
                JUDAISM TO CHRISTIANITY: A DIFFICULT TRANSITION 
 
     Earliest Christianity 
 
       If one of us were able to visit a meeting of the church in its early days, it 
would probably be a rather shocking experience (just as it would surely be if 
someone of that era could visit our services).  For us it would be more like visiting 
a Jewish synagogue today---indeed the early Christians were often part of Jewish 
synagogue activities.  
       There are many New Testament scriptures which deal with the challenges of 
making the transition from Judaism to Christianity.  Jesus was a Jew, born into a 
Jewish family and a Jewish culture which had been firmly established for well over 
a thousand years.  Judaism was not just a religion---it was a culture….a way of life.  
The teachings of Jesus embraced a variety of changes from Judaism---changes 
which were never fully grasped by his hearers, including the apostles themselves. 
       A good example of this is the teaching of Jesus about his kingdom.  The Jews 
had long been looking forward to a kingdom much like that of David or Solomon, 
one in which they would again be a dominant nation.  Despite Jesus’ frequent 
teachings about the nature of his kingdom, they were not understood at the time 
(as illustrated by the apostles, at the time of Jesus’ ascension, asking if he was 
going to restore the kingdom to Israel at that time). 
       The earliest version of Christianity was basically a belief in Jesus 
superimposed on Judaism.  The new Christians continued to observe the rites, 
regulations, and celebrations which were part of Mosaic law.  While we now 
know that this was not necessary, they did not yet realize it.  What they were 
doing was not sinful, and to have abandoned these practices would have been a 
violation of their consciences (a matter which will be discussed later).  The Lord 
certainly knew that it would take time for a full of understanding of the Christian 
system to permeate society, and therefore made allowances for the problems of 
transition. 
 
Gentiles 
 
       It was an estimated ten years or so after the church began on Pentecost until 
the conversion of Cornelius, the first recorded Gentile convert.  Paul was specially 
commissioned to preach the gospel to the Gentiles.  It was only after Gentiles 
started to be converted that the problems of transition came to be magnified. 



        The problems were inevitable---and predictable.  The Christian Jews were 
strongly convinced that in order to be pleasing to God they must not only believe 
in Jesus, but also observe the Law of Moses.  So when Gentiles began to be 
converted the Jews insisted that they too must conform to Jewish law. 
       The first real flare-up is recorded in Acts 15.  On his first journey into Gentile 
territory (Asia Minor---now Turkey), Paul converted a number of Gentiles.  Some 
Jews from Judea went to Antioch, Paul’s home base, insisting that Gentiles could 
not be saved unless they were circumcised.  This brought Paul and Barnabas into 
a sharp dispute with these people.  It was such a controversial matter that it was 
decided to refer the question to the elders and apostles in Jerusalem for 
resolution. 
       In Jerusalem there was a great deal of uncertainty.  It was as though no one 
had really thought about the potential problem.  It was finally Peter who seemed 
to sway the assembly.  He surely remembered when God provided a special 
miracle (the lowering of a sheet in a vision with unclean animals---which Peter 
was told to “kill and eat”) which was to teach him that it was proper for him to 
share the gospel with a Gentile, Cornelius. 
       It was finally decided to send a message to the new Gentile brethren, 
apologizing for the trouble-makers, and providing the following exhortation, as 
recorded in Acts 15:28-29: 
       “ It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything 
beyond the following requirements: You are to abstain from food sacrificed to 
idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality.  
You will do well to avoid these things.” 
 
Paul’s Flexibility 
 
       The Jerusalem decision may have quieted critics for a while, but it certainly 
did not bring an end to the controversy.  Jewish thinking was much too deeply 
ingrained to be eliminated by one decision.  The problem would arise time and 
time again. 
       In Acts 16 we find a record of the conversion of Timothy, a bright young man 
whose mother was Jewish, but whose father was Greek.  Paul wanted to use him 
in his ministry.  In order to avoid controversy with Jews in the area, Paul had 
Timothy circumcised.   
       That might raise the question of why Paul was so adamant about not 
requiring other Gentiles to be circumcised, but readily agreed to circumcise 



Timothy.  A couple of significant passages help explain Paul’s actions in this case---
and later.  In I Corinthians 9:22 Paul wrote, “I have become all things to all men so 
that by all possible means I might save some”.  In chapter 6, verse 12, he had 
written, “Everything is permissible for me---but not everything is beneficial”. 
        Paul was determined to do everything he could to spread the gospel---even if 
it meant doing some things he would have preferred not to have done….so long 
as they were not a violation of what God wanted done.  No harm was done in 
having Timothy circumcised.  GREAT harm would have been done in trying to 
force all the Gentiles to be circumcised. 
       An even more remarkable example of Paul’s flexibility---and the lengths to 
which he would go to accomplish the greater good---occurred on his last trip to 
Jerusalem in Acts 21, some 8 years after the controversy in Acts 15.  The elders 
(who apparently had not learned much from the Acts 15 conference) were deeply 
concerned that the mass of Jewish members, deeply committed to the Law of 
Moses, would be upset by the idea that Paul did not himself adhere to the Mosaic 
law and that he taught Gentiles to ignore the law’s requirements.  The elders 
urged Paul to take four men and go through a temple purification process as a 
sign to all the Jews that he did himself still observe the Mosaic regulations.  Paul 
quietly agreed to the elders’ request. 
        We find ourselves wanting Paul to say something like, “Do you fellows not 
realize that the Law of Moses is no longer binding???”  But Paul did not do this.  
He surely realized that it was going to take time for this understanding to be 
established.  In the meantime he did all he could to keep peace in the church.  
This would be his pattern as he, in essence, “walked a tight rope” in deciding 
when to speak out and when to keep quiet. 
 
Message to the Romans 
 
      The book of Romans contains what is surely Paul’s most profound 
argumentation regarding the relationship between the Law of Moses and the law 
of Christ.  The Roman church contained many Jews who were strongly committed 
to keeping the Law of Moses.  While there is far too much in the book to include 
in this discussion, a study of the book reveals lengthy arguments to show that the 
righteousness which God wants come through Christ, and not through keeping 
Moses’ law….since no one kept it perfectly.  It also reveals the depth of 
misunderstanding which persisted among Jewish Christians. 



       Chapter 14 of Romans contains a very thought-provoking response to an issue 
which must have occurred at various times at various places.  It seems that some 
of the Christians who understood that the Mosaic rites and regulations were no 
longer required were giving a hard time to those who still believed that they 
should be observed.  Paul was basically scolding the more knowledgeable 
members for passing judgment on the others.  He insisted that those who were 
doing things they believed the Lord wanted done were not displeasing to 
God….although they may have been in error doctrinally.  Keeping the peace and 
treating others with love at all times were far more important than stirring up 
trouble unnecessarily. 
       (Certainly there are applications of this principle today.  Some older persons 
can recall when some thought it was a sin to work on Sunday….or to play 
cards….or to have instrumental music in church….or to do a variety of other things 
which are not condemned in the scriptures.  The point is that those persons’ 
beliefs should be respected so long as they do not try to force them on others.) 
 
Galatians, Colossians 
 
       One of Paul’s biggest headaches was dealing with false teachers who went to 
places where he had preached.  They kept insisting that the Law of Moses must 
be observed.  A large portion of the book of Galatians, beginning with chapter 3, 
is dedicated to explaining that the law had accomplished its purpose and that the 
new life offered by Christ is far superior.  Paul’s exasperation seemed to boil over 
in Galatians 5:12.  Referring to those who kept on insisting that the Gentiles be 
circumcised he said, “As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way 
and emasculate themselves!” 
       In writing to the Colossians Paul discussed the same subject in chapter 2.  In 
verses 13-14 he made one of his most forceful and definitive statements 
concerning the law of Moses.  Speaking of Jesus he said, “He forgave us all our 
sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us 
and stood opposed to us; he took it away, NAILING IT TO THE CROSS”.  With the 
death of Jesus the Law of Moses came to an end with respect to being binding on 
people…even though many continued to observe it for years. 
 
Hebrews 
 



       The book of Hebrews is a remarkable systematic study of the superiority of 
Christianity over the Mosaic system and of Christ himself over both angels and 
Moses.  As one reads the book he realizes that the writer understood the need for 
clarification of the relationship between the Old Testament system and the new 
system instituted by God through Christ. 
       Again, the book contains far too much to explore in this discussion, but the 
student is urged to study the book carefully.  To do so will be richly rewarding. 
 
                                             CONCLUSION 
 
      It would be great if we could say that today all the confusion about the role of 
the law of Moses is cleared up.  Not so.  I recently asked a class whether or not we 
are required to keep the Ten Commandments.  Several said that we are; only one 
said no.  It is still not clear to many that ALL of the Law of Moses has been 
abrogated---“nailed to the cross”.  Every essential principle from the Law of 
Moses, so far as our lives are concerned, was included by Jesus as he taught his 
message. 
 
       In 70 A.D. the Roman armies marched into Jerusalem, bringing much 
destruction.  The Jewish temple was destroyed.  Bible scholars seem to believe 
that destruction of the temple was a major factor in discouraging Christian Jews 
from being so loyal to the Mosaic system, thereby hastening full acceptance of 
the truth of the gospel. 
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