrews, the Ebionites also used other books such as the ñso-

called Periodi of Peter, which were written by Clement, but they corrupted the contents leaving not much 

that is true.ò
117

 This would indicate some association between the Ebionites and the writers of the Pseudo-

Clementine literature, but the exact relationship is not made clear.
118

 

 

Epiphanius described Ebionite Christological beliefs as confused,
119

 in large part because of the 

influence of Elxai (the purported leader of the Elkesaites, another group identified as Jewish Christian by 

the Church Fathers, to be discussed below).
120

 Examples of Elxaiôs influence on Ebionite thinking 

included the following Christological conceptions:
121

 
 
(1) Adam was Christ; (2) Jesus was a man on whom 

Christ descended and (3) Christ was a spirit, the first creation, the Lord of the angels, who entered into 

Adam and into the patriarchs, again assumed the form of Adam (Jesus) was crucified and returned to 

heaven.
122

 It was on the basis of such beliefs as the above that Epiphanius attempted to link the Ebionites 

to the Cerinthians. He noted that the Ebionites forbade the eating of meat.
123 

He repeated earlier writersô 

contentions that the Ebionites adhered to Judaism, lived according to the Law, kept the Sabbath, practiced 

circumcision,
124

 and rejected Paul.
125
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The question must be raised as to the sources of Epiphaniusô information regarding the Ebionites. 

Was it the result of firsthand knowledge of the sect, or did he obtain the information from other sources? 

If it was from other sources, were those sources contemporary? The answers to these questions cannot be 

established firmly. Many researchers believe that Epiphanius did not have first hand contact with the 

Ebionites
126

 and that most of what he wrote about the Ebionites he drew from written sources.
127

 

Epiphanius appears to have drawn, in large part on the works of Irenaeus and Hippolytus,
128

 dating from 

about 190 C.E. and 225 C.E., respectively.
129 

Another was the so-called Gospel of the Ebionites, along 

with some other Ebionite materials, which may or may not have been contemporaneous.
130

 On the other 

hand, some of Epiphaniusô material ï information which appears to have been current in the Jewish 

Christian communities of his day ï appears to have passed to him orally.
131

 In addition, during portions of 

his life he was in a position to come into contact with Jewish Christians and others who might have had 

first hand knowledge of Ebionites. Epiphanius was born in Judea, and lived and traveled in the Middle 

East for many years, finally moving to Rome in 382 C.E. His native tongue was Syrian, and he also had 

some knowledge of Hebrew.
132

 He spoke of the Ebionites in the present tense, as though they still existed 

in his day, making it is possible, though not certain, that they did. 

 

Jerome 

 

Jerome added nothing to what earlier writers stated about the Ebionites. He spoke of them only in 

the most general terms and appeared to know no clear distinction between the Ebionites and the 

Nazarenes.
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Conclusions 

 

The largely coherent portrait of the Ebionites provided by the Church Fathers establishes the 

existence of the Ebionites (and perhaps some related groups), from as early as the middle of the first 

century to perhaps as late as the end of the fourth century. They were apparently a law-observant Jewish 

Christian group which held heretical Christological beliefs and which rejected the authority of the Apostle 

Paul and most of the scriptures. In addition, Epiphanius connects them with the writers of the Pseudo-

Clementines, a connection accepted by most researchers.
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