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1. METHODS OF %ClAL DESCRIPTION 

FOR many years now there has been going on a desultory argument 
over the social status of the first Christian communities.’ Do they 
represent a movement of the lower classes, or not? Its inconclusiveness 
i h  the result partly of the prior interest of many students in the answer, 
and partly of our inability to devise a valid method of analysis. 

The first of these handicaps is imposed by the success of Christianity 
itself in our own times. So long as the nature of Christian social 
precept remains a living issue, i t  will be difficult to separate from it the 
question of the social identity of those who originally formulated its 
principles. A creed that is deemed to have revolutionary implications 
ought, it is assumed, to have been the product of social discontent. 
This assumption was invested with a specious air of fact by Deissrnann’s 
much publicized ‘discovery’ of the comn~on man of antiquity in the 
papyrus documents; he was, to Deissmann‘s intense satisfaction, a 
creature of plain and solid virtue; and he offered a shining contrast 
with the vicious sophistication of the aristocracy. That Christianity 
uas the achievement of this noble proletariat has become a common- 
place of modern Christian rhetoric. Led by working men (Was not 
Jesus a carpenter and Paul a tentmaker’?) a small band, honest but 
humble (Were not many of them slaves?), fought for the right against 
the corruption of imperial Rome. and they triumphed. Now it could be 
shown that every constituent in this thesis is misconceived. Let the 
moral antithesis serve as an example. It is surely ironical that our 
knowledge of early Christian moral standards is itself derived from the 
fact that the canonical writers were at their wits’ end to maintain the 
ideal against its perversion through the vices of the saints: while we 
owe our knowledge of Roman vice to its satirization in the literary work 
of a refined and sensitive aristocracy. Would it  therefore be any less 
just to picture the encounter between Roman and Christian as the 
struggle of a morally fastidious elite against the depravities of popular 
religion? This is certainly the view of the matter taken by all the 
contemporary Roman writers. and i t  was not unfashionable as recently 
LIS the eighteenth century. 

Twentieth century social and historical theory, however, assigns 
considerable importance to the working classes. Docs this explain the 
anxiety in the ‘minds of modern churchmen to find and justify a 
proletarian origin for Christianity? It is freely admitted that the church 
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today does not draw much of its strength from the industrial working 
class, but the belief in the working class origin of the faith apparently 
offers some consolation for this regrettable deficiency, as well as 
providing an opening for an attack upon it. Whatever the causes of 
the modern sentiment,. there is no doubt that it has been encouraged 
by the provision of convenient rationalizations. Intellectual respectability 
could once be secured by invoking the theory of the class struggle. 
The work of Kautsky and Kalthoff seemed to justify the belief that 
Christianity was the protest of the underprivileged. More recently the 
rhythms of civilizations have been called into play. Toynbee found in 
Christianity one of his internal proletariats that break down the old 
civilization in favour of the new, and while there is evident truth in this 
at the level of ideological change, the coincidence of terminology with 
that of the class theory makes it a welcome alternative to Marxism as a 
rationalization of Christianity’s assumptions about its proletarian origin. 
The belief concerned has, of course, frequently been queried as a 
particularly nrbitrary conclusion from a small amount of data, but its 
critics have been no more able than its protagonists to devise a 
satisfactory method of testing the tiuth of the matter. 

To turn now to this second difficulty, it must be insisted that it is 
ultimately a problem of method, not of information. Admittedly it 
might be much easier to solve if we had adequate statistics, but the 
fact remains that the kind of demographic analysis for which a full 
apparatus of statistics is necessary is itself based upon modern theories 
of the structure of society which it cannot be assumed are applicable 
to ancient societies. The theory of social classes in particular, in terms 
of which the discussion has always been conducted, is almost certainly 
anachronistic. The failure to perceive this is hardly the fault of modern 
observers, since the categories of Greek political theory bear a close 
resemblance to those of modern class theory. The difficulty arises from 
the failure of the ancient observers to give an adequate account of their 
society. The Greek theory was indiscriminately applied throughout 
antiquity, in most cases obscuring the actual social organization. This 
is one of those cases where the fundamental institutions of a society 
escape contemporary analysis precisely because they are fundamental 
and therefore not questioned at the time. The issue goes by default, 
since any discussion necessary can be carried on in terms of the 
inherited formulae, which being now orthodox are also unexamined. 
The stereotypes of the Greek political theory were carefully retained in 
Roman times, however, not only because they were canonical. They 
were expedient for practical as well as academic reasons. It was very 
convenient to be able to brand one’s opponents as supporters of the 
worthless people or of the corrupt oligarchy as the case may be, and 
thus by allotting them the role of reactionaries against the natural 
processes of revolution which the theory postulated, and oneself by 
implication the role of enlightened leader in the natural evolution of 
the state, to give political ambition the justification of inevitability. At 
the same time the true nature of the political competition was obscured, 
and attention distracted from the actual sources of political power. 
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The arcaiiiini itiiperii was kept secret by tacit agreement among the 
contestants. 

The Greek theory was, of course, by no means unrealistic in its 
original context. The political order in the classical Greek republics 
was based upon a conflict of interest between economic classes, for 
which there is ample contemporary evidence, for example, in the poems 
of Hesiod and Solon, and in the tract (Pseudo-Xenophon), On the 
(‘onsrituiiorz of the Atheniuns. Roman tradition assumed a similar 
conflict in the early years of the Roman republic. In this case, however, 
not only are there no contemporary sources, but the later Roman 
historical tradition was itself established under Greek inspiration. 
Given the paradoxes that Roman politics notoriously presented to Greek 
theory, it is not impossible that the traditional ‘Conflict of the Orders’ 
is  to some extent the product of an aetiological retrojection of the 
theory. Although the first systematic application of the theory to Roman 
politics, by Polybius, is manifestly artificial, its prestige was such that it 
set the norm for Roman historians and theorists themselves. We are left 
with thc anomaly that Sallust or Cicero, for example, supply us with 
ample documentation ot the institutions which determined the course 
o f  Romnn public life in actual practice, while at the same time going 
through the ritual explanations in terms of a theory that is manifestly 
alien to i t .  There are as i t  happens certain manifestations of class 
feeling in Roman affairs. We may cite the cases of piracy, the occasional 
\lave revolts, and the frequent demonstrations of popular feeling in 
the theatre and circus. But the very fact that these phenomena occur 
outside the regular f‘ramework of public life underlines the point that 
i t  was organized on a radically different basis. 

What then was the social structure of the Roman community? 
.Although we still lack a definitive analysis, the cumulative effect of 
many recent studies of particular periods has put the answer beyond 
doubt. We may say for brevity’s sake that it turned upon two institu- 
tions, atizicitiu and cfientelu. They are both forms of contract for 
political purposes, extra-legal, but invested with great sanctity by the 
force of immemorial tradition. They both amount to extensions of the 
household organization. never adequately reduced to  the’control of 
public law, and often encroaching on the civil rights inadequately 
hafeguarded by the haphazard Roman constitution. Arnicitia is a contract 
of poIitical co-operation formed between members of the aristocracy 
of office. It was often fortified by the marriage or adoption of one 
partner into the other’s family, and led to the pooling of voting resources 
and the consequent formation of a faction that could control the 
government for limited purposes or periods. Cfientela is a bond that 
tied members of the non-office holding classes to  the political interests 
of one or other of the senatorial houses. It often originated within the 
household thraugh the emancipation of slaves, or in the economic 
dependence of tenant on landlord, and once accepted it was hereditary 
and inescapable. The onus of subservience was alleviated by the 
patron’s obligation to protect the economic and legal interests of his 
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clients. Clientship was the only secure form of protection for the 
underprivileged, and the Roman aristocracy saw to it that the needs 
of its clients were amply gratified. Thus what we should regard as the 
class interest of the proletariat was diverted to the maintenance of a 
system of patronage that frustrated the theoretical function of the 
orders and replaced the institutions of the state as the effective frame- 
work of most people’s lives. We may say then that the political 
competition was not conducted between economic strata, horizontally 
organized, but between vertically organized social hierarchies. The fact 
that one party is labelled ‘popular’ and another ‘aristocratic’ must not 
be allowed to obscure the fact that all such factions rest equally upon 
the client structure of the community, and are designed to  serve the 
ends of noble patrons associated through their various amiciriue. 

But do these institutions apply in non-Roman communities? i t  may 
be safely inferred that, at the diplomatic level at any rate, the rest of 
the Mediterranean states were reasonably familiar with the Roman 
principles of extra-legal subordination. Roman relations with other 
states were regularly and expressly formulated in terms of arnicitiu and 
ctienrelci. The question of the internal social structure of the Hellenistic 
communities within which Christianity flourished is much more difficult 
to resolve. Most of the extant literature emanates from circles that were 
closely associated with the Romans. One of the rare exceptions is the 
New Testament corpus itself, which provides us with invaluable 
evidence for the nature of society in the Hellenistic states from the 
internal point of view. I t  can in fact be argued that the first churches 
in the Gentile cities visited by the mission of St. Paul were societie:. 
sponsored to a socially heterogeneous membership by local notabilities. 
I t  cannot, of course, be proved that this amounts to  a patronal system 
of the Roman kind, but it is plain that the Christian groups rested for 
their security on the maintenance of some sort of social hierarchy under 
whose auspices they met. In principle they may be members of a 
fraternity of equals, but they are repeatedly warned against the danger 
of applying the principle to  the neglect of established social obligations. 

Now if it be granted that the theory of social classes is anachronistic 
as applied to society in early Christian times, can it have any place in 
our description of the Christian communities? We need not go to the 
extreme of saying that its use is totally fallacious. Anachronism is 
after all inherent in the very nature of historical study. We wish to  
know what the early Christians looked like from our point of view. 
Thus it may be necessary to say that if they had been living today so 
many would have ranked in the proletariat and so many in the 
bourgeoisie. But the limits on the validity of this description must be 
strictly observed, and it must not be alloGed to  become an explanation 
of the nature of the movement in itself. The observation that many 
of the Christians were found in stations that would rank them today in 
the lower classes may be perfectly correct, but it would not allow us to 
say that they constituted a movement of the lower classes, unless we 
were satisfied that such classes existed at the time as recognized and 
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self-conscious entities, and that they indulged in movements. Con- 
versely, if it is true that ancient society was organized on a different 
basis, we must concentrate on seeing whether Christianity as a social 
phenomenon cannot also be successfully described in the same terms. 
If the argument outlined above is correct, we should have to say that 
Christianity was a movement sponsored by local patrons to their social 
dependents. 

Here then is one approach to the problem of finding a satisfactory 
method for the social description of Christianity: we must ask what 
the patterns of contemporary society were, and how the constituency 
of the Christian groups was related to them. But this may still leave us 
with an inadequate answer. For example, if we determine that the 
class structure is a proper representation of our own society, and then 
observe that most members of the Universities are drawn from, say, the 
lower classes, we still may not say that the Universities are a movement 
of the lower classes, except in a purely statistical sense, When their 
function in the class structure was examined they might well be found 
to perform the role of recruiting members to the bourgeoisie. But surelj 
even this would not be an adequate description of their social function. 
We should have to examine their activities and objectives and the place 
they occupied in the community by virtue of these. So with the 
Christians. We need to know not only who they were, and what 
relation they had as 9 group to  the social structure of their own 
communities, but what they existed for as a group, what activities the) 
engaged in, and what their contemporaries would have made of them. 
This is, of course, purely a question of external appearances and social 
function. The theological rationale of the church is not our concern. 

We may classify the activities that the Christians engaged in as 
groups in three different ways. They are not mutually exclusive, nor 
are they exhaustive, but serve as convenient categories for purposes of 
study. The first and most obvious class is their cultic activities. Since 
this is nowadays deemed, not unreasonably, to have been their primar) 
function, there is, of course, a great deal of attention concentrated upon 
it. Indeed, caught as he is between devotees of the Scandinavian Old 
Testament school and of patristic and mediaeval ecclesiology, -no self- 
respecting Neurestumentler dares raise his voice except to announce 
fresh credal or liturgical forms detected beneath his hard-worked 
documents! The second class of activities concerns the function of the 
Christian groups as agencies of social welfare. This was in antiquit! 
often the ruison d’t:tre of such societies. Religion whether publicly or 
privately organized provided not only for the safe access of man to 
God, but for the protection of his temporal interests under the aegis of 
God. It is a subject long overdue for proper study, both in relation to 
the public order and to the innumerable private societies. Recent 
studies have emphasized the prominence of welfare activities in earl! 
Christianity.3 While both of these types of activity are of great 
importance in determining the social character of the Christian move- 
ment, it is proposed here to isolate a third class, the activities of the 
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Christians as a scholastic community. The correspondences between 
the content of New Testament theology, ethics and apologetic and the 
beliefs and teaching of other religious movements of the time is, of 
course, under constant study. We are concerned here with the form and 
organization of their scholastic activities, and their implications for the 
social status of the movement.4 

11. JESUS, PROPHET OR RABBI? 

Since Albert Scl-weitzer gave a new turn to The Quest of the 
Historical Jesus, a great deal of attention has been given to the prophetic 
ministry of Jesus, and to  the problem of Jesus’ own apparent evasion 
of the title of Messiah. The gospels present the subject as a tragedy of 
misunderstanding. Jesus was indeed the Messiah, they say, as the many 
‘signs’ and the fulfilment of scriptural predictions made clear in retro- 
spect, but at the time no one was sure. Because most people were 
looking for the wrong kind of Messiah, Jesus was compelled to with- 
draw into riddles, claiming the role in one sense, yet disclaiming it in 
the other. Now the gospels make it clear that while this dilemma 
proceeded to its agonising resolution, and the doubts about Jesus were 
multiplied, one thing was conceded by all concerned: whatever the 
significance of the prophetic ministry, Jesus still remained a person of 
great importance as an eminent rabbi. It is this didactic role of Jesus, 
often coupled in the sources with the prophetic (Matt. iv.23, ix.35), but 
nowhere discussed by them, and naturally often neglected nowadays in 
the concentration upon eschatology, that is nevertheless of central 
importance in the quest of the sociological Jesus. 

What was the social status of a rabbi? The title is a form of address 
usually reserved for the scribes, the experts in the Mosaic law and the 
endless ramifications of its subsequent interpretation. In contrast to the 
other orders prominent in Jewish public life, they form a professional 
tlite, entered by merit and above all by training. The priests and 
Levites, in contrast, were a hereditary caste, numbering many thousands, 
and taking up theit religious duties on a roster (Luke i .8 ,9) .  For the 
greater part of the time they were engaged in their own pursuits, 
usually a manual craft. They are manifestly an order of no very great 
social esteem. On the other hand, the chief priests and elders, who sat 
in the Sanhedrin and administered the government under Roman super- 
vision, were drawn from an exclusive landed aristocracy. Scribes were 
frequently associated with them as legal advisers (Matt. ii.4), though 
appearing most commonly in our sources as leaders of the sect of the 
Pharisees (Mark ii. 16). As religious authorities the scribes rank next 
after prophets (Matt. xxiii.34) and bear a heavy onus of responsibility 
for the moral guidance of the nation (John iii.10). Jesus’ bitter attacks ‘ 
on their social pretensions and arrogance (Matt. xxiii) are excellent 
evidence for the social distinction their professional abilities earned 
them. It must not be allowed to distract attention from the fact that 
Jesus is also one of them. 
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The title ‘rabbi’, usually represented in the texts by its Greek 
equivalent, ‘teacher’, was regularly accorded to Jesm by persons in all 
stations who wished to make a courteous approach. It is constantly 
on the lips of those who call out from the anonymity of the crowd 
(Luke ix.38, xii.13). But it is equally the mode of address when 
persons of importance seek an interview: the tax collectors (Matt. 
xvii.24), the Pharisees (Matt. ix.1 I ) ,  the Sadducees (Matt. xxii.23), a 
fellow scribe (Matt. viii.i9), a rich man (Matt. xix.l6),  a ruler (Luke 
xviii.18). It is used by the disciples (John iv.31 ) and expressly 
approved by Jesus (John xiii.13). 

Jesus was not, however, the sort of person who might have expected 
to acquire this status in the normal course of events. He came from an 
unlikely family, and Jacked thc normal education (John vIi.15). But a 
youthful display of precocity foreshadowed the reversal of expectations : 
‘they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to 
them and asking them questions; and all who heard him were amazed 
at his understanding and his answers’ (Luke ii.46-7). The subsequent 
ministry frequently excited incredulity. His family (John vii.3-5), the 
citizens of Nazareth (Matt. xiii.S4-6), the general public (John vii.l5), 
the Pharisees (John ix.24) and the chief priests and elders (Matt. 
xxi.23), are all puzzled and annoyed by it. Their bewilderment under- 
lines our point. Jesus was indeed of proletarian origin. But it is not a 
carpenter who thus commands the attention of all sections of the 
community: it is a proved master in the law of Israel. 

Upon examination, Jesus stressed the regularity of the activities that 
caused such surprise (John xviii.l9,20). The gospels present us 
with a detailed picture of the rabbi at work. He uses the normal 
opportunities presented by the synagogue expositions (Matt. iv.23, 
Luke iv. 16-2 1 ) ; there are public discourses of an ethical or legal nature 
delivered in the open (Matt. v-vii) or in the temple (Luke xix.47); and 
set disputations with representatives of other scholarly disciplines (Matt. 
xv.1-9, xxii.23-46). The selection and training of a school of disciples. 
however, seems not to be a function of Jesus’ activity as a rabbi, but 
rather of the prophetic ministry. Disciples might be devotees and 
agents of a prophet, such as John, or students of the scribes, as in the 
case of the disciples of the Pharisees (Mark ii. 18) .  In Jesus’ ‘case they 
are appointed to assist in the preaching, and are allotted the power to 
perform the miraculous signs that announce the messianic reign, but 
they are not sent out as teachers (Mark vi.7-13). Indeed they are 
explicitly denied this status (Matt. xxiii.8). In private they are coached 
in the meaning of the kingdom parables that are enigmatic to others 
(Matt. xiii), and are initiated into the secrets of the coming age (Matt. 
xxiv, xxv). The term is also used in a general way for those among the 
crowds which assembled from time to time who count as regular 
followers of Jesus (Luke vi.17). But the main function of the inner 
circle of disciples seems to be to support Jesus’ claim to  be the true 
Messiah of Israel. 

But while Jesus’ title to a prophetic ministry is a constant source of 



EARLY CHRISTIANS AS SCHOLASTIC COMMUNITY 11 

controversy (John vi.14, Matt. xxi.46, xxvi.68), which the authorities 
attempted to settle by the accusation of blasphemy, and in the end by 
execution, there was no disputing the scribal authority that justified the 
titte of rabbi. Incredible and unpalatable though it was, the expertise 
was self-authenticating, and Jesus in due course began to enjoy the 
social esteem the status carried. The Pharisees recognized a rival, but 
.ilso a peer. He dines in their company in their own houses (Luke 
vii.36, 49, xi.37) though unable to return the hospitality, and is warned 
by them of troubles ahead (Luke xiii.3 1 ). He acquires the allegiance 
even of other scribes (John iii.1, 10, Matt. viii.19) and of members of 
the government itself (Luke xiv. 1 ,  John xii.42). His material needs are 
wpplied by a circle of well-to-do women, including a member of the 
royal household (Luke viii.2,3). His burial is arranged by two members 
of the Sanhedrin (John xix.38-9; cf. John iii.1, Mark xv.43) who in 
.pite of the condemnation of the prophet retain their admiration for the 
teaching of the rabbi. 

It would be easy to make a social revolutionary out of Jesus. He 
came from the peasant community of Galilee, and seemed more at 
home there than among the sophisticated classes in the city. His 
teaching was full of encouragement for the oppressed and condemnation 
of the oppressors, whether the tyranny was economic, political or 
religious. He was always ready to defy the established order, to  heal on 
the Sabbath, to  eat with the publicans, to  forgive the adulteress, or to 
overturn the tables of the moneychangers. He preaches in the traditional 
apocalyptic terms, and is beset by appeals to lead the national restora- 
tion of the people's hopes. This is the role of the prophet. But Jesus 
is no ordinary prophet. He is no unkempt hermit, living off the desert, 
and scornful of all social intercourse. The prophet's zeal is tempered 
by the subtle casuistry of the scribe, and in the end all outward possi- 
bility of revolution is renounced in dedication to a more profound 
conception of man's salvation. The cup of the passion, around which 
the agony in the garden revolved, was the cup of rejection by the nation 
and of incomprehension by the disciples; it was the cup of renunciation 
of all temporal hope of triumph. He entrusted the realization of the 
eospel hope to the disciples, now no longer merely the messengers of 
;he prophet, but themselves assuming the teaching ministry of the rabbi. 
Their work might indeed sow the seeds of social reform, but it was not 
to be through direct action. They worked through the scholastic 
discipline of an established sect of Judaism. 

111. THE SECT OF THE NAZARENES 

We may distinguish in the Jewish religion between the official orders 
of the people through which its public ceremonial was carried on, 
namely the chief priests and elders, the priests and the Levites, and on 
the other hand the privately organized sects under whose auspices the 
constant debate and study on the personal practice of religion was 
conducted. The social connections of the sects varied widely, as did 
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their interpretations of' the requireinenta of the law. All were capable 
of exercising a powerful etfect on public policy through pressure at 
different levels. The Sadducees a n d  Pharisees m o u n t  to parties within 
the government, since the Sanhedrin contained strong factions recruited 
lroin them (Acts xxiii.6), anxious to preserve their respective religiouh 
policies. The Herodinns on the other hand, although also well con- 
nected. are apparently more concerned with political afl'airs (Mark iii.6. 
xii. I 3 ) ,  being presumably the partisans ot the Herodian dynasty. Other\. 
such as the disciples 01 John and the various movements of a Zealot 
type, of which at least four crop up in our sources (Mark xv.7, Acts 
v.36-7. xxi.38 ), were apocalyptic in ideology and revolutionary in 
politics. l'he Ebsenes, known from Josephua and Pliny. and the com- 
munity which deposited the scrolls :it Otrmriin. were withdrawn froiii 
public life into monastic seclusion, though by no tileans unconcerned 
with the national aspirations ot Israel. 

Thc disciples of Jesus had nor unre;isonahl!. been suspected of con- 
stituting another outbreak of zealotr!,. They included at least one 
member of that sect (Luke vi.15) and i t  has been argued that a 
number of the others could have been nietnbers. Certainly from the 
point o f  view of the public authorities they were dangerously belligerent 
in their reaction to Jesus' preaching of the kingdom. In spite of Jesus' 
persistent efforts to disclaim an activist messiahship. i t  was not unknown 
for the disciples to  carry arms. and the) were prepared to use them 
(John xviii.10). During the thir ty  !ears after the crucifixion, however. 
they settled down to become a much more conformist sect, carefully 
avoiding political provocation in \pite of their messianic preaching, and 
concentrating on the obedience to the law that the coming judgment 
made essential. The scribal authority of Jesus devolved upon them; it 
had in the first instance been delegated by Jesus to the Holy Spirit 
who was to teach them all things and guide them into all truth (John 
xiv.36, xvi.  I3 ) ; but subsequently the disciples themselves had been 
commissioned to a universal mission. teachinp the new law of Jesus 
( Matt, xxviii. 19, 30). 

When the mission was of€iciall> launched, and attended with spec- 
tacular success, there was considerable irritation at the iRtellectual 
prcsurnption of the disciples. They were not at all the sort of persons 
w h o  normally had a claim on the public attention as religious authorities. 
being Galileans (Acts ii.7) and uneducated (Acts iv.13). The 
Sadducees were particularly incensed over the preaching of resurrection 
and had the apostles arrested pending an enquiry into their credential% 
(Acts iv.7). When it was established that they were in fact the 
disciples of Jesus, they were officially silenced (Acts iv. 13, I 8 ) .  Jesus' 
disciples had never had any teaching rights, and in addition they had 
been a notorious political risk in their Zealot tendencies. I t  was to put 
a stop to this that Jesus had been executed. To  make the execution 
itself and its consequences the basis for a revival of the movement was 
an intolerable impertinence, which the disciples improved upon at a 
renewal of the enquiry by giving the resurrection a direct political 
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construction (Acts v.31). It became apparent that only extreme 
penalties could prevent another outbreak of violence (Acts v.33), but 
at the last moment the council resolved to wait in the hope that the 
crisis would blow over when the disciples overreached themselves, 
as had happened on similar occasions in the past (Acts v.37-8). The 
fears proved ill founded, as the sect developed along other lines, but we 
may perhaps postulate a revival of political suspicion as the reason for 
Herod’s later execution of James the brother of John and arrest of 
Peter (Acts xii.1-4). James was executed by the civil power, and 
Peter was placed in custody during the Passover festival, a dangerous 
time politically, pending a public trial. It looks like a case of precau- 
tions against any agitation that might damage Herod’s newly restored 
authority in the eyes of the suzerain power. 

Apart from these slight indications, it is clear that the disciples 
successfully detached themselves from zealotry, and the sect developed 
along the lines of a communal movement with some parallels with the 
monastic sects. A regular system of government was established (Acts 
i.26, vi.2-6) which provided for instruction and cult activities (Acts 
ii.42). The sect was accustomed to meet publicly in the temple 
(Acts ii.36, v.12) as well as in domestic conventicles. The redistribu- 
tion of property was pursued with uncompromising ardour (Acts ii.44-5, 
iv.32-7) and drastic sanctions were imposed on the reluctant (Acts 
v. 1-1 1 ). The disproportionate contributions of the much wealthier 
foreign recruits apparently resulted in the financial administration being 
vested in a new board drawn from their number (Acts vi.1-3). These 
new Hellenistic Jewish leaders became the occasion of a second conflict 
with the public authorities, this time ironically enough on the suspicion 
that the sect was not sufficiently loyal to the national religion in its 
teachings (Acts vi.9-14). The resultant execution of Stephen led to the 
mass exodus of foreign-born members of the sect, the judgment 
apparently being extended to  cover all those implicated with Stephen 
in the controversy within the Hellenistic synagogues in Jerusalem. The 
original leadership, however, remained intact (Acts viii. 1 ) and settled 
down to the preservation of the integrity of the sect against deviations 
itbroad. We may take this as being the point of regularization. They 
had avoided the fanatical extremes of zealotry, and now successfully 
detached themselves. from a modernizing movement within their own 
ranks, thanks to the intervention of the authorities. Their survival now 
depended upon their ability to  maintain strict conformity to the 
ancestral law. 

Under the leadership of James, the brother of Jesus. a strict check 
was kept against any reflections on the sect’s orthodoxy from the 
unexpected development of its missions abroad. Paul, a leading foreign 
convert, had to be repatriated to  prevent a fresh outbreak of trouble 
within the Hellenistic community in Jerusalem (Acts ix.28-30, Gal. 
i.19). Even Peter, the original leader of the sect, came under severe 
criticism from the rigorist party now in control for failing to  observe 
the rules of Jewish exclusiveness (Acts xi.1-3). A delegation was sent 
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to Antioch to explain the necessity for circumcising Gentile converts, 
leading to the return of Paul to Jerusalem at the head of a counter- 
delegation asking for leniency (Acts xv).  It now became apparent what 
the true character of the sect was. From the beginning there had been 
;I substantial accession of members from the priesthood (Acts vi.7); 
by  this stage, however, there was a not insignificant influx of Pharisees 
(.4cts x v . 5 ) .  In the event the conflict was resolved through calling 
into play what appears as an elaborate system of government, the most 
notable feature being the existence of a body of elders who sit in 
council wi th  the original board of apostles. This is a further mark of the 
hcct’s assimilation to the more conservative type of leadership common 
in other Jewish corporations. The formula of compromise was proposed 
hv James; the Gentiles need not be circumcised, but they must accept 
certain of the ceremonial regulations of the Jewish law; neither party 
was sntisfied. Thc Pauline missions were resumed, and disquieting 
rumour5 of irregularity flowed back to Jerusalem. Eventually Paul felt 
obliged tu attempt 11 reconciliation. His gesture was given a cautious 
welcoine. He was interviewed by James in session with the elders, and 
warned of the legal susceptibilities of the many thousands of loyal 
Jews ncw nieniber\ of the sect (Acts xxi.17-26). Paul’s well intended 
display of religious conformity ended in a disastrous riot on the 
suspicion that he had introduced Gentiles to the temple. We hear no 
inore of negotiations between Piiul and the Jerusalem leaders. I t  is 
reasonable to guess that during his two years of trial and imprisonment 
in Palestine they preferred to sever relations with him to prevent the 
4ect as 11 whole becoming involved in the issue. 

Apart from these indirect evidences we possess no detailed informa- 
tion on the character of the sect of the Nazarenes, as it was now called 
( Acts xxiv.5, xxviii.22). There is every likelihood, however, that 
the James whose epistle is extant in the New Testament corpus is the 
w n e  person as the president of the Jerusalem sect, and if the identifica- 
tion is not certain, it is at least safe to say that it reflects the legalistic 
outlook of the Nazarenes. In the first place it recognizes no distinction 
between Israel and the sect. The letter is addressed to the Jews abroad 
without discrimination, and in a manner remarkably reminiscent of 
the rabbinical ministry of Jesus, reinforces the old law with the new 
smctions of the messianic kingdom (James i.25, ii.8). I t  places strict 
controls on the teaching office (James iii. 1 ) which must be confined to 
those properly qualified and able to bear its heavy responsibilities. The 
early communal character of the sect is preserved in the fierce denuncia- 
tion of social snobbery (James ii. 1 ) and in the attack on the abuse of 
wealth (Janies v.1 ). The apocalyptic strain is also present. All stand 
tinder imminent judgment (James v . 9 ) .  

We may t h u s  describe the sect of the Nazarenes as being engaged in 
an attempt to win a regular status within the framework of the Jewish 
national life, while at  the same time preserving the apocalyptic vision 
o f  Jesus’ disciples. For thirty years they evaded the contradictions of 
their position, and the affronts to Jewish traditionalism that it repeatedly 
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produced abmad- But in spite of the great public esteem which James 
won as a rabbi, earning the popular title of 'the Just', his efforts were 
doomed. Josephus and Hegesippus record that shortly after the final 
disengagement between Jerusalem and Paul, the Sanhedrin seized the 
-ty of a vacancy in the Roman procuratorship to push through 
a amvidon of James as a law breaker, and the destruction of 
Jerudem itself a few years later left the faith in the messiahship of 
Jesllrr as the d of an anti-Jewish movement in the Hellenistic cities 
abroad. It is to rdbe activities and organization of this community that 
we must loop: fa a picture of the social character of Christianity in its 
secolpd gmmatia~ As far as the movement in Palestine in the first 
generation is amuned, it must be left as a vain struggle to contain 
radical belids within the l i t s  of a socially conformist sect devoted in 
the rabbinical manner'to the study of the law. 

(To be concluded in a subsequent number.) 


