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Earliest Expressions of a Discrete Group-Formation among Jesus-Believers1 

L. W. Hurtado (University of Edinburgh) 

 

Already, in the earliest extant evidence (undisputed letters of Paul), we have various 

expressions of what amounts to a discrete group-formation and group-identity among circles 

of believers in Jesus.2  These expressions include (1) a number of verbal group “self-

designations,” (2) key rituals of initiation, worship and fellowship, and (3) distinguishing 

core beliefs and convictions.  First-century Christian groups were not uniform in these 

matters, and as historical circumstances changed across the first and second centuries, there 

were undeniably changes in the Jesus-movement, and a growing sense of being a new 

religion, “Christianity,” more fully distinct from the Jewish matrix in which the Jesus-

movement arose.  But the point I shall argue here is that apart from, and well before, any such 

“parting of the ways” between “Judaism” and “Christianity,” the dynamics and expressions 

of a discrete group-consciousness seem to have characterized the Jesus-movement, indeed, 

from its earliest years.3   

Verbal Self-Designations 

I begin with a review of some of the terms found in early Christian texts that function as 

obvious group “self-designations.”  My task is made easier with the benefit of the recent book 

                                                 
1 In what follows, I often refer to the early “Jesus movement” and early “Christian” movement and texts, well 

aware of the debate about the use of these terms.  I intend no simplification of matters.  But, along with the 

diversity and developments in the circles who identified themselves with reference to Jesus in the first century 

or so, there is a historical connection to those who came to be identified as “Christians”.  So, “early Christian” is 

an economical way of referring to the early stages of this phenomenon.  See also the comments on this issue by 

Bengt Holmberg, “Understanding the First Hundred Years of Christian Identity,” in Exploring Early Christian 

Identity, ed. Bengt Holmberg (WUNT 226; Tübingen:  Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 3-5 (1-32); but, e.g., cf. Anders 

Runesson’s view in his contribution to the same volume: “Inventing Christian Identity:  Paul, Ignatius, and 

Theodosius I,” 71-72 (59-92), who prefers “Apostolic Judaism” as a label for first and second-century Jesus-

believers.  Likewise, I use the term “pagan” to refer to the wider cultural and religious environment of the 

Roman era, with no pejorative connotation intended, but simply reflecting the use often by historians of the 

ancient world. 
2 Among publications relating to early Christian identity-formation, note the contributions in Bengt Holmberg 

(ed.), Exploring Early Christian Identity (WUNT 226; Tübingen:  Mohr Siebeck, 2008); and in Reidar Hvalvik 

and Karl Olav Sandnes (eds.), Early Christian Prayer and Identity Formation (WUNT 336; Tübingen:  Mohr 

Siebeck, 2014.   
3 The phrase I quote is from the oft-cited collection of studies of the separation of Judaism and Christianity:  J. 

D. G. Dunn (ed.), Jews and Christians: The Parting of the Ways A. D. 70 to 135. (WUNT 66; Tübingen: Mohr-

Siebeck, 1992).  But the phrase seems to have originated earlier: Abraham Cohen, Parting of the Ways: Judaism 

and Christianity (London: Lincolns, 1954).  The issue is complicated and there is debate about the particulars of 

the process.  E.g., Adam H. Becker, Adam H. and Annette Yoshiko Reed (eds.), The Ways That Never Parted:  

Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003). 
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by Paul Trebilco, and in what follows I gratefully draw upon this work in particular.4  

Prompted by the observations of scholars in various disciplines, Trebilco rightly notes that, 

“The articulation of a self-designation by a group implies that they are a group, and that they 

have a distinctive identity compared to outsiders, who are to be distinguished from ‘us’.”5  

Using categories from social scientists, Trebilco refers to early Christian groups as exhibiting 

the marks of a “community of practice,” in which certain verbal expressions and actions were 

produced and/or adopted, and function as identifying the community.  More specifically, 

Trebilco focuses on the phenomenon of “particular linguistic practices” that are part of a 

“shared language repertoire” or “social dialect” of a given group, functioning as “one crucial 

dimension in the construction of a community.”6  Then, in the detailed discussion that follows 

in the rest of the book, Trebilco discusses several terms that formed parts of the linguistic 

“repertoire” of early Christianity.  He uses a three-fold categorization of “insider language for 

self-designation” (language used by members of a group in addressing and/or referring to one 

another), “outward-facing self-designations” (terms used by groups to identify themselves to 

outsiders), and “outsider-used designations” (which can include group-designations coined by 

outsiders and then appropriated by a group, as well as terms originating within a group and 

then adopted by outsiders).7 

 It is also important to note that the major group self-designation terms discussed by 

Trebilco are all found in various early Christian texts, including our earliest extant texts, the 

letters of Paul.  This reflects their widespread usage across various early Christian circles.  

Moreover, even in these earliest texts, these terms are treated as familiar already to the 

readers, indicating that the use of these terms as group self-designations is even earlier than 

the early date of these texts.  In at least some cases, this clearly pushes the chronological 

origin of these group self-designations back to the earliest years of the emergent Christian 

movement. 

“Brothers (and Sisters)” 

                                                 
4 Paul Trebilco, Self-Designations and Group Identity in the New Testament (Cambridge:  Cambridge University 

Press, 2012).  This is the first monograph-length study of early Christian self-designations.  Earlier and less-

comprehensive studies include Adolf von Harnack, The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First 

Three Centuries (2 vols.; London:  William and Norgate, 1908), 1:399-421; H. J. Cadbury, “Note XXX.  Names 

for Christians and Christianity in Acts,” in The Beginnings of Christianity Part 1:  The Acts of the Apostles.  

Vol. V:  Additional Notes to the Commentary, ed. Kirsopp Lake and H. J. Cadbury (London:  Macmillan and 

Co., 1933), 375-92; Ceslas Spicq, Vie Chrétienne et pérégrination selon le Nouveau Testament. Lectio Divina 

71 (Paris:  Éditions du Cerf, 1972), 13-57.  Trebilco cites other relevant publications as well, 5 (n. 18). 
5 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 5. 
6 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 7. 
7 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 10. 



3 

 

 The most frequently used term by which early Christians are addressed and 

designated in these texts is ἀδελφοί, some 271 times in the NT.8  This heavy and widespread 

usage of the term obviously reflects and promoted the quasi-familial nature of the 

relationships of believers to one another.  That is, designating as “brothers” those (both male 

and female) whose only connection is a shared religious commitment (to Jesus) represents 

them as forming a “fictive family” on the basis of their shared faith, and this familial 

language further promotes the shared sense among believers as having this close relationship 

with one another.  I emphasize, however, that this judgment rests upon analysis of the 

statements in which the term appears, and not simply on the term by itself, for, as Eleanor 

Dickey noted, ἀδελφός is also used in an “extended” or metaphorical sense frequently in non-

Christian texts, where it does not reflect a particular group-identity.9  The frequency of the 

term in early Christian texts, however, is noteworthy. 

 Some instances from Paul’s letters will both illustrate the usage of this term and will 

confirm how early it formed part of the linguistic “repertoire” of early Christian groups.10  

Paul uses the term in statements where he expresses a strong emotional tone and makes an 

appeal for a collective commitment, as in Philippians 4:1. 

Therefore, ἀδελφοί μου, whom I love [ἀγαπητοὶ] and long for, my joy and 

crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. 

As another example of this, note 1 Corinthians 15:58, where Paul uses a similar expression, 

addressing his readers as “ἀδελφοί μου ἀγαπητοί” in an appeal to his readers to remain 

steadfast in their commitment to God.11  Indeed, in exhorting his readers Paul frequently 

appeals to them as ἀδελφοί (e.g., 1 Corinthians 1:10; 11:33; 14:20, 39; 16:15; 2 Corinthians 

13:1).  In yet another context, this one reflecting anxiety and frustration as well as concern, 

Galatians 4:12, Paul uses the term “brothers” in a  particularly emotional appeal:   

ἀδελφοί, I beg you, become as I am, for I also have become as you are.  You 

have done me no wrong. 

                                                 
8 Per Trebilco (Self-Designations, 16 n. 2), ἀδελφοί is used 111 times as a term of address to believers and 160 

times as a designation for them in the NT.  As Trebilco judges (Self-Designations, 24-25), when used in NT 

texts to designate or address believers, the term rather clearly refers to male and female believers inclusively. 
9 Eleanor Dickey, “Literal and Extended Use of Kinship Terms in Documentary Papyri.” Mnemosyne 57 (2004): 

131-76, esp. 155. 
10 See also Reidar Aasgaard, “My Beloved Brothers and Sisters!” Christian Siblingship in Paul (JSNTSup 265; 

London:  T&T Clark, 2004).  
11 Paul’s frequent use of “beloved” is further evidence of his promotion of strong family-type emotional ties, 

especially between him and his converts.  Note his references to individuals as his “beloved” (Romans 16:5, 8, 

9, 12; 1 Corinthians 4:17; Philemon 1, 16; Colossians 1:7; 4:7, 9), and to his readers as his “beloved children” (1 

Corinthians 4:14), as well as his use of “beloved” by itself as a sufficient term of address (Romans 12:19; 1 

Corinthians 10:14; 2 Corinthians 7:1; 12:19; Philippians 2:12; 1 Thessalonians 2:8). 
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 It is significant that Paul also addresses as ἀδελφοί believers who are not his own 

converts, indeed, whom he has not met, as he does repeatedly in Romans (1:13; 7:1, 4; 8:12; 

10:1; 11:25; 12:1; 15:14, 30?; 16:17).12  Clearly, this fraternal relationship rested solely on 

their shared faith.  Moreover, in this epistle Paul’s extended appeal to his readers to act with 

consideration for their “brother” (Romans 14:10, 13, 15, 21), his designation of Phoebe as 

“our sister” (τὴν ἀδελφὴν ἡμῶν; 16:1), and his greeting to several church-group leaders and 

“the brothers” with them (16:14), all indicate that the term had become an established part of 

early Christian “in-group” vocabulary well before the date of this epistle, and trans-locally 

beyond the Pauline congregations.13   

 As Trebilco observed, it is noteworthy that Paul reflects the use of ἀδελφοί to 

designate communities comprised of Jewish and Gentile believers.14  Paul also refers to the 

Jewish people as “my brothers according to the flesh” (Romans 9:3), phrasing which 

acknowledges his continued identification of himself as a Jew, and yet distinguishes that 

ethnic relationship from the new one established through the gospel that crosses ethnic lines 

and constitutes a new group-identity. 

 Space does not permit a further discussion of ἀδελφός/ἀδελφοί in early Christian 

texts, and in light of Trebilco’s excellent study it is unnecessary.  It will suffice here to add 

the observation that these texts distinguish fellow believers as ἀδελφοί from outsiders (who 

may be called ἄπιστοι, as, e.g., 1 Corinthians 7:13-15; 10:27; 14:23-24).  So, clearly, ἀδελφοί 

both reflects (and promotes) the sense of being a specific group with family-type 

relationships and a distinctive group identity, and also serves as a verbal boundary marker 

distinguishing the group from outsiders.  

Believers 

 There are other verbal expressions of distinct group-identity as well in early Christian 

texts.  These include “believers,” with seventy-nine uses in the NT (sixty-five uses of 

participial forms of πιστεύω, and fourteen uses of the adjective πιστός).  Again, to confine 

                                                 
12 In Romans 15:30, ἀδελφοί is absent in P46 and B, and is marked as an uncertain reading in the N/A text.  If 

we take Colossians as an authentic epistle of Paul, it, too, shows his usage of “brothers” as a term of address for 

believers whom he had not met (1:2; 4:15). 
13 Contrasting the ten uses of ἀδελφοί as a term of address in Romans with the greater frequency of usage of the 

term in 1 Thessalonians, Trebilco judged that this “comparative lack of usage” indicated Paul’s “somewhat 

distant” relationship with the Roman believers (Self-Designations, 29).  But if we add the several other uses of 

the term in Romans in reference to believers (cited above), and if we add Paul’s references to the Romans as 

“beloved by God” (1:7) and his beloved (12:19), plus his several references to individuals in Rome as his 

“beloved” (16:5, 8, 9, 12), we may get a fuller sense of Paul’s usage of familial rhetoric in this epistle, and his 

effort to promote a strong relationship with Roman Christians.  
14 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 30). 
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ourselves to the earliest texts, note, for example, Paul’s reference to “all who believe” (or “all 

believers”) in 1 Thessalonians 1:7; Romans 3:22; 4:11, and “those who believe/believers” in 

1 Thessalonians 2:10; 1 Corinthians 1:21 and Galatians 3:22.  Note also the singular form 

designating individual believers, as in Romans 1:16; 10:4.  In all these instances, Paul felt no 

need to specify the content or objects of belief, which shows that the participial form by itself 

had become a quasi-technical term identifying Christians as “believers.”  Indeed, in 1 

Corinthians 14:22, Paul distinguishes between “believers” (τοῖς πιστεύουσιν) and 

“unbelievers” (ἀπίστοις), which in the context simply identifies respectively members of the 

church and outsiders.  It appears that this use of the term “unbelievers” is “a new and 

innovative use” that was likely generated by the use of “believers” as an “in-house” term to 

designate members of the early Christian movement.15  We should also note that this 

“absolute” usage of “believer(s)” is attested across a variety of NT writings, in thirty-two of 

the sixty-five uses of the participial forms.16   

 Trebilco contended cogently that these uses of “believers” express a particular faith-

commitment (specifically, faith shaped by the gospel) that functions as a form of “boundary 

construction” comparable to the way that circumcision functioned in ancient Jewish 

tradition.17  As reflected in Paul’s reference to the gospel as “the power of God for salvation 

to every believer [παντὶ τῷ πιστεύοντι], to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Romans 

1:16), however, this new boundary is ethnically inclusive, although the group thereby defined 

is certainly exclusive.  This group is defined specifically by the gospel of God’s new action in 

Christ. 

 Once again, however, the data also suggest that the term “believers” did not originate 

with Paul.  For he uses the term in this absolute sense both in his earliest letter, 1 

Thessalonians (1:7; 2:10, 13), and also in writing to Christian groups that he had not founded, 

in Romans (3:22; 4:11), without explanation, suggesting that it already had an established 

usage that likely went back “much earlier that the writing of his letters” and was a widely 

familiar self-designation of Christians.18  In short, the sorts of uses of οἱ πιστεύοντες and οἱ 

πιστοί briefly noted here comprise “insider-language . . . created by Christians for 

                                                 
15 For references to pagan texts, where ἄπιστος typically means “mistrustful,” “disloyal,” “disobedient,” see 

Franco Montanari, The Brill Dictionary of Ancient Greek (Leiden:  Brill, 2015), s.v., ἄπιστος (hereafter 

abbreviated as BrillDAG). 
16 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 119 n. 254 gives the breakdown across various NT writings. 
17 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 81. 
18 See Trebilco’s proposal about the origin of “believer(s)” as a self-designation term (Self-Designations, 90-99). 
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themselves,” coined early and functioning to set themselves off from outsiders, thereby 

reflecting a sense of discrete group identity already within the first couple of decades.19 

The Saints  

 Another important group self-designation is “the saints/holy ones” (οἱ ἅγιοι), the 

plural form of the noun used in reference to Christian believers sixty times in the NT (and in 

the NT this self-designation is always plural, with a corporate reference).20  It is 

predominantly used in the Pauline Corpus, with a concentration of uses also in Revelation, 

and a scattering of instances in other NT writings.  The term does not have any established 

usage for members of “pagan” religious groups in the larger Greco-Roman environment.  

Instead, the term’s relevant prior history lies in Jewish usage as a translation of the Hebrew 

word קדוׁשים.  In a few instances, the ἅγιοι designates a body of humans who are God’s “holy 

ones.”21  But in other instances, the term designates heavenly beings (angels).22 The several 

uses of ἅγιοι as a substantive in Daniel may be particularly important for NT usage (LXX 

7:8, 18, 21, 22, 25; 8:25).23  Scholars differ over who the referents of the term are in these 

texts, but John Collins has laid out a strong case that in all these instances in Daniel the ἅγιοι 

are heavenly beings (angels).24  In any case, the term more frequently used in the LXX to 

refer to the righteous humans is ὅσιοι, which typically renders the Hebrew word 25.חסידים  

Similarly, in Jewish texts composed in Greek, such as Wisdom of Solomon, ὅσιοι is the 

preferred designation for the devout.26   

 So, three observations are particularly relevant for this discussion.  First, the NT 

reflects a striking preference for ἅγιοι as a designation for members of the Jesus-movement, 

instead of ὅσιοι, the term otherwise preferred in biblical and Jewish extra-canonical texts.  

Second, the typical NT construction, οἱ ἅγιοι with the definite article, connotes a particularity 

to the referents, even an exclusivity.  They are the saints/holy ones in some special sense.  

Third, the frequency of the term and the distribution across various NT writings indicate that 

from a very early point it was a group-designation in circles of Christian believers.   

Trebilco argued cogently that the use of the term as a group self-designation 

“originated with Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians in Jerusalem at a very early point,” and 

                                                 
19 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 121. 
20 See Trebilco’s extensive discussion, Self-Designations, 122-63. 
21 E.g., Psa 16(LXX 15):3; 34(LXX 33):10. 
22 E.g., Zech 14:5 
23 The Theodotian text differs in the usage of the term.  It does not appear at 7:8 and 8:25. 
24 John J. Collins, Daniel:  A Commentary on the Book of Daniel (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1993), 312-18. 
25 E.g., LXX Psa 29:4; 30:23; 36:28; 84:9; 96:10; 115:6; 131:9, 16; 144:10; 148:14. 
26 E.g., Wis 3:9; 4:15; 18:1-2, 5.  Cf. Wis 18:9. 
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that this preference for the term reflected in the NT to designate believers was “a significant 

linguistic innovation” in comparison with the dominant Jewish usage with reference to 

heavenly beings.27  It is also noteworthy that the Pauline letters reflect the further 

appropriation of this group self-designation for churches comprised of “a fellowship made up 

of people—Jews and Gentiles—whom traditional notions of the sanctified person kept 

apart.”28 

Given the limited usage of the term in the wider pagan environment, it would have 

had little meaning as an identifying label to Gentile outsiders.  Consequently, it appears that 

“the holy ones/saints” functioned solely as an internal group-identification term, sharply 

distinguishing believers from non-believers. 

The Assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

 The word ἐκκλησία appears some 114 times in the NT writings by several different 

authors (Matthew, Acts, Pauline Corpus, Hebrew, James, 3 John, Revelation), the heaviest 

usage in the uncontested Pauline letters (43x), Acts (23x), and Revelation (20x).  It is neither 

feasible nor necessary to explore extensively here questions about the origins and other/prior 

uses of the term, and a brief summary will suffice.29   

The word appears over 100 times in the LXX, mainly translating the Hebrew קהל, 

where it refers typically to the “assembly” of Israel/YHWH (e.g. Deut 23:2, 3, 9; 31:30), who 

can also be referred to simply as ἡ ἐκκλησία (e.g., 1 Chron 29:1, 10, 20; Psa 21:23; 25:12).  

Consequently, for readers of the LXX, the term had the connotation of designating the 

gathered people of God.  But the term was derived from earlier and wider Greek usage where 

it typically designated the civic assembly, met to consider issues pertaining to their corporate 

life in the polis.30  As well, there are a very few attested uses to designate the gatherings of 

Greco-Roman associations (though not the association itself).31  So, those unfamiliar with 

LXX and Jewish usage of the word would still recognize it as connoting an important, quasi-

                                                 
27 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 159-60. 
28 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 161. 
29 See Trebilco’s extended discussion of all these issues, Self-Designations, 164-207; and now also Young-Ho 

Park, Paul’s Ekklesia as a Civic Assembly: Understanding the People of God in their Politico-Social World 

(WUNT 2.393; Tübingen:  Mohr Siebeck, 2015), and the review of Park: 

https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/10503_11666.pdf.  
30 Note this use of the word in the Acts account of the Ephesian response to Paul’s teaching against the city 

gods, where the riotous assembly of citizens in the theatre BrillDAG, s.v. ἐκκλησία; and MM, s.v. ἐκκλησία. 
31 Noted in Trebilco, Self-Designations, 166.  But see the critical discussion of the evidence in Park, Paul’s 

Ekklesia, esp. 56-61.   

https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/10503_11666.pdf
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official gathering, not simply a casual one.  It was not a colourless term, but was laden with 

connotations. 

Trebilco contends that the early Christian use of the term arose among Greek-

speaking Jewish believers in the Jerusalem church, and that they chose ἐκκλησία to 

distinguish their circle within the larger Jewish community, in which the term συναγογωή 

was the preferred term.32  Young-Ho Park has recently challenged Trebilco’s view, however, 

observing that in the wider (pagan) cultural setting συναγωγή was “very frequently used for 

small groups, including voluntary associations,” not simply for Jewish groups, and that the 

political or more official or high-sounding connotation of ἐκκλησία made it favoured in early 

Christianity.33  But, nevertheless, this still leaves a distinction in terminology between the 

early Christian preference for ἐκκλησία as a group self-description (initially within the larger 

Jewish tradition) and the preference for συναγωγή in the wider Jewish context, which 

suggests a desire to signify a discrete group identity (albeit, initially a discrete group-identity 

within the larger Jewish tradition). 

Moreover, Paul’s references to his initial opposition against the Jesus-movement as 

directed against “τὴν ἐκκλησίαν τοῦ θεοῦ” (Gal 1:13; 1 Cor 15:9), and his references to “the 

assemblies of God [τῶν ἐκκλησιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ] in Judaea” (1 Thess 2:14; Gal 1:22) suggest 

that this phrasing, “the assembly of God,” likely does derive from circles of believers in 

Judaea, and in the very earliest years of the “post-Easter” period.  Thereafter, Paul’s use of 

ἐκκλησία as the label for the circles of believers that he established, made up largely of 

Gentile converts, represents another example of him linking these circles with Jewish co-

religionists in the Jewish homeland through a shared “in-group” vocabulary.  That is, in 

Paul’s usage (and in other NT writings as well), ἐκκλησία clearly has a trans-ethnic usage as 

a group self-designation. 

It is also worth noting that Paul uses the term ἐκκλησία primarily (but not exclusively) 

to designate local groups of believers, as in his references to “the churches of God in Judaea” 

(1 Thess 2:14; and cf. Gal 1:22), “the churches of Galatia” (Gal 1:2; 1 Cor 16:1), “the 

churches of Asia” (1 Cor 16:19), “the churches of Macedonia” (2 Cor 8:1), “the churches of 

the Gentiles” (and his other references to “churches” (Rom 16:4), “the churches of Christ” 

(Rom 16:16), “the churches of God” (1 Cor 11:16), and his various other references to 

“churches” in the plural (1 Cor 7:17; 14:23, 34; 2 Cor 8:18-19, 23-24;11:8, 28; 12:13).  Yet, 

                                                 
32 Trebilco, Self-Designations, 183-98.  
33 Park, Paul’s Ekklesia, 61.  On the use of the word generally, see, e.g., BrillDAG, s.v. συναγωγή; and MM, 

s.v. συναγωγή. 
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also note Paul’s statements that he had persecuted “the church of God” (Gal 1:13; 1 Cor 

15:9), which indicates that he could also use the singular form ἐκκλησία as a collective trans-

local designation of the Jesus-movement. 

There is not space here to consider in detail other early Christian group self-

designation terms in the NT.34  Nor is it possible here to discuss the term 

χριστιανός/χριστιανοί, which, unlike the ones discussed here, likely originated (at some 

point) as a term used by outsiders and only subsequently was appropriated by believers as a 

self-designation.35  The terms I have discussed in the foregoing pages should suffice, 

however, to secure my main point, that already in our earliest texts we have group self-

designations used by the Jesus-movement.  These terms comprise evidence of a 

consciousness in these circles of being a discrete social entity marked off from all outsiders. 

Ritual Evidence 

In a number of publications over many years, I have repeatedly emphasized the importance of 

early Christian devotional practices, particularly as key evidence of the high status of Jesus in 

early Christian circles.36  In the following section of this essay, I draw attention to some of 

these practices as key rituals that reflect and assert a discrete group-identity.  Indeed, rituals 

are typically key features of groups and comprise a way that groups express their identities 

and mark out the boundaries that distinguish members from outsiders.37  It is interesting, 

therefore, that, to my knowledge, recent discussions of early Christian group-identity have 

rarely taken adequate account of rituals, and studies of early Christian rituals have not 

                                                 
34 See, e.g., Trebilco, Self-Designations, 247-71, for a detailed discussion of ἡ ὅδος (“the way/path”), which 

appears only in Acts (9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22), but may well go back to the earliest circles of Jewish 

believers in Jerusalem; and Cadbury, “Names for Christians,” who reviewed nineteen terms, some used by 

outsiders and others as internal self-designations.  
35 Perhaps the earliest use of the term as a self-designation is reflected in 1 Peer 4:16.  See Trebilco, Self-

Designations, 272-97; and among other recent studies, David G. Horrell, “The Label Χριστιανος:  1 Peter 4:16 

and the Formation of Christian Identity.” JBL 126 (2007): 361-81; Philippa Townsend, “Who Were the First 

Christians?  Jews, Gentiles and the Christianoi,” in Heresy and Identity in Late Antiquity, ed. E. Iricinischi and 

H. M. Zellentin (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 212-30. 

 
 
36 I first made this emphasis in my book, One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish 

Monotheism (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1988; 2nd ed. Edinburgh:  T&T Clark, 1998; 3rd ed. London:  

Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), and subsequently in other publications including, Lord Jesus Christ:  Devotion 

to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2003). 
37 I echo a point made by Gerard Rouwhorst, “Es gilt im Allgemeinen als unbestritten, dass es einen engen 

Zusammenhang gibt zwischen Riten und der Identität von Gruppen, Gemeinschaften.”  See his essay, “Identität 

durch Gebet:  Gebetstexte als Zeugen eines jahrhundertelangen Ringens um Kontinuität und Differenz zwischen 

Judentum und Christentum,” in Identität durch Gebet:  Zur gemeinschaftsbildenden Funktion 

institutionalisierten Betens in Judentum und Christentum, ed. Albert Gerhards, Andrea Doeker, Peter Ebenbauer 

(Paderborn:  Ferdinand Schönigh, 2003), 37 (37-55).   
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adequately emphasized their social function as indicating and promoting a discrete early 

group-identity.38   

Baptism—The Initiation Ritual 

 I begin with what I consider to be the most obvious ritual expression of early 

Christian group-identity:  baptism.39  All our earliest evidence indicates that a ritual 

immersion served as the initiation rite in various early Christian circles, both Jewish and 

Gentile, and trans-locally.  For the present discussion, it is important to emphasize that early 

Christian baptism was an initiation ritual, which distinguishes it from the many ritual 

washings practiced in the Roman-era environment.40  The latter (both pagan and Jewish 

examples) typically served as a ritual cleansing in preparation for entering a sacred space, and 

so were repeated as often as needed.  But early Christian baptism is presented in NT texts as a 

one-time ritual that signified a major transition from outsider to member of the Christian 

group.  That is, early Christian baptism had an innovative social function in comparison with 

the various washing-rites of the time.41  It set apart early Christian groups, serving as a ritual 

boundary-marker.  In Pauline terms, those who underwent baptism were thereafter “in 

Christ,” (e.g., Rom 8:1; 1 Cor 1:30), and thereby ritually united with the redemptive death of 

Christ (Rom 6:4), and so also members of a new corporate entity.  And the obvious opposite 

of being (with others) “in Christ” is to be an outsider to Christ and that corporate entity!  

                                                 
38 An earlier study that is an exception is Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians:  The Social World of 

the Apostle Paul (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1983), esp. 140-63.  Note also Gerd Theissen, The 

Religion of the Earliest Churches:  Creating a Symbolic World (trans. John Bowden; Minneapolis:  Fortress 

Press, 1999), who discusses “the ritual sign language of primitive Christianity” (esp. 119-60).  Richard E. 

DeMaris, The New Testament in Its Ritual World (London: Routledge, 2008), emphasizes the importance of 

ritual theory and offers a few case-studies, including a discussion of early Christian baptism, but his case studies 

are thin on additional exegetical insights.  See also, Risto Uro, “Towards a Cognitive History of Early Christian 

Rituals,” in Changing Minds:  Religion and Cognition Through the Ages, ed. T. Biro and I Czachesz (Leuven: 

Peeters, 2012), 109-27; and now idem, Ritual and Christian Beginnings:  A Socio-Cognitive Analysis (Oxford:  

Oxford University Press, 2016). 
39 Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 150-57; and see now the wide-ranging study by Everett Ferguson, 

Baptism in the Early Church:  History, Theology, and Liturgy in the First Five Centuries (Grand Rapids:  

Eerdmans, 2009).  Earlier studies that focused on the NT include G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1973; original edition, London:  Macmillan, 1962); and Lars Hartman, 

“Into the Name of the Lord Jesus”:  Baptism in the Early Church (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1997).  The 

earliest instructions for how to baptize come in Didache 7 (ca. mid-second century CE), and the earliest 

Christian treatise on baptism is Tertullian’s De Baptismo (ca. 198-203 CE). 
40 As noted, e.g., by Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 152-53, who observed, “By making the cleansing rite 

alone bear the whole function of initiation, and by making initiation the decisive point of entry into an exclusive 

community, the Christian groups created something new” (153). 
41 To be sure, however, there appears to have been a historical connection with, and perhaps a derivation from, 

the baptism-rite promoted by John the Baptizer, which similarly seems to have been a one-time ritual.  See, e.g., 

Robert L. Webb, , John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, Journal for the Study of the New 

Testament--Supplement Series, no. 62 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991); Joan E. Taylor, John the Baptist Within Second 

Temple Judaism:  A Historical Study (London: SPCK, 1997). 
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 The initiatory nature of early Christian baptism is also reflected in the passive verbs 

used to describe it.  Jewish and pagan ritual lustrations were typically self-administered, but 

the references to early Christian baptism typically portray the candidates as being baptized by 

some other person, obviously by a representative of the Christian circle into which they were 

baptized.42  This person acted, thus, as the agent of the group (and of God).      

 In his letter to Galatian churches, Paul points to baptism as an entrance into a new 

corporate body.  He urges, “as many of you as were baptized into Christ [εἰς Χριστὸν 

ἐβαπτίσθητε] were clothed with Christ [Χριστὸν ἐνεδύσασθε]” (Gal 3:27), and so their 

ethnic, social differences and gender differences are to be transcended in a new unity defined 

with reference to Jesus.  “You are one in Christ Jesus,” he continues, and so also now 

“descendants of Abraham” and “heirs according to [God’s] promise” (3:28-29).43  

Moreover, the transition represented in baptism involved demanding behavioural 

requirements placed upon believers.  That is, this ritual of initiation was supposed to reflect 

(and, in some sense, help to promote) more than simply membership in a group; there was 

also to be commitment to a new set of behavioural standards.44  Although a simple rite in 

comparison with the elaborate and sometimes costly initiation rituals of some other groups of 

the time, Christian baptism was by no means an “effortless” step to take.45  Illustrative of this, 

initiation into an early Christian circle meant taking on a cultic exclusivity, worship of the 

one God and Christ to the exclusion of the many other deities of the Roman world.  This 

would have generated serious tensions with one’s family and acquaintances, and on some 

occasions even accusations to local magistrates.  Although early Christians varied in how 

they negotiated their existence in the pagan environment (as reflected, for example, in Paul’s 

exhortations and advice in 1 Corinthians 8—10), baptism was supposed to represent a 

departure from previous cultic practices and other behaviour (e.g., in some sexual matters), 

and a commitment to a new set of practices and behaviour.46  And, to judge from the 

                                                 
42 All of the NT references to Christian baptism use passive verbs or refer to a given person who baptizes others. 
43 Christian Strecker, Die liminale Theologie des Paulus:  Zugänge zur paulinischen Theologie aus 

kulturanthropologischer Perspektive (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999), esp. 311-13. 
44 See, e.g., my discussion in my book, Destroyer of the gods:  Early Christian Distinctiveness in the Roman 

World (Waco:  Baylor University Press, 2016), 143-81.  Spanish translation:  Destructor de los Dioses: El 

Christianismo en el Mundo Antiguo (Salamanca:  Ediciones Sigueme, 2017), 205-56. 
45 I quote here a word used by DeMaris, The New Testament in its Ritual World, 35.  But contra DeMaris, the 

simplicity of early Christian baptism did not minimize “the gap between insiders and outsiders” and hide the 

social consequences of Christian conversion.  Instead, this simplicity made it economically affordable, the cost 

comprising the social consequences of baptism and the initiation that it effected.  Cf. DeMaris’ more accurate 

observations that “baptism represented departure from Roman order” (49), and “a ritual enactment of symbolic 

inversion” (50).  Note Tertullian’s comments about the simplicity of Christian baptism in De Baptismo 2. 
46 See, e.g. Hurtado, Destroyer of the gods, esp. 15-104, 143-81; and L. W. Hurtado, Why on Earth did Anyone 

Become a Christian in the First Three Centuries? (Milwaukee:  Marquette University Press, 2016). 
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comments of ancient critics and observers, for at least a critical mass of early Christians, this 

kind of commitment was exhibited in their lives.47 

In addition to its noteworthy function as an initiation rite, earliest Christian baptism 

also was distinctive in the explicit linkage to Jesus.48  NT texts (especially frequently in Acts) 

refer to being baptized “in/into the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 2:38; 10:48) or “in/into the 

name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 8:16; 19:5).49  Paul’s statement that the Corinthian believers 

were washed, sanctified and justified “in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit 

of our God” (1 Cor 6:11) likely alludes to the same connection of baptism and Jesus.50  This 

tight connection of Jesus with early Christian baptism marked it explicitly and also 

distinguished it from the baptism of John the Baptizer, as reflected in Acts 19:1-7.   

The Community Meal 

 Another important ritual expression of a discrete group-identity in early Christian 

circles was the meal shared by members of the ekklēsia.51  From our earliest extant evidence, 

a shared meal was a key ritual of Christian gatherings.  As Dennis Smith observed, Paul’s 

narrative of the controversy over the corporate meal in Antioch (Gal 2:11-21) presents the 

meal, not as “a mere social occasion,” but as “a significant ritual event . . . that carried 

important theological meaning.”  Moreover, Paul’s account “also suggests that a similar meal 

                                                 
47 Note, e.g., my survey of pagan views of early Christians in Destroyer of the gods,15-36. 
48 Wilhelm Heitmüller, “Im Namen Jesu”:  Eine sprach-und-religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung zum Neuen 

Testament, speziell zur altchristlichen Taufe, FRLANT 1/2 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1903), is the 

classic early study.  Cf., however, the critique and proposal by Lars Hartman, “`Into the Name of Jesus’,” NTS 

20 (1974): 432-40; and more fully in his book, ‘Into the Name of the Lord Jesus’.  But I think that Hartman’s 

proposal that “in/into the name” of Jesus simply identified the rite of Christian baptism with reference to him 

does not do justice to the uses of this expression in NT texts where it seems to have a more dynamic 

connotation, as in healings (Acts 3:6; James 5:14) and exorcism (e.g., Acts 16:18; Matt 7:22; Luke 10:17).  That 

is, I think that baptism “in/into the name” of Jesus designated the rite as an occasion when the efficacy and 

power of Jesus were thought to be exercised.  On this, see William Q. Parkinson, “‘In the Name of Jesus’:  The 

Ritual Use and Christological Significance of the Name of Jesus in Early Christianity” (PhD, University of 

Edinburgh, 2003); Graham H. Twelftree, In the Name of Jesus:  Exorcism among Early Christians (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2007). 
49 Several Greek prepositions (ἐν, εἰς, ἐπί) are used in these and other texts that refer to the name of Jesus 

somewhat interchangeably. 
50 But cf. J. D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit: A Re-examination of the New Testament Teaching on the 

Gift of the Spirit in Relation to Pentecostalism Today (London:  SCM, 1970), 120-23.  He rightly emphasizes 

that Paul’s emphasis here is on divine actions and their effects, but Dunn seems to me to play off against each 

other unhelpfully the rite of baptism and the divine actions that are linked with it in this text. 
51 The relevant bibliography is extensive and continues to grow.  Among relatively recent studies, see Meeks, 

The First Urban Christians, 157-62; Jerome Kodell, The Eucharist in the New Testament (Wilmington:  

Michael Glazier, 1988; Paul F. Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins (London:  SPCK, 2004); and Dennis E. Smith, 

From Symposium to Eucharist:  The Banquet in the Early Christian World (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2003).  

But cf. reviews of Smith’s book:  https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/3112_3417.pdf; 

https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/3112_3471.pdf; https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/3112_3472.pdf.  

https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/3112_3417.pdf
https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/3112_3471.pdf
https://www.bookreviews.org/pdf/3112_3472.pdf
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was common among Jerusalem Christians,” and was a ritual tradition that Paul accepted upon 

his own radical re-orientation from persecutor to proponent of the gospel.52 

 The earliest and most extensive references to this corporate Christian meal are in 

Paul’s letters, particularly in 1 Corinthians (11:17-23; 10:14-22).  Paul refers to the meal as 

the “Lord’s supper” (κυριακὸν δεῖπνον, 1 Cor 11:20), and he posits as strictly incompatible a 

participation in this meal and the cult-meals of the pagan deities (1 Cor 10:14-22).53  As 

Meeks observed, “For Paul and his co-workers, the corollary of unity in the body of Christ is 

strict exclusion from all other religious connections.”54  Paul’s reference to participation in 

the Christian meal as constituting a “union/communion [κοινωνία] in the blood of Christ,” 

and in “the body of Christ” (1 Cor 10:16) indicates its association with Jesus’ redemptive 

death, and the meal’s high significance as the ritual that expresses the solidarity and specific 

group-identity of participants. 

Confession and Acclamation 

 In 1 Corinthians 1:2, Paul refers to “all those in every place who call upon the name 

of our Lord Jesus Christ,” which appears to be his chosen way of designating here the diverse 

and geographically distributed circles of contemporary believers.55  The expression that Paul 

uses here, to “call upon the name” (ἐπικαλέω) likely derives directly from numerous 

references in the OT to calling upon the “name of the Lord” (e.g., Gen 4:26; 13:4; 16:13; Psa 

116[LXX 114]:4; 116:13 [LXX 115:4]; Joel 2:32 [MT/LXX 3:5]; Zeph 3:9), which refer to 

invocation and worship of YHWH.56  The appropriation of this expression in 1 Corinthians 

1:2 reflects also a striking adaptation of it to designate the cultic invocation of the risen Lord 

Jesus.57  Note also Acts 9:14, where a nervous Ananias refers to those whom the zealous Saul 

persecuted as “all those who call upon your [Jesus’] name.” 

                                                 
52 Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist, 176. 
53 In 1 Cor 10:25-30, however, Paul declares it acceptable for believers to eat meat from the public market 

(which might have come from a pagan sacrificial offering), and to accept dinner invitations from pagans, 

provided that the meal has no explicit cultic meaning.   
54 Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 159. 
55 Through the 27th edition, the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Graece included in the apparatus a reference 

to the conjecture that these words were not original but added here in the course of the transmission of Paul’s 

letters, an idea that originated with Johannes Weiss, Der erste Korintherbrief (Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1910).  There is, however, scant basis for the conjecture, and it is a positive move that the 28 th edition 

no longer includes this conjecture among textual variants in the apparatus.  
56 The verb ἐπικαλέω is also used in pagan texts to designate the invocation of a deity (see examples in 

BrillDAG, s.v. ἐπικαλέω.  But the copious quotations of, and allusions to the OT make the uses of the term in 

these texts particularly relevant.  Moreover, the phrasing, “to call upon the name (of the Lord)” is clearly drawn 

from its OT uses. 
57 Carl J. Davis, The Name and Way of the Lord, JSNTSup 129 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1996). 
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 Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 1:2 likely refers to a corporate ritual invocation 

and/or acclamation of Jesus set within the worship gathering.  It is commonly thought by 

scholars that the crescendo of the well-known passage in Philippians 2:6-11, which features 

all of creation acknowledging Jesus as Lord (κύριος Ιησοῦς Χριστός), may reflect the sort of 

acclamation/confession that was a feature of early Christian gatherings.58  This text employs 

the verb ὁμολοέω, suggesting that a ritual declaration/acclamation of Jesus as Kyrios was a 

specific corporate action.  The Aramaic phrase, marana tha, that Paul included 

(untranslated!) in 1 Corinthians 16:22 shows that this confession of Jesus as Lord went back 

to Aramaic-speaking Jewish circles of believers, confirming Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 

1:2 that it characterized them “in every place.”  There is probably another reference to the 

ritual confession of Jesus in 1 Corinthians 12:3, where Paul declares, “No one can say ‘Jesus 

is Kyrios’ [Κύριος Ἰησοῦς] except in/by the holy Spirit.” 

 But other texts also suggest that this acclamation/confession of Jesus as Kyrios likely 

began for individual believers as a part of their baptismal rite.  Note the second-person 

singular verbs in Romans 10:9-13 where Paul refers to confessing “Jesus is Lord,” and 

believing that God raised him from death.  Note also Acts 22:16, where the author portrays 

Ananias urging the former Pharisee, Saul, to “be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling 

on his [Jesus’] name [ἐπικαλεσάμενος τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ].”  Whatever one makes of the 

historical authenticity of this narrative, readers were likely expected to recognize a familiar 

ritual practice in which baptism included the invocation/acclamation of Jesus.  In making this 

invocation/acclamation, the newly baptized persons thereby aligned themselves with the 

distinguishing stance of the early Christian ekklēsia to which they were joined in their 

baptism. 

Prayer 

 Though often overlooked, early Christian prayer-practices form another ritual 

behaviour that reflects and affirms group-identity.59  In particular, as I noted in a previous 

publication, “The place of Jesus in earliest Christian prayer-practice is multi-faceted, 

profound, and without true precedent or analogy in the religious setting in which it emerged,” 

and “this distinctive ‘shape’ of Christian prayer (typically offered ‘through’ Jesus and/or in 

                                                 
58E.g., Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, NICNT (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1995), 225. 
59 I refer again to the contributions in Hvalvik and Sandnes (eds.), Early Christian Prayer and Identity 

Formation.  See also contributions in Albert Gerhards, Andrea Doeker and Peter Ebenbauer (eds.), Identiät 

durch Gebet:  Zur gemeinschaftsbildenden Funktion institutionaliserten Betens in Judentum und Christentum 

(Paderborn/Munich:  Ferdinand Schöningh, 2003). 
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Jesus’ name) was an important feature contributing to the distinctive religious identity of 

early Christianity.”60  In the interests of brevity here, I shall simply set out the specific ways 

that Jesus featured in early Christian prayer practices:  (1) Jesus as intercessor/advocate with 

God (e.g., Romans 8:34; 1 John 2:1); (2) Jesus as authoritative teacher and model of prayer 

(e.g., the “Lord’s Prayer” tradition); (3) Jesus as recipient or co-recipient of prayer (e.g., 1 

Thessalonians 3:11-13; 2 Corinthians 12:6-10); (4) Jesus as the distinctive basis of Christian 

prayer (e.g., Romans 1:8; 7:25; John 14;13-14; 15:16; 16:23-24). 

 Paul Bradshaw quite rightly warned against taking prayer texts in NT writings as 

verbatim records of early Christian prayers.61  Nevertheless, NT writings were written to be 

read in early Christian group-gatherings, and so likely reflect, at least indirectly, the prayer-

practices that were affirmed by the Christian authors of these texts and were likely recognized 

by the original recipients. 

 Once again, the key question is not how early Christian prayer-practice reflected or 

promoted a separation of emergent Christianity from Judaism, but, instead, how early 

Christian prayer-practices reflected a particularly Christian group-identity.  Praying “in Jesus’ 

name,” and “through” him to God, especially in the gathered ekklēsia, was surely such a 

distinctively early Christian practice that further shows us the formation of a Christian group-

identity already within the first decades.    

Core Beliefs 

I turn, finally, to a brief consideration of selected core beliefs that marked out early Christian 

circles and reflect their distinguishable group-identity.  The preceding comments on the ritual 

acclamation/invocation of Jesus, and early Christian prayer-practices provide a helpful place 

to start.  For these ritual practices surely reflect the central place of Jesus in these early 

groups.62  Note, for example, that in Romans 10:9-10, Paul includes both a ritual confession 

of Jesus as Kyrios and belief “in your heart” that God raised Jesus from death.  This text 

illustrates the place of beliefs in early Christian circles, and also shows that these beliefs were 

distinguished by the focus on Jesus. 

 To cite another Pauline text (again, because of its early date), note his summary of 

“the gospel” that he claims both he and his predecessors proclaimed in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11.  

                                                 
60 L. W. Hurtado, “The Place of Jesus in Earliest Christian Prayer and its Import for Early Christian Identity,” in 

Hvalvik and Sandnes (eds.), Early Christian Prayer and Identity Formation, 35- (35-56).  
61 Paul Bradshaw, “Parallels between Early Jewish and Christian Prayers:  Some Methodological Issues,” in 

Identität durch Gebet, eds. Gerhards, Doeker and Ebenbauer, 29-31 (21-36). 
62 See my fuller discussion in Lord Jesus Christ, 134-53. 
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This summary is a list of beliefs concerning Jesus:  his redemptive death (“for our sins”) that 

fulfilled the divine promises (“according to the scriptures”), his burial and resurrection 

(again, “according to the scriptures”), and his post-resurrection appearances to a series of 

witnesses.   

 It surely requires no further argument to defend the observation that beliefs about 

Jesus’ significance were central to all those first-century Christian groups for which we have 

evidence, even if those beliefs may have varied among (or even within) some Christian 

groups and across the first century or so.63  Moreover, the centrality of Jesus in early 

Christian beliefs generated a distinctive view of, and discourse about, “God” as well.  Indeed, 

we can say that in early Christian beliefs “‘God’ is so closely linked with Jesus and Jesus so 

closely linked with ‘God’ that one cannot adequately identify the one without reference to the 

other.”64  So, for example, the belief that Jesus is God’s unique “Son” seems to have 

produced a particularly strong identification of “God” as “Father” in Christian belief and 

piety.  That is, in early Christian texts “it is first and foremost in relationship to Jesus that 

God is ‘Father’.”65  Illustrative of this, note the several NT references to “the God and Father 

of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 15:6; 2 Cor 1:3; 11:31; Eph 1:3). 

 But, in addition to the specific beliefs that marked off earliest Christian groups, the 

emphasis on specific and explicit beliefs as a central part of religious life seems to have 

distinguished these groups and reflected their particular sense of group-identity.  Of course, 

in the wider religious environment people presumed, for example, that the gods existed and 

were responsive to prayers and offerings.66  But the early Christian emphasis on belief/faith 

and the explicit confession of faith as a central ritual action do appear to comprise distinctive 

features of early Christian religiosity.  Further, it is important to note here that the affirmation 

of specific beliefs was particularly a way of expressing one’s membership in the ekklēsia.  

These beliefs were, thus, a component feature of early Christian group-identity. 

Conclusion 

The breadth of data surveyed in this essay has required brevity, and much more could be said 

about each topic.  But I hope that I have provided sufficient basis for the claim that, already 

                                                 
63 Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ.  I am not persuaded, however, by claims about supposed “Q communities” that 

held a radically different view of Jesus from that reflected in other early Christian texts.  See my discussion in 

Lord Jesus Christ, 217-57. 
64 L. W. Hurtado, God in New Testament Theology (Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 2010), 43. 
65 Hurtado, God in New Testament Theology, 39 (and my fuller discussion, 38-41). 
66 Charles King, “The Organization of Roman Religious Beliefs,” Classical Antiquity 22 (2003):  275-312; John 

North, “Pagan Ritual and Monotheism,” in One God:  Pagan Monotheism in the Roman Empire, ed. Sstephen 

Mitchell and Peter Van Nuffelen (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2010), 34-52. 
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in our earliest extant texts, we see an impressively robust and clearly expressed early 

Christian group-identity.  The expressions of this distinguishable group-identity include a 

body of verbal group-designations, particularly several used by Christians to distinguish 

themselves from outsiders.  There are also various ritual actions that characterized and 

distinguished early Christian groups, these actions already attested in our earliest texts.  As 

well, early Christian groups made the affirmation of certain beliefs central in their religious 

life, these beliefs also serving to mark the boundary between “believers” and “unbelievers.”  

Please note that I do not claim that there was a uniformity of belief or practices among the 

varied first-century groups that revered Jesus.  Instead, my claim is that the indicators of 

group-identity surveyed in this essay can be traced back to groups of Jesus-believers in the 

earliest years.  Although “Christianity” as a fully distinguishable religion, particularly over 

against “Judaism,” appears to have been more a process than an event, and proceeded at 

different paces and ways in various places, from the earliest observable years, Jesus-believers 

sought to identify and distinguish themselves within the Jewish and pagan religious context.67   

                                                 
67 As Bengt Holmberg noted about the earliest stage of the emergent Christian movement (“Understanding the 

First Hundred Years of Christian Identity,” 1), “beside this movement’s natural and unquestioned belonging to 

the Jewish people and religion, there existed within it, right from the start, a consciousness of marginality and of 

being outsiders in relation to other Jews.”  See also my essay, “Early Jewish Opposition to Jesus-Devotion,” JTS 

50 (1999): 35-58, republished in Hurtado, How on Earth Did Jesus Become a God? Historical Questions about 

Earliest Devotion to Jesus (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2005), 152-78. 


