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DISCIPLES IN CHRIST WITH GARY ALLEN HENECKE DD 

Early _ First Century Christian Divisions  

For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you 
b
even with tears, walk as enemies of the 

cross of Christ.  Their end is destruction, 
b
their god is their belly, and 

c
they glory in their shame, 

with 
d
minds set on earthly things.        

20
 But 

a
our citizenship is in heaven, and 

b
from it we 

c
await a 

Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ,     
21
 who will transform 

a
our lowly body 

b
to be like his glorious body, 

c
by the power that enables him even 

d
to subject all things to himself.                     (Phi 3:18-21 ESV) 

Beginning with some of the earliest, interpreters have sought to identify the teaching of those Paul 

opposed in his letters. At first, this investigation was done so that the interpreters could identify their 

own adversaries with those Paul opposes. In the era of critical interpretation, identifying these 

opponents of Paul has been an important part of specifying the historical setting of the letters and 

thus as a part of the interpretive context. However, considerable disagreement exists about the 

identity of these opponents. Some argue that all of Paul’s letters address the same front of opposition, 

and others argue that multiple kinds of teachers opposed the work of Paul or that he told his 

congregations to reject. While some continue to see those, who demand Torah observance for 

Gentiles (often called Judaizers) as the single type of opposition, others see Gnostics as the 

opposition. Most interpreters, however, find multiple types of ideas or practices that Paul opposes 

in his different letters 

History of Identification of Opponents 

❖ Most people teach that Paul’s opponents were basically Jewish Christians.  

o  The Jerusalem Church seems to have been comprised of two groups – Hellenists 

and Hebrews, and the two did not see eye-to-eye.  

o Many of their differences arose from their distinct cultures and preferred use of 

language. The Hellenists spoke Greek; the Hebrews spoke Hebrew.  

o The Hebrews would have given weight to the old Mosaic traditions and a strict 

interpretation of its requirements.  The Hellenists would have been more open to 

new interpretations. (They didn’t require circumcision, or the following of strict 

dietary laws)  

❖ Most scholars now think those categories are way too simplistic. Recent discoveries indicate 

some overlap - mostly they had different visions and different approaches to fulfilling the 

mission of Christ. Each believed that they were in the right and had the right message. 

❖ The first major category would have been the “Circumcision Mission.” These folks were 

primarily concerned with maintaining the Torah and converting others to Hebrew lifestyles, 

see the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). They strongly believed that all male believers (Jews and 

Gentiles) had to be circumcised. No one could be saved without full observance of the law.  

They were primarily committed to reaching out to Jews, beginning with those living in 

Palestine. It is believed that James, the brother of Jesus led these. Gentiles were tolerated. 

o If members of this group went outside Palestine, they were expected to be completely 

observant of Jewish practices. It is likely that this is where Peter ran into trouble in 

Antioch, when messengers from James came to town (See Gal 2:12).  

o This group fades after the destruction of Judea by Rome. 

 The other obvious category would be the “Uncircumcision Mission.” These would have 

been individuals who centered on their understanding of “in Christ”.   
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o Gentiles were to abstain from four elements that were particularly offensive to Jews 

as decreed by the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15. 

o They reached out to Jews both within and beyond Palestine. They believed in two 

missions and felt one simply led to the other. Gentiles were free from the demands 

of the Torah, especially circumcision.  

o A more generous element of the Circumcision Mission might have felt that rules 

from Jerusalem only applied if other Jews were present. This would be why Peter ate 

freely with Gentiles until messengers from James came to Antioch.  

o It is likely that members of this group still believed that circumcision and observance 

of the law was the better, but not necessary to enter the kingdom.  

  The growing group believed that Christ’s cross atonement fulfilled the Law and ended its 

mission.  The major difference was that their primary interest was in reaching out to Gentiles. 

Barnabas might have been the leader of this group.  

o Their Jewish history might have made them somewhat sensitive to influences from 

James, but their primary interest was Gentiles. Gentiles could remain free from the 

law and circumcision – as were they, until messengers from James came to town.  

o Colossians 1:11- 20; Hebrews 12:1-2; Galatians 5:1-11, 6:11-16; Ephesians 2:13-22; 

Philippians 2:8-21, Romans 10:1-4. 

 Paul’s disciples are best described by Paul’s efforts to make the Word of the Cross the entire 

mission. He wanted to include both Jews and Gentiles, always saying “to the Jews first.” Paul 

was clear that Christianity grew out of Judaism.  

o Paul believed strongly that Gentiles were free from the burdens of the law.  He went 

so far as to say that because of this, the Gentiles had the true understanding of the 

gospel – they had nothing but Christ. 

o Paul probably knew that his mission to the Gentiles would ultimately be the undoing 

of the Jewish mission, but he was so impelled to do the work that he couldn’t wait.  

  Even this, however, might be an oversimplification of the situation. It helps to think of the 

early church as “messy” with many factions, each believing they embodied the correct 

message.  

 So – let’s summarize: 

o Jesus was the reason God called Israel into existence – not the reverse. 

o Jesus was the complete/perfect fulfillment of The Law – the end/goal of The Law. 

o Jesus of Nazareth is Emmanuel – a new race – a new creation – a new covenant. 

o Those “in Christ” are the Israel of God. 

o “The Cross Event” is the fulfillment of the Word of God –  

o But may I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which 
the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. (Gal 6:14 NET) 

o The Word of the Cross is senseless to those who are perishing, but to us who are 

being saved it is the power of God. (1Co 1:18) 
o Each true believer must be of the cross: 

Then he called the people to him, together with his disciples, and said to them, “Anyone who would 
be a follower of mine, must disown self, and take up his cross, and follow behind me.  For whoever 
seeks save his own life will lose that life; but whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel's will 
save it (Ephesians 2:8).  Now, what does it gain anyone to win the whole world and forfeit life?  What 

can a person give to get his life back?   (Mark 8:34-37) 


