
I n  E s s E n c E

	 S p r i n g 	 2 01 2  n 	 Wi l s o n 	 Q ua r t e r ly  69

reliGion & PhilosoPhy

The First Jews for Jesus

Early	Christianity	took	a 
while to gain a critical mass. Pro-
claiming the miracle of Jesus’s 
death and resurrection didn’t 
make Christ’s early followers 
Christians on the spot. These ear-
ly converts were Jews, and into 
the second century AD some of 
them maintained a hybrid identi-
ty, obeying the laws of Moses but 
professing faith in Jesus.

What distinguished Jew-
ish Christians from their Jewish 
counterparts? Few things on the 

surface, observes Geza Vermes, a 
professor emeritus of Jewish stud-
ies at Oxford University. They fol-
lowed Jewish laws and customs 
and worshiped at temple. They 
even called themselves Jews.

But they departed from tradi-
tional Jewish practices in some tell-
ing ways. They followed Jesus in 
the “breaking of the bread,” a sacred 
meal intended to unite participants 
with Jesus, God, and one another. 
Jewish Christians also relinquished 
their belongings and property, liv-
ing a communal lifestyle that was 
distinct from Jewish custom.

Keeping one foot in the Jewish 
tradition and one in a 
burgeoning religious 
movement proved 
difficult for Jewish 
Christians, especially 
when Gentiles (for-
mer pagans) began to 
convert to Christian-
ity in droves around 
40 AD. While ear-
ly Jewish and Gentile 
branches of Christi-
anity shared a num-
ber of beliefs, such as 
the eventual second 
coming of Christ, res-
urrection of the dead, 
and establishment of 
the Kingdom of God, 
they disagreed on 
many issues, includ-
ing the importance 

T H E  S O U R C E :  “Jews, Christians, and 
Judaeo-Christians” by Geza Vermes,  
in Standpoint, Dec. 2011.
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news media and individuals. Even 
though Haiti is one of the poor-
est countries in the world, a sig-
nificant portion of its people own 
cell phones, and thus have access 
to Twitter. During the 100 days 
the authors studied, more than 
188,000 tweets with the word or 
tag “cholera” were sent. (Said one: 
“Sitting with a father who just lost 
his 7-year-old to cholera. Reali-
ty still has not hit.”) Healthmap.
org registered almost 5,000 alerts 
about the Haitian cholera crisis.

In reviewing what happened, 
the authors found that the volume 
of mentions involving Haiti and 
cholera on Twitter and health-
map.org correlated well with the 
severity of the epidemic as it pro-
gressed. An increase in mentions 
corresponded with a spike in cas-
es. But new media data were 
available much more quickly than 
the Haitian Ministry of Health’s 
numbers, which usually sat for 
two weeks before they were re-
leased to the public.

Chunara and colleagues con-
clude that new media tools can 
give public health workers an ear-
lier start on predicting the size and 
spread of possible outbreaks, en-
abling them to respond more effec-
tively. What is a time-killing medi-
um for millions of people could be 
a lifesaver for many others. 

Twitter is a time-killing 
medium for millions but 
for some people in poor, 
disease-prone areas, it 
may prove a lifesaver.

An early Epistle attributed to Barnabas (above) called for a clear 
divide between Jewish and Gentile Christians.
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of Jewish law and the authority 
and message of Jesus.

The conflict produced some 
revealing documents. One ma-
jor Jewish Christian text from 
the first century, the Didache 
(also known as the Doctrine of 
the Twelve Apostles), treats Je-
sus as little more than a “charis-
matic prophet,” Vermes writes. 
In contrast, an important Gen-
tile Christian work, the Epistle of 
Barnabas, written in the 120s AD, 
portrays Jesus as “a quasi-divine 
character” who has “existed since 
all eternity and was active before 
the creation of the world.” 

In the first century, a coun-
cil of apostles convened in Jerusa-
lem to attempt to resolve the ten-
sions between the branches. The 
council ruled that Gentiles would 
only have to obey select Jewish 
laws, such as those that prohib-
ited offerings to idols, and could 
disregard others, such as the cir-
cumcision requirement. But Gen-
tile Christians weren’t cowed. 
Buoyed by their growing num-
bers, they began to remake some 
aspects of the Jewish Christian ex-
perience to suit their preferences. 
The breaking of the bread became 
“a sacramental reiteration of the 
Last Supper,” now known to many 
Christians as Communion.

During the second century, 
the unique early brand of Jew-
ish Christianity began to wane. 
Vermes writes that as Christian-
ity spread across the Gentile Ro-
man Empire and Jews were taxed 
in the Jewish-Roman wars, Jew-
ish Christians “vanished, either 
rejoining the Jewish fold or being 
absorbed in the Gentile church.” 
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Disaggregating 
the Bible

The	Koran	calls	Christians 
“People of the Book.” It’s an apt 
description. “There is an intimate 
connection between the Chris-
tian message, the Christian scrip-
tures, and the codex,” argues Alan 
Jacobs, an English professor at 
Wheaton College. The codex—a 
bound, portable successor to the 
unwieldy scrolls on which Scrip-
ture was preserved for earlier 
Christians—spread a unified and 
organized version of the Word 
across the world. But what hap-
pens to Christianity if the book 
goes the way of the scroll?

It depends, says Jacobs. As a 
technology, the bound book has 
served Christians well. Early ad-
herents were eager to convey that 
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Philosophy With Floorboards
In her  Sovereignty of good, [novelist and philosopher Iris murdoch] 

wrote that any moral philosophy must be inhabited. what counts is not 

so much whether it passes an exam, as what kinds of occupancy it can 

support. Is anyone at home in this philosophy? does it have flesh and 

bones, or rather joints and floorboards? If you knock, does anyone come 

to the door?

—SARAH BAKEWELL, author of how to live: A life of montaigne in  

one Question and twenty Attempts at an Answer (2011),  

in The Philosophers’ Magazine (first Quarter 2012)

T H E  S O U R C E :  “Christianity and the  
Future of the Book” by Alan Jacobs, in  
The New Atlantis, Fall 2011.

“the Church does not possess a 
series of  little books,” but, rath-
er, one big book that encompass-
es both the Hebrew Bible and the 
New Testament. From the Chris-
tian perspective, Jesus’s life is fore-
told in the former and chronicled 
in the latter. “The God of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob is also the 
God of Jesus Christ,” Jacobs writes 
of the Bible’s message. Wheth-
er one is browsing Scripture on an 
iPad or thumbing through it the 
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Behold, the iBible.
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