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Irreconcilable Views of Salvation in Early Christianity and Early Judaism 
 
In the first century, Jews and Christians had more in common than both groups had with polytheistic pagans. Jews 
and Christians agreed about convictions such as the existence of one true God, the non-existence of the pagan 
deities, the significance of God’s revelation in the works of creation, the greater significance of God’s revelation in 
the Scriptures and in the history of Israel, the reality of God’s future judgment, the need for repentance of sins, the 
need for obedience to the will of God, the hope of the restoration of creation in a new world. However, there were 
also disagreements, not only regarding details of the proper interpretation of Scriptural texts and of personal 
behavior, but regarding very basic questions linked with the procurement and the reality of salvation. The 
disagreements in these areas were so fundamental that John calls the Jews’ rejection of Jesus the Messiah and the 
resultant Jewish animosity toward Jesus’ followers ‘satanic’ (Rev. 3:9), while Jews cursed Christians in synagogue 
prayers from the late first or early second century onward. Our session will focus on the fundamental questions of 
the presence of God, the forgiveness of sins, and the nature of the people of God.  
 
Eckhard J. Schnabel is the Mary F. Rockefeller Distinguished Professor of New Testament Studies at Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary. After theological studies in Basel, Switzerland, missionary ministry in Europe and 
Latin America, and doctoral studies in Aberdeen, Scotland,  Schnabel has taught at the Asian Theological Seminary 
in  Manila, Philippines, the Biblisch-Theologische Akademie Wiedenest and the Freie Theologische Hochschule in 
Giessen, Germany, and Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Deerfield (Chicago). His major publications include 
Law and Wisdom from Ben Sira to Paul, Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck 1985; Inspiration und Offenbarung, Wuppertal: 
R. Brockhaus 1986; Das Reich Gottes als Wirklichkeit und Hoffnung,Wuppertal: R. Brockhaus 1993; Studium des 
Neuen Testaments, 2 vols., Wuppertal: R. Brockhaus 1999/2000; Early Christian Mission, 2 vols., Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2004; Der erste Brief des Paulus an die Korinther. Historisch-Theologische Auslegung. 
Wuppertal: R. Brockhaus, 2006; Paul the Missionary: Realities, Strategies, and Methods. Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2008; 40 Questions on the End Times. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2011; The Book of Acts. 
Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012. 
 
 
 
1. Salvation in Second Temple Judaism 
 
1.1 The presence of God 
 
Jews believed that there was only one God, the Creator of the heavens and the earth who was the 
God of Israel. As there is only one God, there is only one Temple in which he can be worshiped. 
As God was sovereign and holy, access to the place of his presence was restricted. This reality 
explains the increasing sanctity of the areas surrounding the Temple.  
 Jews believed that God had revealed his will to them in the Holy Scriptures, focused on 
the Law given through Moses. 
 Jews observed holy days “which functioned either to renew their covenant with him, to 
celebrate great moments of the nation’s past, to mark the seasons of the agricultural year and 
give thanks for them, or to atone for sin” (Sanders). 
 
1.2 The nature of the people of God 
 
A fundamental feature of Jewish self-identity is the conviction that Jews are descendants of 
Abraham, members of God’s covenant with the fathers, obedient to the Mosaic Law as the 
expression of God’s covenant with Israel par excellence.  
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 The three major Jewish movements of the first century – Pharisees, Sadducees, and 
Essenes – all focused on the Torah (and the Prophets) as the center of life of the individual Jew 
and of the nation as a whole.  
 Many Jewish groups of the Second Temple period, represented by documents such as 
Jubilees, the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs, 1 Enoch, the Psalms of Solomon, and the 
Qumran texts had a ‘remnant theology.’  
 
1.3 The forgiveness of sins 
 
In many Jewish texts of the Second Temple period, forgiveness of sins is connected with obeying 
the commandments of the Law on one hand, and with God’s covenantal mercy and grace on the 
other hand. 
 The priests of the Qumran Community emphasize that atonement for sin is not available 
for people who do not repent nor for the people outside the Community. They connect the 
appropriation of the atonement for sins which God procures with the worship and praxis of the 
Community which function in deliberate analogy to the sacrificial cult of the temple. 
 Philo asserts that God alone can forgive sins (Somn. 2.299) because sin represents a 
violation of God’s Law. But human beings receive God’s forgiveness only if and when they 
repent, when they confess their sins, when their conscience exposes the evil thoughts in the soul 
and seeks divine judgment and forgiveness and divine help in distinguishing good and evil. 
 Jews believed that there was only one temple in which God was present, and thus they 
believed that there was only one place of sacrifice, one place of forgiveness, linked with the 
hereditary priesthood. While Jews living in the diaspora could visit the Temple in Jerusalem only 
occasionally, “their awareness of daily sacrifices there for sins may have given them a sense of 
God’s mercy and grace for themselves, wherever they lived” (Hay). 
 
 
2. Salvation in early Christianity 
 
2.1 The presence of God 
 
2.1.1 The presence of God in Jesus’ proclamation 
 
Jesus’ proclamation is summarized by Matthew, Mark and Luke with his call to repentance on 
account of the arrival of the kingdom of God (Matt. 4:17; Mark 1:15; Luke 4:43; 8:1). The 
kingdom of God refers to God’s rule and thus to the presence of God. The announcement of the 
arrival of God’s kingdom sometimes refers to the future, when the present world would be 
transformed into paradise restored in which God’s will would be perfectly realized (Matt. 6:10 / 
Luke 11:2; Matt. 8:11 / Luke 13:28-29; Mark 14:25). But the announcement of the arrival of 
God’s kingdom also refers to the present, to a new reality which characterizes the ministry of 
Jesus and his followers. The presence of the kingdom of God, and thus of God himself, is seen in 
the fact that Jesus casts out demons by the Spirit of God, a reality which proves that the kingdom 
of God has come (Matt. 12:28 / Luke 11:20).  
 When Jesus explained his demonstration in the Court of the Gentiles on the Temple 
platform with a reference to Jer. 7 (Matt. 21:13 / Luke 19:46: ‘den of robbers’), he uses 
Jeremiah’s great sermon in which the prophet denounced the Temple and warned against trusting 
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in the Temple, announcing the destruction of the Temple on account of the refusal of the people 
and their leaders to listen to God’s message. 
 
 
2.1.2 The presence of God in Peter’s preaching 
 
As Peter explains the dramatic events of the speech miracle in which the followers of Jesus were 
caught up on the day of Pentecost, he argues that Joel’s prophecy of God granting his Spirit, i.e. 
his saving presence, in the last days to all flesh (Joel 2) has been fulfilled in the ministry and in 
the death of Jesus (Acts 2:22-24). He argues further that Jesus has been raised from the dead and 
he is therefore the Son of the last days of whom David spoke in Ps. 16 (Acts 2:25-32). And he 
argues that since Jesus has been exalted by God, the person whom David calls ‘my Lord’ and 
who is addressed by the Lord (i.e. by God) and who received dominion (Ps. 110:1) is nobody 
else but Jesus himself – Jesus the Messiah has become Lord, God’s coregent (Acts 2:33-36). 
 
2.1.3 The presence of God in Paul’s theology 
 
Paul was convinced that God revealed himself in and through Jesus Christ. An important passage 
is 1 Cor. 1:30 where Paul emphasizes that God “is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who 
became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption.” The 
saving action of God who in his mercy grants righteousness, holiness, and redemption to sinners 
is bound up with Jesus the Messiah who is the power of God and the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 
1:24). Jesus Christ is the power of God, because it is through Jesus, and only through him, that 
God declares felons to be righteous, sinners to be holy, and convicts to be redeemed. Jesus Christ 
is the wisdom of God, since it is through Jesus’ death and resurrection, that God creates life 
where people had been dead in their sins.  
 Another significant passage is 1 Cor. 8:6. The second part of Paul’s confessional 
formulation represents a new understanding of Jewish monotheism in terms of a christological 
monotheism (R. Bauckham). He includes Jesus the Messiah who is Lord within the identity of 
the one true God in whom the members of God’s new covenant people believe. He identifies 
Jesus with the ‘Lord’ whom Israel’s confession of faith proclaims as the only God. After having 
described the one true God as the effective cause and as the ultimate goal of creation, he now 
describes Jesus as instrumental cause of creation. God the Creator who saves his people is 
present in Jesus, the mediator of creation and the Savior of sinners. 
 As Paul explains the revelation of the saving righteousness of God in Rom. 3:21-26, he 
describes Jesus’s death as the new place of God’s atoning presence (hilasterion). 
 
2.2 The forgiveness of sins 
 
2.2.1 The forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ proclamation 
 
When Jesus heals a paralyzed man in the synagogue in Capernaum he asserts not only the power 
to heal but the authority to forgive sin (Matt. 9:1-8 / Mark 2:1-12 / Luke 5:17-26).  
 During his last supper with his disciples, Jesus’ pronouncement over the cup links his 
impending, voluntary death with the forgiveness of sins (Matt. 26:27-28). Sins are no longer 
forgiven in the context of the Sinaitic covenant (Exod. 24:8) which followed the exodus, 
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celebrated in the Passover. Sins are now forgiven in the context of the new covenant (Luke 
22:20, referring to Jer 31:31-34) which is now being inaugurated with Jesus pouring out his 
blood as God’s suffering Servant (Isa. 53:11-12) whose death achieves the forgiveness of sins 
(Isa. 53:5-6, 8, 10-12).  
 
2.2.2 The forgiveness of sins in Peter’s preaching 
 
Peter’s explanation of the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost connects Jesus’ exaltation and 
the gift of God’s Spirit which results from Jesus’ exaltation, with the result that Jesus is 
presented as the redeemer upon whose name people should call for salvation (Acts 2:38-39). 
Salvation is now linked with calling upon the name of the ‘Lord Jesus the Messiah,’ i.e. with the 
acknowledgement of Jesus’ messianic dignity, with the understanding that his death on the cross 
achieved atonement for sins, with the recognition that his resurrection from the dead and his 
exaltation to the right hand of God inaugurated the new covenant for which God had promised 
his Spirit.  
  
2.2.3 The forgiveness of sins in Paul’s theology 
 
For Paul, Jews need forgiveness of sins just as much as Gentiles do. Paul begins his exposition of 
the gospel in his letter to the Christians in the city of Rome with a succinct statement about the 
revelation of God’s wrath on account of human sinfulness (Rom. 1:18), followed by a 
description of the nature of human sin (1:19-23) and the consequences of sin (1:24-31), thus 
confirming the legitimacy, the severity, and the scope of God’s judgment (1:32). He then argues 
that Jews are not exempt from the revelation of God’s wrath (2:1–3:20). The Law may have 
indeed provided various mechanisms for the atonement of sin, such as the burnt offerings and the 
sin offerings described in Lev. 1; 4; 5 (cf. Exod. 34:7; Num. 14:18-19). These provisions of the 
Law can no longer compensate for sin, because God has provided a new place of atonement, 
since the revelation of God’s saving righteousness – for both Gentiles and Jews – is Jesus the 
Messiah (and thus no longer the Mosaic Torah). In 3:21-26 he explains the significance of God’s 
action in the death of Jesus Christ, providing atonement for sins and redemption.  
 
2.3 The nature of the people of God 
 
2.3.1 The nature of the people of God in Jesus’ proclamation 
 
Jesus’ calling of twelve disciples was a programmatic action. Since the disciples were not 
physical descendants of the twelve Israelite tribes, and since ‘Israel’ consisted of mostly only 
two or two and a half tribes (Judah, Benjamin, the priests from Levi) after ca. 700 B.C., the 
Twelve represent the hope for the restoration of the people of God in the last days. 
 According to Matt. 16:13-20 Jesus speaks of his ekklesia which will be built on the rock 
that is Peter who has acknowledged Jesus to be the Messiah.  
 
2.3.2 The nature of the people of God in Peter’s preaching 
 
In Acts 4:11-12 Peter quotes Ps. 118:22 to make the point that Jesus’s death is the fulfillment of 
prophecy. Despite the fact that the ‘builders,’ i.e. the Jewish leaders, have rejected Jesus, he is 
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the ‘stone’ which God has elevated to be the cornerstone. This means that God has given to 
Jesus, whom the Jewish leaders rejected, the position of greatest prominence. Jesus is the place 
of God’s presence and the center of God’s people, as he is the only Savior. See 1 Peter 2:4-8. 
 
2.3.3 The nature of the people of God in Paul’s theology 
 
Paul’s description of the Corinthian congregation as ‘the church of God’ (ekklesia tou theou) 
provides a theological interpretation of the reality of people from different ethnic and social 
backgrounds who assemble to worship the one true God. The community of the followers of 
Jesus is not simply a gathering of like-minded people who have decided to regularly spend time 
together. The church is the community of God’s people created by God’s initiative in the last 
days, in the death of Jesus Christ, to redeem fallen humanity – both Jews and Gentiles (1 Cor. 
1:18-25, 26-31; cf. 7:18-19; 12:13). The identity of God’s people is no longer connected with 
ethnic origins, or with circumcision and obedience to the Mosaic law, but with the sovereign 
power of God who sanctifies all who believe in Jesus Christ. The church is the community of 
God’s people whose lives have been impacted and transformed by the good news of a crucified 
Messiah and Lord who has risen from the dead and who is present in the church through his 
Spirit. The church is the community of God’s people, both Jewish believers and Gentile believers 
in Jesus Christ, who have been called to live in the world as a witness to God’s saving action in 
Jesus Christ. Paul applies metaphors to the church consisting of Gentile and Jewish believers 
(field, building, temple) which in the Old Testament described the identity of Israel. 
 

1.Summary 


