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Introduction
Most likely when the reader has been exposed to presentations of the
"Jewish Roots in Christianity", along with Old Testament "types and
shadows" of Christ, it is often the case that Jewish rituals, customs and
traditions associated with Jewish feasts are also presented, and the
suggestion is made that Christians may be spiritually enriched through the
practice of these as forms of worship.1 In this essay, my goal is
diametrically the opposite. So, at the outset, I would like to make the

statement that my sole objective in presenting a case for the Jewish

influence on worship in Early Christianity is, in the end, to support the idea
that this influence was, in fact, what the apostle Paul was addressing in his
epistle to the Galatians and equating with "the elementary principles of the
world".2

Now, it is my personal conviction that EVERY type and shadow in the Old
Testament was inspired by the Spirit of God for one purpose and one

purpose only: to reveal the Christ. Not only is the revelation of Jesus Christ
the fundamental need of those Jews still waiting for the coming of Messiah,
but the revelation of the Christ – beginning with the Old Testament types
1

e.g. Observing and celebrating the Jewish feasts and partaking of Seder Meal, et. al, as is commonly done in
Messianic Christian movements.
2
Galatians 4:1-11 and 21-26. As we will see, Paul also spoke of "the elementary principles of the world" in his
epistle to the Colossians. In his letter to the Galatians, he was addressing the first century Judaizers' influence of
mixing Jewish customs and practices based on the Law of Moses with Christianity. And in his letter to the
Colossians, he was addressing the early influence of Jewish Gnosticism in first century Christianity.
5
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and shadows - is also the One Sure Foundation of the Christian Church.3 I
am totally committed to authentic Christ-centeredness. Therefore, I hold a
precious place for the Christ-revealing types and shadows of the Old
Testament. I believe referring to these as "Jewish Roots in Christianity" is
literally accurate.
But, the term "Jewish Roots" is most commonly used to refer to those

Jewish rituals, customs and traditions based in the Old Testament forms of
temple and synagogue worship. So, for our present discussion, that is the
usage I am attributing the term "Jewish Roots" - Jewish rituals, customs and
traditions. This is quite different from the other Christ-centered meaning.

3

Matthew 16:18; 2 Timothy 2:19; Hebrews 5:12-6:2
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Jewish Roots in the Acts of the Apostles
The case for the existence of "Jewish Roots" in the worship of the Early
Church is well documented. Many authors have done a fine job of
establishing this as historical fact.4 More importantly, what we see reported
in these writings on Early Church history is confirmed by scripture – mainly
from the Book of Acts.

Luke wrote the Book of Acts some 30 years5 after the Lord ascended. Yet,
when Luke referred to the distance between Jerusalem and the Mount of
Olives, he used the phrase, "a Sabbath day's walk" – still using Rabbinical
Jewish vernacular. The first disciples and apostles in Jerusalem were still
expecting Jesus to establish the kingdom there in Jerusalem.6 I think these
two facts begin to give us some indication of the pervading Jewish mindset
of the Early Church.
On the Day of Pentecost, Peter had opportunity to instruct his audience that
they, in fact, no longer needed to journey to Jerusalem to celebrate the
Jewish feasts,7 but he did not indicate anything like this in his preaching that
4

Articles: When Did the Disciples of Jesus Stop Observing the Old Testament Laws and How the Apostles Were
Expelled from Christianity by Ron Ammundsen; Worship in the Early Church by Sue Bracefield; A History of
Christian Art by Bernard Dick; Books: The Early Christians: A Sourcebook on the Witness of the Early Church,
Eberhard Arnold; Worship in the Early Church, Ralph P. Martin; In the Shadow of the Temple: Jewish
Influences on Early Christianity, Oskar Skarsaune; The First Rites: Worship in the Early Church, Kenneth
Stevenson.
5
Some scholars set later dates.
6
Acts 1:6
7
Daniel 9:27; Matthew 27:50-51; Acts 15:19-29; Ephesians 2:15; Colossians 2:14.
7
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day. This seems to indicate that Peter continued to celebrate the Jewish
feasts at the temple in Jerusalem. If Peter were saying and doing anything
contrary to the Jewish customs and traditions, he would not have been
welcome in the temple. Yet, he and the other apostles went to the temple
daily - at the prescribed times of worship.8 It is clear that after coming to
faith in Christ, and after receiving the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost,
Peter also continued in the Jewish customs and traditions. Another example

found in Acts 109 is that Peter still considered Gentiles and certain foods
unholy and unclean.
Luke referred to Nicolas from Antioch, one of the first Christian deacons, as
"a convert to JUDAISM".10 From this reference, we can see that Christianity
was understood to be a sect of Judaism at that time. When the first Gentiles
received the Holy Spirit, the disciples and apostles were amazed, because
up until that time (5 years after Christ ascended), the only Christians were
Jews.11 It wasn't until 10 – 15 years after Jesus ascended that His gospel
was preached to Gentiles in Antioch. And it was there in Antioch that His
disciples were first called "Christians" instead of being called "the sect of the

Nazarenes" or "The Way".12 It is interesting to point out that, while it was
God's plan for the gospel to go out to the nations,13 the first and second
8

Acts 2:46; 3:1; 5:11-13, 20, 42
vv.10-16, 28
10
Acts 6:5
11
Including a few Gentiles who had become full Jewish proselytes by undergoing circumcision. Acts 10:45;
11:1-3, 17-18.
12
Acts 11
13
Acts 1:6
9
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generation disciples of Christ saw His gospel as pertaining to Jews: They
didn't effectively start preaching the gospel to Gentiles until they were
scattered from Jerusalem because of the persecution they were
experiencing from Herod and the Jewish religious leaders.14
The fact that Ananias was referred to as "a devout observer of the law and
highly respected by all the Jews" in Damascus, again indicates that

Christians were seen as belonging to a Jewish sect, and that early
Christians like Ananias had continued to observe many aspects of the law.
When Saul was seeking out Christians to persecute, he went looking for
them in Jewish synagogues.15Now, it would definitely be accurate to point
out that when Paul attended synagogue, he preached Christ as the Jewish
Messiah.16 But it would be an assumption to say that the only reason he
attended synagogue was to evangelize Jews. At that time, Christianity was
still considered a Jewish sect, Christians attended synagogue, and Paul

was one of those Christians who attended synagogue "as usual" or "as was
his custom".17 Paul also went to the temple to pray at the prescribed times.18

14

Acts 11:19-20; 12:1-4
Acts 9:1-2; 22:19; 26:11
16
Acts 13:5; 14-16; 38-39
17
Acts 14:1; 17:2 NIV; Cf. Acts 9:19-20; 13:42-43
18
Acts 22:17
15
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Not If, but Why?
The astute reader may be asking: "If Paul practiced Jewish rituals, customs
and traditions, what are we to make of his writings in which he teaches
Christians that these things have no place in the New Covenant?"19 That's a
good question! And it needs to be answered. The answer is a bit
complicated, but also very interesting to uncover – at least it was for me. We
will get to that in the next essay.
I think another question is just as significant: Not IF there were Jewish
Roots to early Christian worship, but rather WHY there were Jewish Roots
to early Christian worship? Some of the explanation as to WHY there were

Jewish Roots is simple to understand, and some of the explanation is more
spiritually discerned.
Let's save the spiritual part for later and deal firstly with the more obvious
observations: Since Jesus was sent "only to the lost sheep of the house of

Israel",20 the first to come to faith in Jesus of Nazareth as Messiah were
Jews who naturally continued in their Jewish forms of worship.
Then, added to these converts were those who were called "God-fearers".
According to F.F. Bruce, "God-fearers were Gentiles who attached
19
20

e.g. His letter to the Galatians.
Matthew 15:24
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themselves in varying degrees to the Jewish worship and way of life without
as yet becoming full proselytes.”21 God-fearers frequented both the Jewish
temple and synagogues for worship.22 Some examples of the God-fearers
are notable Gentiles we read about in the Book of Acts like the Ethiopian

eunuch, Cornelius the Roman centurion, Lydia and Titus Justus.23 Church
historian, Oskar Skarsaune, writes: "We meet a very Jewish Paul, who
conducted his mission almost entirely within the bounds of the synagogue

and the circle of God-fearing Gentiles attached to it."24 …. "(His) primary
target group among the Gentiles were people who had already visited the
synagogue for some time, who had listened to the Scripture readings and a
considerable amount of Scripture exposition. In Acts they are called the

God-fearers among the Gentiles."25 Skarsaune indicates that this type of
Gentile was the majority group in the communities Paul wrote to in Rome

and Galatia. One could refer to these God-fearers as "want-to-be" Jews;
and it is natural that they too would be at home with the Jewish forms of
worship.

All the early converts to Christ were considered by both the Romans and the
Jews to be a particular sect of the Jewish religion. They were actually called

21

i.e. Full proselytes would need to submit to circumcision,
after instruction in Jewish law, the offering of
a sacrifice, and baptism. (Ron Ammundsen, When Did the Disciples of Jesus Stop Observing the Old Testament
Laws?, p. 7 & 8.)
22
Acts 8:27; 13:16, 42; 14:1; 17:1-4, 17; 18:4.
23
Acts 8:27; 10:1, 22; 13:16, 26, 43, 49-50; 16:14; 17:4, 17; 18:6-7.
24
"In the Shadow of the Temple: Jewish Influences on Early Christianity", p. 174.
25
An excerpt from an IVP Interview with Oskar Skarsaune, author of "In the Shadow of the Temple: Jewish
Influences on Early Christianity".
11
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a "sect" by the Jews.26 Specifically, they were a Jewish sect which believed

the Messiah had indeed come in Jesus of Nazareth, and so they were
known as "the sect of the Nazarenes".27 Therefore, it was quite natural for
these Jews and "want-to-be" Jews to continue worship in the Jewish
tradition.28

26

Acts 24:5, 14; 28:22
In fact, the apostle Paul was identified as a leader of the Nazarenes. (Acts 24:5) Cf. Mark 13:6. While they
may have been small in number and short-lived, other "sects" had arisen and dissipated which also followed
other messiah figures. e.g. Theudas was a messiah-figure with a following mentioned by Gamaliel in Acts 5:36.
In his Antiquities of the Jews, Josephus mentioned a different Theudas, who was also a false messiah in AD 4446. These groups were considered Jewish sects who believed the messiah had come. They were considered and
identified as Jewish – just as a number of other Jewish sects which had emerged during the 400-year
Intertestamental period of Israel's history. So, in the eyes and understanding of the Romans and the Jews this
"sect of the Nazarenes", which was also called "The Way" (Acts 9:2; 19:9; 24:14, 22) - took its place along side
the other Jewish sects - like the Essenes, Herodians, Pharisees, Sadducees, Samaritans, Scribes, and Zealots.
28
Acts 21:20
12
27
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Jesus’ Teaching
But, what, in fact, was Jesus' perspective on these Jewish rituals, customs
and traditions? The most significant teaching of Jesus on the subject of
worship is in John 4, where He referred to “worship in Spirit and truth”.29 We
will deal with that phrase in depth in other essays in this series.
But there are also a number of passages in the synoptic gospels which
clearly show that Jesus' teaching was at variance with the Jewish customs
and traditions. Jesus taught that one did not need to go to the priests in the

temple to have his sins forgiven – one only needed to come to Him.30 His
practices were also at variance with the Jewish customs and traditions

regarding fasting,31 Sabbath laws,32 and other customs and traditions which
He deemed unnecessary burdens and bondages for people.33 Generally
speaking, He taught that the "new cloth" of the New Covenant could not be
patched onto the "old cloth" of the Old Covenant. And, the "new wine" of the
New Covenant could not be kept in "old wineskins" of the Old Covenant.34

Indeed, it was Jesus' teachings and practices which were contrary to Jewish
custom and tradition which led to His Crucifixion. And, it was His
29

John 4:23-24
Mark 2:5-12; Luke 5:21-26
31
Mark 2:18-20; Luke 5:33-35
32
Mark 2:23-28; Luke 6:1-11
33
Matthew 23:4, 23-24
34
Mark 2:21-22; Luke 5:36-39
30
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Resurrection, Ascension and outpouring of His Spirit which realized a New

Covenant with a new "temple" (the Body of Christ)35 made up of "living
stones" offering "living sacrifices" - a "spiritual house" in which are offered
"spiritual sacrifices"36 – an alternative "New and Living Way" of "worship in
spirit and truth".37

35

John 2:19-22
1 Peter 2:4-5
37
We will continue to reflect further on these terms and concepts in these essays.
36
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The Apostles’ Teachings
And what about the first century disciples and apostles of Christ – what was
their perspective on these Jewish customs and traditions? Throughout these
essays, there will be plenty of scripture references in which we will see that
the teaching of the apostles, particularly Paul's and the writer to the
Hebrews, make clear distinctions:
- between the Old Covenant temple and the New Covenant "spiritual
house"38
- between the Old Covenant Levitical priesthood and the New Covenant
"kingdom of priests"39
- between the Old Covenant animal sacrifices for sin and the New
Covenant "spiritual, living sacrifices"40 of praise and thanksgiving41
As Ralph P. Martin summarizes: "The worship the Church offers to God is
essentially spiritual in character, 'for we worship by the Spirit of God'".42

This theme of "spiritual worship" runs throughout these essays with an
abundance of scripture references.
A highly related aspect of this theme can be seen in the defense given by
Stephen leading up to his martyrdom.43 Throughout Acts 7, Stephen
38

1 Peter 2:5
Revelation 1:6; 5:10; Cf. Exodus 19:6
40
Romans 12:1
41
Hebrews 13:15
42
Worship in the Early Church, p. 23. Cf. Philippians 3:3.
43
What follows was gleaned from an excellent essay, “Strange Details in Stephen’s Defense” by Dennis
McCallum, www.Xenos.org
39
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repeatedly drives this point home: God does not need sacred places for
sacred activities at sacred times. (Please note: Stephen’s perspective is

diametrically contrary to the very "Jewish Roots" and "elementary principles
of the world" we are discussing.)
- In Acts 6:13, Stephen is accused of speaking evil against "this place" –
"this place" being the temple, Jerusalem, or Israel. A "root" in the
Jewish mindset is that "this place" is "sacred". And Stephen's defense
is made in response to this Jewish perspective:
- In Acts 7:2-8, Stephen is pointing out that "the God of glory appeared
to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia", and that the
covenant was being practiced by Abraham before he was given a
"promised land", indicating that the blessings of God's covenant are
not contingent on a place.
- In Acts 7:9-10, Stephen points out that "God was with Joseph and
gave him favor and wisdom" – not in a sacred place, but in Egypt.
- In Acts 7:30-33, Stephen informs his accusers that it was in a
wilderness, not Jerusalem, that "the angel appeared", and God called
the place "holy" – not because of the place, but because of His
presence.
- In verses 36-38, Stephen reminds them that Moses was able to
perform signs and wonders in Egypt and received living oracles in the
wilderness, not in the "holy land".
- In Acts 7:41, Stephen pinpoints the reason for people's propensity to
want to worship God with "sacred" activities performed in "sacred"
A New & Living Way: Jewish Roots in Christianity
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places at "sacred" times: He said God's people were "rejoicing in the
works of their hands".

The gravitation toward sacred places in which sacred activities are
performed at sacred times has to do with the idolatry of that which is
material rather than seeking that which is spiritual. My perspective on this is

not Gnostic44 – it is Christian, for it was Christ Himself who said: "God is
Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship Him in spirit and truth".45 I

believe we can understand the apostle Paul to be confirming Jesus’
perspective on worship when he wrote: "Set your mind on the things above,
not on the things that are on earth."46
In his article, Strange Details in Stephen's Defense, Dennis McCallum
writes: "It would be hard to exaggerate the centrality of the sacred land of Israel in
the understanding of the covenantal blessings at the heart of Judaism at this time. At
the heart of ethnic-religious worldviews are the twin values of 'Race and Space', or
to put it differently, 'Blood and Soil'. These values are hardly unique to first century
Judaism. The same terms have been used to understand thought systems such as
Nazism. Unfortunately, they would adequately summarize the ethos of much of
modern western Christianity. These values can be dangerous substitutes for real
spirituality, and may stand as barriers to a truly universal, loving, outreaching, and
caring form of Christianity. Most of the book of Acts is concerned with God's
efforts to overcome the inertia that emanates from the unbalanced application of
these two values in the name of religion. By speaking to the issue of sacred space,
including the sacred city and sacred land of Israel, Stephen's speech lays a firm
44

It seems fashionable to label "Gnostic" any and all arguments making distinctions between material and
spiritual. It also seems to me that those who do this probably know little about Gnosticism.
45
John 4:24
46
Colossians 3:2
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ideological foundation for the subsequent movement of the focus of God's work
away from both in the following chapters."
The "bottom line" in Stephen's defense was this: "The Most High does not
dwell in houses made by human hands" – it is "a spiritual house … being

built up to offer spiritual sacrifices".47 God said through both Isaiah and
Stephen: "Heaven is My throne, and earth is the footstool of My feet; what
kind of house will you build for Me?’ says the Lord, or what place is there for
My repose?"48
Please note:

My end goal in this essay is NOT to prove that the Jews had this mindset,
but rather to investigate WHY CHRISTIANS – from the first century on
through the centuries, up to today - also have this mindset. Specifically,

what is the spiritual cause behind this phenomenon?

47
48

1 Peter 2:5
Isaiah 66:1; Acts 7:49
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Apostolicity –
To be Restored or Yet to be Fully Established?
There is another significant question to be asked: Even with the teachings of
Jesus, and the apostles' teaching, including epistles of Paul, Peter, John,
and the writer to the Hebrews regarding the great divide between these
Jewish Roots and New Covenant worship in spirit and truth, to what extent
did these Jewish Roots remain in the worship of the FIRST CENTURY
CHRISTIANS (and beyond)?

Many of us have the impression that after the Day of Pentecost, Jewish
Christians immediately started having Charismatic-type "worship services"
with a free flow of the gifts of the Spirit unhindered by ecclesiastical form,
ritual, or leadership. Many today put forth the "body ministry" of the 1
Corinthians 14:26 as a prototype of the worship meeting of the Early
Church.49 But, a reading of some early church documents will give the
opposite impression.50 And, a number of things in the New Testament
scriptures also seem to indicate differently! We have already seen
throughout the Book of Acts the first century Christians – including the
apostle Paul and his co-workers - attending temple and synagogue. Yet, in
the Letter to the Hebrews we see the writer exhorting people not to return to
49

We will be taking "another look" at 1 Corinthians 14:26 in another essay.
e.g. The Didache IX-XI (before 100 A.D.); Justin Martyr, First Apology 65-67 (155-157 A.D.); Tertullian,
Apology 39 (145-220 A.D.); Cf. “The Early Christians”, Annotations to Meetings and Worship, Eberhard
Arnold, pp.388-389.
50
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their Jewish Roots. And in his Letter to the Galatians we find the apostle
Paul speaking out against the Judaizers. And most significantly, we see
Paul addressing something he called "elementary principles of the world".
Here, I will repeat something I stated in my first essay, “The Ekklesia”:
Most of us have this picture of Church history: We assume the first century
Church worshipped in spirit and truth, but then at the end of the first century,
Christians began to fall back into various man-made customs, traditions,
and organization under the influence of various church fathers and
Constantine. And then these man-made customs, traditions and
organization continued to increase throughout all Church history – right up
to contemporary times. That is the picture painted by almost all

presentations of church history, including the ones used in support of the
Restoration movements, House Church movements and Organic Church
movements. That this is true of the second century and third centuries and
beyond is without dispute. What I am questioning is the validity of the
assumption that the FIRST CENTURY Church worshiped in spirit and truth.

While I agree that there was a severe spiritual decline after the apostolic
period, I however do not believe that the apostolic Church had reached
perfection within first century. Can we really say that they had perfected
worship in spirit and truth?
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While it is good and necessary to try to determine if specific New
Testament passages (Acts & Epistles) are either DESCRIPTIVE of the 1st
century church or PRESCRIPTIVE for the church throughout history - IS IT
POSSIBLE THAT THERE IS A 3rd CATEGORY? That is, passages in the
New Testament (viz. having to do with the New Covenant) which teach and
reveal something BUT WERE NOT YET LIVED OUT IN THE 1st CENTURY
CHURCH. Namely, things which are commonly accepted as being
PRESCRIBED, but we cannot point to New Testament scripture which
DESCRIBES that the 1st century church was actually living it out. Is it
possible that there are New Covenant realities the Holy Spirit revealed to
and through Paul and his writings, that we ASSUME because he wrote it,
the 1st century church was actually doing it? Thus, implying that there are
New Covenant realities in the scriptures that still lie before us to be fully
embraced and lived out.
We need to discuss all these things in order to determine: To what extent, at
this point in history, has the teachings of Jesus and His apostles actually
freed God's people of the bondage of the "elementary principles of the
world"? And, to what extent has this brought them beyond Jewish Roots into
New Covenant worship in spirit and truth?

In these essays, I am suggesting that under the influence of "the elementary
principles of the world", the first century Church never moved beyond their
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Jewish Roots.51 The first century Jewish Christians, along with the Gentile

churches, continued in these "elementary principles of the world"; and these
man-made customs, traditions and organization simply continued on into the
second and third centuries and beyond. Whereas, in the New Testament
times, the "elementary principles of the world" manifested as "Jewish Roots"
– specifically continuing in the shadow of the law AFTER CHRIST MADE
THE LAW OBSOLETE (Hebrews 8:13); these same "elementary principles

of the world" can also be identified now in other terms – such as "religious
idolatry", "human-organization" and "Babylonian church system", and "the
world system".52

51

At the very least, this continued up to the destruction of the temple in 70 A.D.
We will also be discussing a less familiar term coined by Jacques Ellul – "Technique" – which very much
characterizes the contemporary church.
52
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Apostolic Hypocrisy?
The astute reader may now wish to point out that the writer still needs to:
1) Identify "the elementary principles of the world".
2) Show their connection with Jewish Roots.
3) Show their connection with the man-made customs and traditions in the
worship of both the Jewish and Gentile Christian communities throughout
Church history.
This we will do. But to first, we must clear away any confusion and doubt
about the practice and writings of the apostles, for it is their God-inspired
writings which are our sole authority for faith and practice. Is there a

contradiction between what we see them practicing in the Book of Acts and
what they wrote in their epistles? We need to see things in their historical
context. And, we need to see that the apostles and disciples were being led
by the Spirit. What we read about in the Book of Acts is actually a period of

transition – spiritual change. The New Covenant was inaugurated at Jesus'
death. But His apostles and disciples were not yet walking in the full
understanding of it. They received the gift of the Holy Spirit and revelation
on the Day of Pentecost, but that was just the beginning. Following were a
number of crisis experiences with the Spirit of Christ, through which, they
were taught and led by the Spirit - just as Jesus had promised.53 In the next
essay, we will discuss being “Led By the Spirit”. The apostle Paul was led
53

John 14:26; 16:12-13
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by the Spirit out of the shadow of the Old Covenant into the light of the New

Covenant – out of the bondage to "the elementary principles of the world"
into worship in spirit and truth. May we experience the same.
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