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Chapter 7 
The issue of Jewish identity:  fiscus 

Judaicus, birkat ha-minim and the Gospel 
of John 

 
7.1.  Introduction 
In this chapter the issue of Jewish identity will be central, for which I will 
focus on the last decades of the first century. The question of who was 
considered to be a Jew was an important issue in the Roman Empire at the 
end of the first century, as was already mentioned. This will be illustrated by 
briefly looking once more at the administration of the fiscus Judaicus under 
Domitian and the reform of this fiscus under Nerva. In this context the 
Jewish identity (as seen from a Roman perspective) was directly linked to 
the obligation to pay a specific Roman tax. 

Furthermore, the birkat ha-minim will be discussed. This is the 
‘benediction of the heretics’ that is part of the Shemoneh Esreh (the 
‘eighteen prayer’: the Jewish prayer par excellence). This benediction, which 
is actually a curse, is traditionally dated to the days of Gamaliel II at Yavneh 
(Jamnia) around the year 90, i.e., also during the reign of the emperor 
Domitian. This traditional date is highly debated, as is the question whether 
Christians were counted among these heretics. I will argue that it is very 
likely that the first Jewish heresiology (‘who is to be regarded as a heretic’) 
actually does stem from this period in time and also looked at Jewish 
Christians as heretics.  

The last major subject in this chapter will be the Gospel of John (ca. 100). 
This gospel is very different from the other three (‘synoptic’) gospels in 
many respects and I will focus on a number of aspects that are relevant for 
this study: first on its position towards Jews and Judaism, and also its 
position towards the ‘world’. John’s remarkable usage of the terms I)oudai/oj 
and ko/smoj will help create a good picture of these positions. Special 
attention will be paid to the well-known references in this gospel to the 
expulsion of followers of Jesus from the synagogue, which have frequently 
been linked to the rabbinic evidence with regard to the birkat ha-minim. I 
will argue that many of the characteristic features of this Gospel can be 
explained by the fact that Jewish Christians were labeled as heretics by 
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mainstream Judaism during the reign of Domitian and were subsequently hit 
by the reform of the fiscus Judaicus by Nerva, as a consequence of which 
they also lost their legal status as Jews within the empire.  

Taken together: in this chapter I will argue that there is a plausible case to 
be made for a direct line which runs from the administration of the fiscus 
Judaicus under Domitian, via the definition of heretics as formulated under 
Gamaliel II (still during the reign of Domitian), via the reform of the fiscus 
Judaicus under Nerva, to the Gospel of John, spanning a period of roughly 
15 years (from ca. 85 to ca. 100 CE).  
 
7.2  The administration of the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian 
For the purpose of this chapter about Jewish identity I will focus on the 
second group of victims of the fiscus Judaicus as mentioned by Suetonius: 
these were the Jewish tax evaders qui (...) dissimulata origine imposita genti 
tributa non pependissent.449 A circumcision test was used to find out those 
people who were regarded as Jews by the Roman authorities, but were not 
registered for the Jewish tax. I already concluded that the two most 
important groups of Jewish tax evaders were probably Jewish Christians and 
apostate Jews.450 

The actions of the informers (delatores) and the fiscus Judaicus towards 
Jewish Christians and apostate Jews, thus pushed these two categories back 
to the synagogues, metaphorically speaking. If the assumption is repeated 
that local synagogues were the primary source of information for the Roman 
authorities for the levying of the Jewish tax (analogous to the central role 
these synagogues previously played with regard to the collection of the tax 
for their own temple in Jerusalem)451, then there is perhaps even reason to 
assume that pressure was exerted on synagogues to register all Jews, as 
defined by the Romans. Whether the latter is true or not, this state of affairs 
may very well have prompted mainstream Judaism to come up with a 
clearer, more religious definition of Jews and Judaism, which was different 
from the ethnic definition as used by the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian. 
This leads to the next issue which will be discussed in detail: minut (heresy). 

                                            
449 Suetonius, Dom. 12.2. 
450 See pp. 59-69. 
451 See pp. 22-24. 
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7.3.  The issue of the minim (heretics) under Gamaliel II 
In this section I will mainly deal with rabbinic writings, which are 
notoriously difficult to use as historical sources.452 The focus in this study is 
on the end of the first century, but the Mishnah (ca. 200 CE) and Gemara 
(Jerusalem Talmud, ca. 350-400; Babylonian Talmud ca. 500) were redacted 
in (much) later times. It will be investigated whether the information found 
in these rabbinic writings can be considered to be plausible in the light of 
other sources and a particular historical context.   

The passage about the introduction of the birkat ha-minim is only found 
in the Babylonian Talmud: 
 

Our rabbis taught: Simeon Ha-Faqoli ordered the Eighteen 
Benedictions before Rabban Gamaliel in Yavneh. Rabban Gamaliel 
said to the sages: Is there no one who knows how to compose a 
benediction against the minim? Samuel Ha-Qatan stood up and 
composed it.453 

 
Without going into further detail here, it is clear that, according to Jewish 
tradition, the question of who could be regarded as an ‘orthodox’ Jew and 
who could not, surfaced not long after the year 70. Many modern scholars 
are also of the opinion that the origin of this part of the Jewish Shemoneh 
Esreh lies at the end of the first century, more or less accepting the 
traditional date.454 Furthermore, it is often understood that with regard to 
Christianity at least Jewish Christians were counted among these heretics.455  

On the other hand there are scholars who challenge the early date and are 
convinced that this tradition owes more to later legend building than to real 
                                            
452 See e.g., Boyarin 2004, 46-49, especially his ‘Note on Rabbinic Historiography’. 
453 bBer 28bf., cited from Schiffman 1981, 150, see also his notes. 
454 See, e.g., Horbury 1982, 59; Katz 1984, 63, 72; Van der Horst 1993, 366; Katz 2006, 
293; Jaffé 2007, 121; most recently Teppler 2007, 362: ‘Birkat haMinim was constructed as 
a closed rational unit in the days of Rabban Gamaliel II and not as a combination of 
blessings or an adaptation of an existing blessing. The text of the blessing was fixed at the 
beginning, exactly like the other blessings in the Shemoneh esreh prayer, the most important 
prayer fixed in the Yavneh period’.  
455 See, e.g., Kimelman 1981, 232; Horbury 1982, 60; Katz 1984, 72; Van der Horst 1993, 
364; Katz 2006, 293; Jaffé 2007, 121; most recently Teppler 2007, 362: ‘Now for the first 
time after the Destruction the political conditions now enabled an institutionalised reaction 
against the people whose very existence were also a thorn in the flesh of  Rome herself – the 
Christians.’ I do not follow Teppler (also 2007, 369) in his view that Christianity as a whole 
was targeted by the tannaim. 
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historical circumstances.456 Others claim that there is no real evidence for a 
Jewish prayer directed at Christians in the first centuries CE. The strongest 
arguments for these positions seem to have been brought forward by 
Kimelman (about the lack of evidence that Christians were ‘victims’ of the 
birkat ha-minim) and by Boyarin (denying the early date).457 In this section it 
will be my aim to counter their arguments and present new ones to support 
the traditional date and strengthen the assumption that Jewish Christians 
were regarded as heretics by mainstream Judaism by the end of the first 
century. 
 First I will quote the oldest version of the birkat ha-minim available: 
 

For the apostates let there be no hope. And let the arrogant 
government be speedily uprooted in our days. Let the notsrim and 
minim be destroyed in a moment. And let them be blotted out of the 
Book of Life and not be inscribed together with the righteous. 
Blessed art Thou, O Lord, who humblest the arrogant.458 

 
This so-called Genizah version (because it was found among the manuscripts 
in the famous Cairo Genizah discovered in 1864), presents us with a number 
of problems: to what period should the wording of this berakhah be dated, 
what should be understood by the term ‘the arrogant government’ and who 
are the ‘notsrim and minim’ (‘Christians and heretics’)? These questions will 
be dealt with below. For this moment it suffices to note that it is generally 
accepted that this is not the original wording of the berakhah, since in the 
form quoted above it would never have become known under the name 

                                            
456 E.g., Boyarin 2004, 46-49: ‘All of the institutions of rabbinic Judaism are projected in 
rabbinic narrative to an origin called Yavneh.’ (48). And: ‘That which the Rabbis whished to 
enshrine as authoritative, they ascribed to events and utterances that took place at Yavneh, 
and sometimes even to divine voices that proclaimed themselves at that hallowed site.’ (49). 
See especially his notes on this debate about the extent to which the references to Yavneh in 
rabbinic writings reflect reality.  
457 Kimelman 1981; Boyarin 2004, 37-73. When speaking about the theory that Jews 
excluded certain groups from the synagogue in the late first century, Reinhartz 2004, 426 
n.14, remarks: ‘The definitive critique of this hypothesis was made by R. Kimelman.’ Also 
see Mayo 2006b, 343: ‘it seems that the movement in recent scholarship away from the 
traditional view that the BH [birkat ha-minim] was a watershed event in the early 
development of the Jewish-Christian schism is a prudent one’. See also notes 518 and 536. 
As will be apparent, I do not agree with these views. 
458 The Genizah version as translated by Kimelman 1981, 226; also in Van der Horst 1993, 
363. 
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birkat ha-minim. In the original version the minim must have figured much 
more prominently.459  

At this point it seems important to make a few important side-remarks, 
which will hopefully be helpful when discussing the current debate. A clear 
distinction should be made between two radically different moments in time 
that often appear in scholarly literature when discussing this topic. These 
two moments are (1) the end of the first century and (2) the end of the fourth 
century.460 One only needs to think of the position of Christianity to make 
this clear. By the end of the first and the beginning of the second century, 
Christianity was clearly regarded as an illegal religion within the Roman 
Empire. By the end of the fourth century, however, Christianity became the 
official state religion of the empire under the emperor Theodosius I, who 
reigned from 379 to 395. This was the end of a development that started 
when the emperor Constantine became a Christian and together with his co-
emperor Licinius made the important decision to turn Christianity into an 
accepted religion (religio licita) by means of the Edict of Milan in 313, 
thereby ending its illegal status. This tremendous change in the status of 
Christianity within the Roman Empire should be taken into full account 
when looking at the Jewish position in relation to Christianity. 

I will now turn to Kimelman’s investigation of the birkat ha-minim, 
which he concludes by listing six ‘salient results’. 461 I will treat each of his 
conclusions separately and will refer a number of times to the necessary 
distinction between the different historical circumstances as mentioned 
above.  

1. ‘Birkat ha-minim was not directed against Gentile Christians, but 
against Jewish sectarians.’ 

                                            
459 Kimelman 1981, 233; Van der Horst 1993, 367. 
460 See, e.g., Klink III 2008, 107, who in my view wrongly accuses J.L. Martyn (see below 
in the section about the Gospel of John) of having been ‘anachronistic in positing a broad 
Jewish-Christian conflict from as late as the fourth century onto a late first century 
Johannine text’. I think Martyn did nothing of the sort and made no ‘miscalculation’: 
Martyn’s view on the Jewish Christian ‘Johannine’ community of the late first century is 
that it was hit by the birkat ha-minim from Jewish authorities. This is a situation of 
‘mainstream’ and ‘heresy’, which is very likely for the end of the first century, as we will 
see, but this context is completely absent at the end of the fourth century, when dealing with 
two separate religious systems. 
461 Kimelman 1981, 244. 
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- This is a conclusion that I can fully follow: only a Jew can be labeled as a 
min (heretic) by other Jews.462 This means that if the birkat ha-minim was 
also directed against Christians, one should only expect Jewish Christians to 
be the heretics in question and not Gentile Christians. This is important for 
the late first century context that I will be focusing on below, where exactly 
this situation will be found, as I will argue. 

2. ‘The Genizah version which reads ha-notsrim ve-ha-minim was 
primarily directed against Jewish Christians.’ 

- This is a more questionable conclusion. Apart from the question how large 
this group of Jewish Christians may have been in later centuries, it seems 
more likely that in this case ha-notsrim refers to Christians in general.463 The 
wording of the Genizah version dates almost certainly from after 400 CE, 
which means it is very likely already referring to the second set of historical 
circumstances as described above: in this period Christianity was the official 
state religion and the Christian state could and did implement anti-Jewish 
measures.464 Also the term ‘arrogant kingdom’ could very well have been 
used by Jews for the Roman Empire since Theodosius I.465 

3. ‘There is no unambiguous evidence that Jews cursed Christians 
during the statutory prayers.’ 

- This conclusion seems to be true for the first centuries of Christian history 
alongside Judaism: the evidence is ambiguous, but the evidence from the last 
quarter of the fourth century is much stronger. Christian writers seem to be 
aware of the fact that Christians in general were cursed in the synagogue 
prayers.466 

4. ‘There is abundant evidence that Christians were welcome in the 
synagogue.’ 

                                            
462 See, e.g., Katz 1984, 65: ‘the issue involved in the formulation of the Birkat ha-Minim at 
Yavneh was minuth (“heresy”) and at this time and by definition, the only Christians that 
could be minim (“heretics”) were Jewish Christians. The later, wider, amoraic usage, 
particularly in Babylonia, of minim to cover Gentile Christians is a new development’. 
463 Schiffman 1981, 152; Van der Horst 1993 367-368. 
464 Schiffman 1981, 152; Van der Horst 1993, 364;  
465 I would prefer this date late in the fourth century, partly differing in opinion to Teppler 
2007, 137: ‘Therefore we may presume that the phrase, ‘kingdom of arrogance’ became an 
integral part of Birkat ha-Minim only from the time of the Christianisation of the empire 
onwards’, which I understand to have started in the days of Constantine.  
466 Van der Horst 1993 365; Teppler 2007, 50-62 and 348-359. 
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- Although this conclusion is certainly true for the fourth century, for which 
support can be found in a number of sources467, a completely different 
picture is found when focusing on Christian sources from the first century. 
Tensions between the synagogues and Christians are well attested for this 
period, which should be primarily interpreted as existing between Jewish 
Christians and mainstream Judaism. In the first place there is already 
mention of strong tensions between Paul and several diaspora synagogues in 
the fifties of the first century.468 Furthermore, there are references in the 
gospels that some of those who believe in Jesus as the Messiah will be 
flogged in the synagogues, which can only refer to Jewish Christians, 
because Gentile Christians would not have fallen within the jurisdiction of 
the synagogues.469 Also there is the evidence from Revelation and the Letter 
to the Hebrews, indicating that some kind of separation already took place 
between Jewish Christians and mainstream Judaism by the end of the first 
century.470 It is not at all unlikely that these Jewish Christians were seen as 
heretics (minim) by mainstream Judaism from the last decade of the first 
century onwards.471 

5. ‘Thus birkat ha-minim does not reflect a watershed in the history of 
the relationship between Jews and Christians in the first centuries of 
our era.’ 

- I support this conclusion by Kimelman in the sense that the birkat ha-
minim was not in itself sufficient to bring about the ‘parting of the ways’, but 
I do think it was an essential step towards the separation between Jewish 

                                            
467 Kimelman 1981, 239-240. 
468 2 Cor 11.24; e.g., Acts 22.19 and 26.11 give us information about Paul’s earlier activities 
as persecutor of Jewish Christian communities, corroborated by Paul himself: 1 Cor. 15.9. 
469 Mt. 10.17; 23.24; Mk 13.9; similar information is, e.g., given by: Lk. 12.11; 21.12; 1 
Thess. 2.14. 
470 See Chapter 5 (Revelation) and Chapter 6 (Letter to the Hebrews). 
471 Van der Horst 1993, 366: ‘The New Testament also makes clear that measures such as 
punishment of Christians by Jews in the synagogues, persecution, and excommunication, 
measures that are mentioned not only by John but also by other New Testament authors 
(e.g., Mk 13:9; Lk 6:22; Acts 22:19 and 26:11; 2 Cor 11:24; 1 Thess. 2:14; etc) were taken 
on a larger scale and more consistently than is usually assumed. One cannot ignore these 
data, the less so when they fit in well with Tannaitic material’. It could be added that 
‘punishment of Christians by Jews’ should probably be read as ‘punishment of Jewish 
Christians by Jews’, since Gentile Christians could not be prosecuted and punished by 
Jewish courts of law. 



 

 186 

Christians and mainstream Judaism, which I will emphasize directly below 
under 6.  

6. ‘Apparently, there never was a single edict which caused the so-
called irreparable separation between Judaism and Christianity. The 
separation was rather the result of a long process dependent upon 
local situations and ultimately upon the political power of the 
church.’ 

- As will be explained below, the combination of the birkat ha-minim dating 
from ca. 90 CE and the reform of the fiscus Judaicus by Nerva in 96 CE very 
likely proved to be an effective means of marginalizing Jewish Christians at 
the end of the first century, which brought about a real ‘parting of the ways’. 
This will be further elaborated upon when I discuss the position of Boyarin. I 
do not see enough evidence for ‘a long process dependent upon local 
situations’ for the separation between Judaism as we know it today and 
Christianity as we know it today, as brought forward by Kimelman and 
others. Relations between Judaism and Christianity even seem to have 
improved between the end of the first century and the end of the fourth 
century (see above under 4.). Kimelman’s last reference to the growth of 
power of the church during the fourth century is fully justified, since this 
turned out to be a real threat to Judaism by the end of that century.  

Thus, after looking at Kimelman’s six conclusions about the birkat ha-
minim, my provisional conclusion would be that the original version may 
very well have been intended to excommunicate Jewish Christians, besides 
other groups, as heretics (minim) at the end of the first century. By the end of 
the fourth century we are faced with drastically different historical 
circumstances. In the context of Christianity becoming the official state 
religion of the Roman Empire, it is conceivable that at that moment the 
birkat ha-minim was changed to also include the ‘arrogant kingdom’ and 
Christians in general (ha-notsrim). One must bear in mind that, from a 
Jewish perspective, Christians who were attracted to the Jewish religion 
were never any different from other sympathizers or God-fearers in later 
centuries. They could not have been regarded as heretical Jews in those later 
days, in contrast to Jewish Christians by the end of the first century, who 
could be regarded as minim. 

Now I will focus on the date of the original birkat ha-minim and its 
historical context. Recently Daniel Boyarin has given his views on the issue 
of heresy and has clearly formulated the questions involved, which will 
prove to be very useful in the context of this study as well: 
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the question addressed to the rabbinic texts will no longer be, as it 
has been in most research, Who were the minim?, but instead, When 
and why did the discourse of minut (heresiology) arise in Judaism? 
And how does that compare with and relate to Christianity? How, in 
short, does what we might call rabbinic ecclesiology develop 
alongside of and in possible interaction with Christian discourse 
about religion, identity, exclusion, and inclusion?472  
 

Even though Boyarin asks all the right questions in my view, his answers to 
these questions are somewhat puzzling to me. He focuses very strongly on 
Justin Martyr on the Christian side, which takes us to the middle of the 
second century, and Boyarin then pursues ‘the notion that the Rabbis 
themselves were developing a heresiological discourse and ecclesiology in 
the late second and third centuries’.473 The following passages give a good 
impression of Boyarin’s views:  
 

The similarities in the development of heresiology in Christian 
polemical writings (Justin, Ireneaus) and in the contemporaneous 
Mishna allow us to understand the mutual and parallel shaping of 
heresy as otherness in second-century rabbinic and Christian 
discourse.474 

 
Boyarin sets side by side Christian writers like Justin and Ireneaus, and the 
Mishnah. Although the Mishnah was not redacted until ca. 200 CE, it claims 
to contain much older material and it is indeed impossible to argue that the 
final written version reflects only late second century conditions. Below we 
will see that late first century evidence may very well have been preserved 
with regard to this subject. According to Boyarin, the Rabbis were not 
concerned with heresy or heretics, until they were ‘challenged’ by Christian 
writers in the second century:  
 

What I suggest is (…): that the talk of minim and minut comes to do 
some work that was ‘necessitated’ – in the eyes of the Rabbis, of 

                                            
472 Boyarin 2004, 37. 
473 Boyarin 2004, 37-44, quote: 43;  
474 Boyarin 2004, 55. 
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course – by the challenge, or identity question, raised by Justin 
Martyr and company.475 

 
Boyarin even speaks of ‘the threat of Gentile Christianity’ in one of his 
conclusions:  
 

One possible scenario that emerges is that it was the threat of Gentile 
Christianity to the borders of Jewish peoplehood in Asia Minor, 
represented by the new second-century Christian claim to be Verus 
Israel (first attested in Justin, but surely not originated by him), that 
may have given rise to nonliturgically formalized or even popular 
curses on Gentile Christianity and to the reviling of Christ in the 
synagogues.476  

 
One should pay full attention to the use of ‘Gentile Christianity’ by Boyarin 
in this passage and elsewhere, which is the puzzling aspect for me.477 It is 
hard to imagine that the Rabbis started their discourse on heresy by 
regarding Gentile Christians as heretics (minim), a term which I argued 
could only have been used as a label by Jews for other Jews. Furthermore, it 
is hardly conceivable that the claim of being the ‘real Israel’ stemmed from 
Gentile Christianity.478 It is far more likely that this claim came initially 
from Jewish Christians at an earlier moment in time: i.e., the last decades of 
the first century. This seems to have been the time of explicit mutual 
exclusion. On the Jewish Christian side we end up in the days of the 
Revelation of John, the Letter to the Hebrews and the Gospel of John. On the 
Jewish side we end up in the days of Gamaliel II and Yavneh for the start of 
the rabbinic discourse of minut. Concerning ‘the threat of Gentile 
Christianity’, I would remark that this could hardly have been felt by 
Judaism in the second century. As mentioned above, this scenario may have 
been much more likely in the fourth century, when Christianity quickly 
grew, not only in numbers but also in power. 

                                            
475 Boyarin 2004, 55. 
476 Boyarin 2004, 71. 
477 Also repeated by Boyarin 2004, 73: ‘there was sufficient pressure from Gentile 
Christianity in Asia Minor to stimulate Jewish hostility’, and: ‘The boundary between Greek 
and Jew, the definition of Jewishness as national or ethnic identity was breached or gravely 
threatened by the self-definition of Gentile Christianity as “Israel”’. 
478 See Harvey 2001, 253-254, about ‘Israel’ in Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho, 
where the claim that Christians are the ‘True Israel’ is found for the first time. 
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Evidence for the claim to be the real Israel by Jewish Christians can be 
found in Revelation (7.1-8)479 and also in the Letter to the Hebrews (8.1-
13)480, writings I have dated to the early nineties and to the year 96 (or early 
97), respectively. It was in this period that the Jewish Christian claim to be 
the real continuation of the people of Israel came to stand side by side with 
the claim of mainstream Judaism that Jewish Christians should no longer be 
regarded as ‘orthodox’ Jews. In this context it is good to stress again the 
conclusion that I drew before, i.e., that the Christian claim was initially made 
by Jewish Christians exclusively for themselves and not for Gentile 
Christians as well.481 The latter were the essential representatives from the 
nations within the messianic movement, but were never regarded as Jews or 
members of the people of Israel by Jewish Christians. The claim of being 
verus Israel by all Christians was a later development, which is clearly 
already found with Justin, but nonetheless a later development at a moment 
in time when the distinction between Jewish and Gentile Christians had 
disappeared.482     

Therefore, my answer to Boyarin’s question ‘When and why did the 
discourse of minut (heresiology) arise in Judaism?’ is different from his: it 
arose in the last decades of the first century in the historical context of the 
administration of the fiscus Judaicus under the emperor Domitian.483 This 
put the issue of Jewish identity high on the agenda of mainstream Judaism as 
well. Furthermore, the difference in focus between Jewish Christians (Jesus 
as the Messiah) and mainstream Judaism (Torah) proved to be the basis of 
the mutual exclusion as described above. It is also good to stress again, that 
closely connected to this difference in focus were the different positions that 
the non-Jewish sympathizers of these two varieties of Judaism held. The 
distinction between God-fearers and Gentile Christians was fundamental in 
the sense that the latter had become exclusive monotheists. They had given 
up their traditional religions, which caused great concern in the cities they 

                                            
479 See pp. 144-146. 
480 See pp. 156-157 and 173-175. 
481 See pp. 173-175. 
482 The disappearance of the distinction between Jewish and Gentile Christians within mixed 
communities probably started quickly after 96 CE.  
483 This is also in response to Katz 2006, 294: ‘It remains to be demonstrated that emerging 
Christianity was of urgent concern to the rabbinic sages between the fall of Jerusalem and 
the defeat of Bar Kochba’. Katz does not refer to the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian in any 
way.  
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lived in and among Roman authorities, which was another reason for non-
Christian Jews to distance themselves from the Christian movement. Other 
sympathizers with Judaism did not necessarily give up their polytheistic 
beliefs. In this respect mainstream Judaism tried to remain within the 
boundaries set by the Roman Empire (as, e.g., laid down in the edict of the 
emperor Claudius)484, whereas the Christian movement crossed these 
boundaries in its messianic enthusiasm. 

I will now turn to the question: ‘Who were the minim by the end of the 
first century?’. This still remains a very relevant question, despite its very 
problematic character.485 The locus classicus for the definition of heresy in 
Tannaitic Judaism is found in the Mishnah, Sanhedrin, after it has been 
stated that ‘all Israel (l)r&y-lk) has a portion in the world to come’:  

 
The following are those who do not have a portion in the world to 
come: the one who says there is no resurrection of the dead, (the one 
who says) the Torah is not from Heaven, and the ‘apiqoros’  
(mSanh 10.1)486 

 
Although the term minim is not found in this passage, there are a few reasons 
why this description seems to give an early definition of those who are 
excluded from mainstream Judaism, those who apparently do not belong to 
‘all Israel’ any longer.487 First it clearly refers to the Sadducees (‘the one 
who says there is no resurrection of the dead’), who probably disappeared 
relatively quickly after the year 70 after the destruction of their power base 
(the Jerusalem temple). Furthermore, immediately following the quote from 
mSanh 10.1 an addition by Rabbi Akiba is found in the text, which would be 
                                            
484 Josephus, Ant. 19.290; see also p. 7 ff. 
485 See, e.g., the remark by Goodman 1996, 507: ‘It is probably a mistake to indulge with 
the many ingenious scholars who have hunted for a precise referent for each rabbinic text in 
which heretics were attacked: the very fact that minim have been identified, in different 
passages, with Jewish Christians, Gnostics, Hellenistic Jews, Sadducees and others 
constitutes evidence that the rabbis who compiled these rabbinic documents used the term in 
a vague way.’ 
486 Schiffman 1981, 140, who states: ‘The starting point for any discussion of heresy in 
tannaitic Judaism must be the locus classicus of mSanh 10.1’. 
487 Schiffman 1981, 143, believes this mishnah was ‘Pharisaic in origin’ and was composed 
before the destruction of the temple ‘while Sadduceeism and Hellenism were still issues for 
the Pharasaic leaders’. On the other hand, it may just as well date from closely after the 
destruction of the temple, when Pharisees were in a better position to polemicize against the 
Sadducees.  
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in line with a date in the late first century for the original description of 
‘those who do not have a portion in the world to come’.  

The first and third descriptions of these three categories of heretics can 
probably be recognized relatively quickly. The first (as already noted) is 
most likely referring to the Sadducees, who apparently did not believe in the 
concept of resurrection in contrast to Pharisees and of course Jewish 
Christians.488 This Sadducee characteristic is found in multiple first century 
sources.489 The third description of a heretic refers most probably to strongly 
Hellenized Jews (the word apiqoros is considered to be related to the name 
of the Greek philosopher Epicurus and seems to be a corruption of his 
name). One may assume that these were mainly apostate Jews. 490 

It could be very well defended that the second description: ‘(the one who 
says) the Torah is not from Heaven’ ({ym$h }m hrWt }y)W) refers to Jewish 
Christians491, especially to those who embraced the increasingly explicit 
‘high’ Christology that was to become central to mainstream Christianity.492 
This high Christology (which one could describe as ‘the Messiah is from 
Heaven’, ‘{ym$h }m xy$m’) is arguably the main theme in the Gospel of John 
and the Letter to the Hebrews.493  It explicitly values the Messiah higher than 
the Mosaic Law.494 In the first chapters of the Letter to the Hebrews, it is 
                                            
488 Schiffman 1981, 140-141. 
489 Mk 12.18; Acts 23.8; Josephus, Ant. 18.1.4; Bell. Jud. 2.18.14. 
490 Schiffman 1981, 142-143. On the basis of the similarities between the views of the 
Sadducees and Epicureanism, as described by Josephus, Schiffman concludes that ‘the 
‘apiqoros of our mishnah was often a member of the Sadducean group’, but he also 
concludes that ‘this mishnah is Pharisaic in origin and polemicized against the Sadducees 
and certain Hellenized Jews’ (143). 
491 Other specific suggestions for ‘(the one who says) the Torah is not from Heaven’ have 
been given as well (which should not surprise us, see Goodman’s remark in note 485): e.g., 
Boyarin 2004, 58, believes this description could also refer to Sadducees, when reading ‘the 
oral Torah is not from Heaven’. This is denied by Schiffman 1981, 141. 
492 Hurtado 2003, has made clear that a high Christology is not necessarily a later stage in 
Christianity, as is also the view of Hengel 1995. But this high Christology becomes 
increasingly explicit towards the end of the first century. Hurtado 1998, xiv, rightly notes: 
‘it seems that John’s Gospel reflects a more advanced stage of polemical confrontation with 
the Jewish religious leadership of synagogues of the late first century.’ 
493 See, e.g., Wilson 1995, 294, who calls Christology ‘the overwhelmingly dominant theme 
in John’. See also Bauckham 1993, esp. 54-65, for the high Christology to be found in the 
Revelation of John. 
494 Jn 1.1-18 and Heb. 1.  ‘Jesus higher than Moses’ passages are also found in Jn 1.17 and 
Heb 3.3. See also Hengel 2005, 95, about the ‘contradiction, or at least tension, between the 
Messiah and the Torah’ in this context.  
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made clear that the revelation in Christ (Messiah) had come from God in a 
more direct way than the revelation under the old covenant, which was 
mediated by angels according to the writer of this letter.495 It is not hard to 
see how this Jewish Christian perspective could have been interpreted by 
mainstream Judaism as saying: ‘the Torah is not from Heaven’, in which 
expression ‘Heaven’ should be read as a circumlocution for ‘God’.496 

Other Jewish groups that could be labeled as Christians, e.g., the 
Ebionites, apparently remained faithful to keeping the Jewish Law in 
combination with a ‘low’ Christology. This may have meant for their 
position within Judaism that they were not (yet) considered to be heretics by 
other Jews.497 This would also explain why the earliest version of the birkat 
ha-minim has no clear reference to Christians: not all Jewish Christians may 
have been heretics in the eyes of the early Jewish orthodoxy. The criterion of 
‘Torah from Heaven’ was sufficiently clear to make the distinction between 
different Jewish Christian groups. 

Another approach also strongly indicates that there is every reason to 
assume that Jewish Christians were regarded as heretics from an ‘orthodox’ 
Jewish perspective by the end of the first century. Goodman’s definition of 
the distinction between a heretic and an apostate will help to understand this: 
‘A heretic is differentiated from an apostate by his claim to present another, 
better version of a theological system than that found in the mainstream’.498 
In the three New Testament writings that are highlighted in this study 
(Revelation of John, the Letter to the Hebrews and the Gospel of John), this 
Jewish Christian claim for a superior theological system as opposed to 
mainstream Judaism is clearly stated. In this respect one might say that these 
Jewish Christians behaved like true heretics according to Goodman’s 
definition. 

                                            
495 Lincoln 2006, 26: ‘As 2.2 makes clear, the angels are treated because of their association 
with the giving of the law and therefore seen as mediators of the revelation under the old 
covenant’. 
496 This usage of ‘Heaven’ can also be found in the New Testament: e.g., Mt. 21.25, Mk 
11.30-31, Lk. 20.4-5. 
497 See, e.g., Eusebius for the beliefs of the Ebionites: Hist. Eccl. 3.27. This was clearly not 
the situation of the leaders of the church in Jerusalem, e.g., the Jewish bishop Simeon and 
his Jewish successor Justus. Eusebius clearly indicates that they were Jews and that Simeon 
died the death of a martyr under Trajan (Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.11 and 3.35). From the 
perspective of Eusebius, Simeon and Justus belong to ‘us’ whereas Ebionites are clearly 
seen as outsiders by him (‘them’). 
498 Goodman 1983, 503. 
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In the Revelation of John there is the claim of Jewish Christians to be the 
chosen rest of Israel in the vision in Rev. 7 because of their belief in Christ, 
as I explained above and in an earlier chapter.499 One also finds that the label 
‘Jewish’ had indeed become a source of discussion.500 In two of the letters 
that appear early in the book, some Jewish synagogues are reproached: in the 
letters to the Christian communities of Smyrna and Philadelphia there are 
almost identical passages about opponents who ‘are a synagogue of Satan’ 
and ‘claim to be Jews but are not’.501 This makes sense in an atmosphere in 
which Jewish Christians and mainstream Judaism started to explicitly 
exclude each other from their respective theological systems. 

The Letter to the Hebrews is the best example in this context. As 
mentioned in the last chapter, the author of this letter states that Jesus as the 
Messiah is superior to the angels and Moses, his priesthood is superior to the 
Levitical priesthood, his sacrifice is superior to the Levitical sacrificial 
system and the covenant based on his revelation is superior to the Mosaic 
covenant. In the latter case the words ‘new’ and ‘better’ are explicitly used 
to describe this covenant.    

In the Gospel of John one will also encounter numerous references to the 
great contrast between believing and unbelieving Jews. Those Jews, who do 
not believe that Jesus came as the Messiah from God, his Father, are told 
that they are ‘from their father the devil’.502 

So it seems quite clear that Jewish Christians started to think of 
themselves as the ‘real Israel’ in contrast to those Jews who did not 
recognize Jesus as the Messiah sent by God.503 In this context the position of 
mainstream Judaism to exclude Jewish Christians from their theological 
system is the other side of the same coin.504   

                                            
499 See pp. 144-146. 
500 See pp. 136-140. 
501 Rev. 2.9 and 3.9. 
502 John 8.44 in the context of John 8.12-59; see also, e.g., John 10.22-39. Reinhartz 2004, 
424: ‘The Jews’ rejection of Jesus has ousted them from their covenantal relationship with 
God’. 
503 Hirschberg (2007, 237) about ‘Jewish Believers in Asia Minor according to Revelation 
and the Gospel of John’: ‘(…) the quarrel between the Christian communities and the 
synagogues might have had the result that the Jewish believers in Jesus tried to overcome 
their identity-crisis by considering themselves to be the representatives of the true Israel’. 
504 Which, as noted before, was probably not the fate of, e.g., the Ebionites who remained 
faithful to the Mosaic Law. 
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The purpose of the birkat ha-minim was undoubtedly to create more unity 
within Judaism, which consisted of various denominations before 70 CE 
(Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, Jewish Christians). It seems certain that 
Jewish Christians were also counted among these heretics on account of their 
toning down of the Mosaic Law. According to Schiffman they were not yet 
considered to be adherents of a different religion:  

 
they still met the halakic criteria of Judaism. Instead action would be 
taken to bar them from officiating as precentors in the synagogue in 
order to make them feel unwanted there (…). 505  

 
However, one could argue about the question whether Jewish Christians 
really still met the halakhic criteria of Judaism from the perspective of the 
mainstream. They formed new communities with non-Jews and the fact that 
they were presumably regarded as heretics because they allegedly said that 
‘the Torah is not from heaven’, strongly suggests that halakhic issues were 
involved.506 In the case of apostate Jews, halakhic issues must certainly have 
played a role.   
 One last remark concerns the term ‘the arrogant kingdom’ that was found 
in the earliest known version of the birkat ha-minim. I concur with those 
scholars who think that this may have been a reflection of the situation after 
Christianity had become the state religion of the Roman Empire by the end 

                                            
505 Schiffman 1981: 149; Jaffé 2007, 131. Schiffman also wants to make another point 
concerning Jewish Christians: ‘It cannot be overemphasized that while the benediction 
against the minim sought to exclude Jewish Christians from active participation in the 
synagogue service, it in no way implied expulsion from the Jewish people. In fact, heresy, 
no matter how great, was never seen as cutting the heretic’s tie to Judaism’. In my study I 
want to emphasize the Roman perspective. From this perspective the Christian variety of 
Judaism, converting non-Jews to exclusive monotheism, was not acceptable, whereas the 
mainstream of Judaism was acceptable, as long as it could successfully claim to follow the 
ways of the ancestors. This factor worked as a catalyst with regard to the separation between 
Judaism and Christianity. Schiffman 1981, 352, n. 228, perhaps hints at that in one of his 
notes: ‘From the point of view of Rome, the emperor Nerva (ruled 97-98) exempted the 
Christians from the fiscus Judaicus, thereby declaring Christianity a separate religion’ (incl. 
reference to Bruce, New Testament History, p. 390).   
506 One could also think of the different positions taken by the Letter to the Hebrews and 
rabbinic writings concerning the temple service: the Letter of the Hebrews considers this to 
be irrelevant after the coming of the Messiah (and after the destruction of the temple), 
whereas rabbinic Judaism has preserved a great deal of halakhic material in the talmudic 
writings with regard to the temple service. 
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of the fourth century. In his monograph on the birkat ha-minim Teppler 
writes the following passage: 
 

There is no reason to suppose that in the days of Domitian and 
Nerva, and even in the days of Trajan and afterwards, there should 
have been a prayer which attacked Rome as the ‘kingdom of 
arrogance’.507 

 
It seems to me that this conclusion is not entirely accurate when thinking of 
the Roman administration of the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian (which is 
never mentioned or referred to by Teppler). In this context the Roman 
Empire could very well have been labeled as ‘the arrogant kingdom’ by 
certain Jewish circles, because of the fact that Roman authorities determined 
who could be regarded as Jewish or not.508 It makes sense that Jewish 
authorities were not happy with this state of affairs and felt forced to regain 
the initiative on this very important subject in reaction to the Roman 
‘arrogance’. If the phrase ‘kingdom of arrogance’ appeared in the original 
blessing, I would prefer the explanation above (linking it to the Roman 
administration of the fiscus Judaicus) to the one given by Teppler, who 
carefully suggests that it could refer to the Christian ‘Kingdom of 
Heaven’.509 

In this section it has been argued that it is very likely that there was a 
direct link between the consequences of the administration of the fiscus 
Judaicus under Domitian and the need on the part of the synagogues to 
sharpen their own definition of Jews and Judaism.510 This resulted in a 
specific interest in classifying and defining heretical movements as 
perceived by mainstream Judaism, partly in contrast to the definition of 

                                            
507 Teppler 2007, 146. 
508 Teppler 2007, 161, notes: ‘In the days of Yavneh, the problem of the minim was far more 
acute than the question of the complex relations with Rome.’ Since Teppler does not refer to 
the administration of the fiscus Judaicus under the emperor Domitian (also ‘in the days of 
Yavneh’), he is not able to make the connection between Rome and the very reason why the 
problem of the minim might have become so acute.   
509 Teppler 2007, 148-164.  
510 The argument that the influence and authority of the sages in Yavneh (Jamnia) by the end 
of the first century should not be overestimated, as, e.g., brought forward by Goodman 
1983, 119-134, and Wilson 1995, 180-181, does not really apply in this case. The problems 
surrounding Jewish Christians were probably felt to be so urgent throughout the diaspora 
that it does not seem necessary that this issue required a strong central rabbinic leadership. 
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‘Jew’ that the Romans were using. The traditional link between the origins 
of the birkat ha-minim, Yavneh and Gamaliel II, could thus be supported by 
these specific historical circumstances under Domitian. The first groups to 
be cut off from mainstream Judaism at the end of the first century were very 
likely Sadducees, Jewish Christians and apostate Jews, based on the 
definition of ‘those who do not have a portion in the world to come’ as found 
in the Mishnah. 
 
7.4.  The reform of the fiscus Judaicus under Nerva 
In Chapter 3, when dealing with the measures taken by Nerva to end the 
abuse of the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian, I reached a number of 
conclusions with regard to Jewish Christians. Because of the difference in 
the definition of taxpayers between Josephus and Suetonius on the one side 
(‘every Jew’, all who belonged to the Jewish ‘gens’) and Cassius Dio on the 
other (those Jews ‘who remained faithful to the customs of their 
forefathers’), I concluded that this change from a general to a more limited 
definition probably occurred with Nerva’s reform.511 As a consequence of 
Nerva’s measures Jewish Christians (and apostate Jews) were now officially 
exempted from the tax, but also lost their legal status as ‘Jews’ within the 
empire. The most important privilege connected to this status was the right 
to be a monotheist without having to participate in local pagan cults or the 
emperor cult. This was probably no problem for apostate Jews, but Jewish 
Christians never deviated from the belief in the God of Israel and its 
exclusive character.  

There is plausible evidence in the Acts of John that messages from Jewish 
leaders were sent to Rome during the reign of Domitian to point out the 
differences between ‘orthodox’ Jews and Christian Jews (or Christianity in 
general).512 In the rabbinic tradition information has been found about a visit 
to Rome by a number of rabbis, among whom were Gamaliel II and Akiba, 
that may have happened late in the reign of Domitian or right after his 
death.513 This could very well point to a need on the part of mainstream 
Judaism to explain to the Romans the differences that had grown between 

                                            
511 Josephus, Bell. Jud. 7.218; Suetonius, Dom. 12.2; Cassius Dio, Hist. Rom. 65.7.2. See pp. 
86-87; Goodman 1989, 44: ‘Jews from now on were defined as such by their religion alone 
rather than their birth.’ 
512 See pp. 82-85.   
513 See also pp. 82-85. Teppler 2007, 143, about the contacts between Gamaliel II and 
Roman authorities. Also see note 230. 
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mainstream Judaism and the Christian movement. Domitian probably 
remained deaf to these messages, but Nerva may have listened in order to 
solve the confusing situation surrounding the fiscus Judaicus. 

It is not difficult to see that in the case of Jewish Christians the concerns 
of Jews and Romans ran parallel courses. For Jews the differences of opinion 
with these Jewish Christians were too large to keep them on board after the 
year 70, if they did not want to jeopardize their unity and their general 
(privileged) position in the Roman Empire. For mainstream Judaism the 
prominence of the Mosaic Law was elementary, whereas for many Jewish 
Christians the coming of Messiah Jesus had superseded this Law. For the 
latter group this meant that Gentiles could become full members of the 
Christian communities (without first becoming Jews), if they converted to 
the God of Israel, whereas mainstream Judaism kept Gentile sympathizers at 
a greater distance. The fact that Christianity was a missionary movement, 
which was especially unwanted from a Roman perspective, was something 
non-Christian Jews should also take into account. As I concluded, this 
development could certainly have prompted the need for a sharper definition 
of an ‘orthodox’ Jew on the part of mainstream Judaism, which then took on 
a more religious nature and became less ethnic, partly in contrast to the 
definition the fiscus Judaicus was using under Domitian.  

For Romans it was important to be able to distinguish between the 
acceptable variety of Judaism (remaining faithful to the ways of the 
ancestors) and the unacceptable way Christianity was spreading contempt for 
the traditional gods among non-Jews.514 Also these non-Jews should remain 
faithful to their ancestral customs and not give up their traditional religions 
by becoming ‘atheists’. There is every reason to assume that Nerva was 
willing to sharpen the definition of taxpayers to the fiscus Judaicus along the 
lines of the newly adopted definition of heretics as formulated by 
mainstream Judaism, thus also excluding Jewish Christians (and apostate 
Jews), who were still prosecuted as Jewish tax evaders under Domitian, but 
ceased to be Jews from a Roman legal perspective under Nerva.  

                                            
514 Here one can refer again to the edict ‘to the rest of the world’ that was issued by 
Claudius (Josephus, Ant. 19.290, see also p. 7), in which it was stated that Jews were not 
supposed ‘to show a contempt of the religious observances of other nations (mh\ ta\j tw=n 
a)/llwn e)qnw=n deisidaimoni/aj e)couqeni/zein), but to keep their own laws only’. Celsus 
presents a Jew who says to a Christian: ‘you (…) have abandoned the laws of your ancestors 
and country’, meaning that they have given up their Jewish roots. See, e.g., Lieu 2002, 14-
15, and also pp. 227-228 below. 
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From the days of Nerva onwards, there was no longer a distinction 
between Jewish and Gentile Christians in the eyes of Roman authorities and 
all members of Christian communities could now uniformly be prosecuted as 
‘Christians’ on the basis of their ‘atheism’. Pliny’s letter to Trajan (Ep. 
10.96) already reflects that situation. 

 
7.5.  The consequences of these developments in the Gospel of John 
After having argued that there may have been an important link between the 
administration of the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian and the origin of the 
birkat ha-minim around the same time, I will now turn to the Gospel of John 
in order to argue that one can find traces of these developments in this New 
Testament document, bearing in mind that Nerva very likely changed the 
definition of the taxpayers of the Jewish tax to those Jews ‘who remained 
faithful to the customs of their forefathers’, thus harmonizing the Jewish and 
Roman definitions of ‘Jew’. As will be clear from the chronological order in 
this chapter, I will argue that the Gospel of John was written after the year 
96, probably around 100. This date falls within the range that is usually 
considered to be a majority consensus about the date of John: between 80 
and 100.515 
 For this purpose I will look at the current status of the debate about the 
context of the Gospel of John. During the last four decades this debate has 
been dominated by the views as expressed by J. Louis Martyn in his History 
and Theology in the Fourth Gospel from 1968.516 He proposes an 
exclusively Jewish context for this gospel. At the heart of his theories are 
three verses from John (9.22, 12.42, 16.2), from which the reader learns that 
belief in Jesus as the Messiah would lead to ‘expulsion from the synagogue’ 
(for which the term a)posuna/gwgoj is used by John): 
 

for the Jews had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to 
be the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue (ga\r sunete/qeinto 

                                            
515 Kierspel 2006, 188 + n. 130: ‘Most scholars continue to date the Gospel somewhere 
between AD 80-100’. 
516 Martyn 2003 (first edition 1968, second edition 1979, third edition 2003). See the essay 
by D. Moody Smith about the influence of this theory on the study of the Gospel of John, in 
the third edition of Martyn’s book: 1-19.  Also, e.g., Reinhartz 2001, 37: ‘Martyn and 
Brown proposed a specific version of the ecclesiological tale that has since become virtually 
axiomatic in New Testament studies’, also referring to Raymond E. Brown, 1979. Reinhartz 
does not fully agree with Martyn. Some of her critical notes will be discussed in more detail 
below.  
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oi( I)oudai=oi i(/na e)a/n tij au)to\n o(mologh/sh| Xristo/n a)posuna/gwgoj 
ge/nhtai).  

 
Nevertheless many, even of the authorities, believed in him. But 
because of the Pharisees they did not confess it, for fear that they 
would be put out of the synagogue (i(/na mh\ a)posuna/gwgoi 
ge/nwntai). 
 
They will put you out of the synagogues (a)posunagw/gouj 
poih/sousin u(ma=j). Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill 
you will think that by doing so they are offering worship to God. 

 
Martyn concludes that John not only tells the story of Jesus, but ‘at a second 
level’ is also referring to ‘actual experiences of the Johannine community’, 
in this case the ‘expulsion’ of Jewish Christians from the synagogue by 
mainstream Judaism at a later moment in time.517 He then connects this 
information to the evidence found in Talmudic writings about the birkat ha-
minim, as the most likely explanation for the verses in John as quoted 
above.518 On the basis of my findings with regard to the birkat ha-minim, I 
can support this link as suggested by Martyn, but this exclusively Jewish 
context does not suffice as an overall key for the explanation of the Gospel 
of John as will be seen below.  

                                            
517 Martyn, 2003, 46. Martyn speaks of a ‘two-level stage’ (e.g., 46) and a ‘two-level drama’ 
(e.g., 130). 
518 Martyn, 2003, 56-65. See, e.g., Tomson 2003, 8-22, who also stresses the growing 
tensions between Jewish Christians and other Jews after 70 CE, which is reflected in the 
gospels of Matthew and John, leading to a break (‘separation from the community’) to be 
found in John under ‘the regime of Rabban Gamliel’. Teppler 2007, 348-359, treats the 
Christian evidence for the birkat ha-minim and concludes about the Gospel of John (358): 
‘We cannot know whether the evangelist knew Birkat haMinim, but we cannot rule this 
out.’ In contrast see Klink III 2008, who gives an analysis of the strength of Martyn’s thesis, 
which he thinks is significantly weakened by the ‘consensual criticism’ that Martyn’s 
reference to the birkat ha-minim is no longer possible (also referring to Kimelman and 
Boyarin). Therefore, according to Klink, it should be concluded that Martyn is too much 
depending on the ‘exaggerated reading of the “expulsion from the synagogue” passages’ 
(101). Frey 2004a, 45, even suggests: ‘Historisch angemessener wäre es, die These des 
unmittelbaren Bezuges der a)posuna/gwgoj-Aussagen auf die Erweiterung und den 
Gebrauch der Birkat ha-Minim aufzugeben.’ These views are also the basis for Hakola 
2005, who denies ‘a conflict between the Johannine group and rabbinic Judaism’ (1, see esp. 
ch. 2). I have tried to counter this criticism regarding the birkat ha-minim above. See also 
notes 457 and 536. 
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Furthermore, I would like to make some remarks about the way one 
should understand this ‘expulsion’, which should probably not be understood 
as a literal ‘putting out of the synagogue’. Judging from the evidence about 
the tensions between Jewish Christians and mainstream Judaism that I noted 
above, it is hardly conceivable that Jewish Christians were still allowed to be 
full members of mainstream Jewish communities.519 This can probably 
already be concluded when closely reading some of the passages in the 
Gospel of John itself, as Reinhartz has noted.520 I will focus on what she says 
about Jn 12.10-11, which reads:  
 

So the chief priests planned to put Lazarus to death as well, since it 
was on account of him that many of the Jews were deserting 
(u(ph=gon) and were believing in Jesus. 

  
Reinhartz points at the use of u(pa/gw (‘desert’, ‘go away’, ‘withdraw’, but 
also simply ‘go’)  in Jn 12.11 and concludes: 
 

A second-level reading of this verse implies that belief in Jesus as 
the Christ is not compatible with membership in the Jewish 
community, yet it does not allude in any way to an official Jewish 
policy of expulsion.521 

 
Thus, it is probably not the actual putting out of the synagogue of Jewish 

Christians at the end of the first century that one should think of when trying 
to find the meaning of a)posuna/gwgoj. Jewish Christians were already 
outside the synagogue communities, as a result of which they were also not 
registered for the Jewish tax, but then something drastic happened that 
changed their ‘legal’ position in a negative way, both from a Jewish and 
from a Roman perspective. They were labeled as ‘heretics’ by mainstream 

                                            
519 See, e.g., the conclusion by Hvalvik 2007b, 198-199, about Jewish Christians in Rome, 
even before 70.  
520 Reinhartz 2001, 40-48. 
521 Reinhartz 2001, 41. Also adding later: ‘These observations do not rule out the possibility 
that those who spiritually removed themselves from the community were later forcibly 
excluded therefrom. Nevertheless, the verb hypagō implies voluntary departure rather than 
forcible exclusion.’ In A Greek-English Lexicon by H.G. Liddell and R. Scott and also in A 
Patristic Greek Lexicon by G.W.H. Lampe, the simple meaning ‘go’ for hypagō is found as 
well. 
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Judaism, which was followed by the Roman decision under Nerva to no 
longer consider them to be Jews at all. 

The term a)posuna/gwgoj should probably be read in the light of the 
Mishnah-passage about ‘those who do not have a portion in the world to 
come’(mSanh. 10.1). If Jewish Christians were considered to be heretical in 
saying that ‘the Torah is not from Heaven’, then they were expelled from ‘all 
Israel’. They were no longer seen as belonging to the ‘congregation of the 
Israelites’ (sunagwgh\ ui(w=n Israhl, l)r&y-ynb td() a term that is found 
dozens of times in the books of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers. Therefore, 
it is actually this type of ‘excommunication’ that John is probably referring 
to when using the term a)posuna/gwgoj. The translation of this word should 
perhaps not so much stress the point of putting Jewish Christians out of the 
synagogue, but rather creating a formal (legal) distance between them and 
the Jewish community, doing more justice to the preposition a)po as well. 
 At this point I will take a broader look at the Fourth Gospel and some of 
its remarkable aspects, before turning to alternative views with regard to the 
historical circumstances that John was facing. In the prologue (Jn 1.1-18) 
important themes can be found that will return in the subsequent narrative of 
Jesus’ life.  
 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. (Jn 1.1) 
 
And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen 
his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 
(Jn 1.14) 

 
Like the author of the Letter to the Hebrews, John connects God and Jesus 
Messiah in the closest possible way: ‘the Word was with God, and the Word 
was God’ and ‘the Word became flesh and lived among us’. In the prologue 
the relation between Moses and Jesus is also mentioned:  
 

The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came 
through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the only 
Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known. 
(Jn 1.17-18) 

 
In this passage the superiority of Jesus, as God’s only Son, over Moses, as 
lawgiver, is made clear, but despite this ‘divine’ status of Jesus, he was not 
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received in a sympathetic way, as John already informed his readers about in 
two earlier verses: 
 

He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet 
the world did not know him (o( ko/smoj au)to\n ou)k e)/gnw). He came to 
what was his own, and his own people did not accept him (oi( i)/dioi 
au)to\n ou) pare/labon). (Jn 1.10-11) 

 
This is in fact a double rejection: (1) rejection by ‘the world’ (in the 
‘farewell discourse’ (Jn 14-17) we hear about the ‘hate’ of the ‘world’ for 
Jesus and his followers522) and (2) rejection by ‘his own people’ (often 
generally referred to as ‘the Jews’ in this gospel523). Although it is 
sometimes difficult to see whether there is a distinction between ‘the world’ 
and ‘the Jews’, it will be seen that this distinction should in fact be made.  
 I will first focus on the second theme: the rejection by ‘his own people’. 
John makes it clear that accepting Jesus as the Messiah is fully in line with 
‘Moses’ and ‘the prophets’, so the first disciples can say: ‘”We have found 
the Messiah” (which is translated Anointed)’ and: ‘We have found him about 
whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph 
from Nazareth’.524 Then Nathaniel, who is described by Jesus as ‘truly an 
Israelite in whom there is no deceit’, replies to him: ‘Rabbi, you are the Son 
of God! You are the King of Israel!’525 
 In the fifth chapter of John there is a speech by Jesus in which he uses 
arguments that probably played a role in later discussions between Jewish 

                                            
522 Jn 15.18-19: ‘If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it hated you. If you 
belonged to the world, the world would love you as its own. Because you do not belong to 
the world, but I have chosen you out of the world—therefore the world hates you’; also 
17.14, where Jesus notes: o( ko/smoj e)mi/shsen au)touj: ‘the world has hated them’, when he 
speaks of his followers. 
523 In her ‘Jewish reading of the Gospel of John’ (Befriending the Beloved Disciple): 
Reinhartz 2001, 13, notes that because of this use of ‘the Jews’, the Fourth Gospel is not an 
easy read for Jews: ‘Each of the seventy references to “the Jews” in the Gospel of John felt 
like a slap in the face’. About the ‘anti-Jewish’ character of the Fourth Gospel see: 
Bieringer, Pollefeyt and Vandecasteele-Vanneuville (eds.) 2001, with important 
contributions by, among others, the editors, De Boer, De Jonge, Reinhartz and Tomson; also 
see Bieringer and Pollefeyt 2004. 
524 Jn 1.41; 45. Verse 41 in Greek reads: eu(rh/kamen to\n Messi/an o(/ e)stin meqermhneuo/menon 
Xristo/j: Messiah = Christ.  
525 Jn 1.47; 49. 
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Christians and other Jews as well. Jesus’ claims are based again on the 
‘scriptures’ and ‘Moses’:  
 

‘You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have 
eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf. Yet you refuse to 
come to me to have life. I do not accept glory from human beings. 
But I know that you do not have the love of God in you. I have come 
in my Father’s name, and you do not accept me; if another comes in 
his own name, you will accept him. How can you believe when you 
accept glory from one another and do not seek the glory that comes 
from the one who alone is God? Do not think that I will accuse you 
before the Father; your accuser is Moses, on whom you have set 
your hope. If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he 
wrote about me. But if you do not believe what he wrote, how will 
you believe what I say?’526 

 
A little earlier in this chapter one finds the general statement about ‘the 
Jews’ wanting to kill Jesus, after one of his healings on the Sabbath, because 
of his claim to have come in the name of his Father: 
   

For this reason the Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, 
because he was not only breaking the sabbath, but was also calling 
God his own Father, thereby making himself equal to God.527 

 
In chapter 8, another example of Jesus ‘making himself equal to God’, and 
the clear message that he is not able to convince his opponents, who keep 
rejecting him, can be found: 
 

Jesus said to them, ‘If God were your Father, you would love me, for 
I came from God and now I am here. I did not come on my own, but 
he sent me. Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you 
cannot accept my word. You are from your father the devil, and you 
choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the 
beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in 
him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a 
liar and the father of lies. But because I tell the truth, you do not 
believe me. Which of you convicts me of sin? If I tell the truth, why 

                                            
526 Jn 5.39-47. 
527 Jn 5.18. 
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do you not believe me? Whoever is from God hears the words of 
God. The reason you do not hear them is that you are not from 
God.’528 

 
This is one of the notorious anti-Jewish passages in John, because here Jesus 
is again in discussion with ‘the Jews’ in general. He claims he came ‘from 
God’, but because 'the Jews’ do not believe this, they are told they ‘are from 
their father the devil’ and ‘are not from God’. Although John can also state 
that ‘salvation is from the Jews’ (Jn 4.22), the overwhelming impression 
that one gets is that ‘the Jews’ do not accept him. 
 The last passages I want to mention in the context of Jesus being rejected 
‘by his own people’ are found in chapter 9 of the Fourth Gospel. In the story 
about the healing of a blind man and the subsequent ‘investigation’ of this 
healing by the Pharisees, there is the same discussion about the question 
where Jesus came from. 
  

Some of the Pharisees said, ‘This man is not from God, for he does 
not observe the sabbath.’ But others said, ‘How can a man who is a 
sinner perform such signs?’ And they were divided.529 

 
After this the Pharisees decide to interview the parents of the man who had 
been healed by Jesus. They do not want to answer the question of how he 
was healed, because of their fear to be ‘put out of the synagogue’ (the well 
known Jn 9.22). Then the Pharisees ask the man himself and he tells them 
that he does not believe that Jesus is a sinner, which is the view expressed 
by the Pharisees, since the man was healed by Jesus on a Sabbath, who had 
used mud to spread on the man’s eyes.  
 

Then they reviled him, saying, ‘You are his disciple, but we are 
disciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as 
for this man, we do not know where he comes from.’530 

 
After this the formerly blind man draws the obvious conclusion himself: ‘If 
this man were not from God, he could do nothing.’531 However, the 

                                            
528 Jn 8.42-47.  
529 Jn 9.16. 
530 Jn 9.28-29. 
531 Jn 9.33. 
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Pharisees remain unconvinced unbelievers as ‘disciples of Moses,’ knowing 
that ‘God has spoken to Moses’, but not sure about the connection between 
God and Jesus.  

These are all illustrations of the inner-Jewish debate between the 
adherents of two different basic assumptions: (1) ‘the Torah is from Heaven 
(God)’ as advocated by ‘the Jews’ or ‘the Pharisees’ as the ‘disciples of 
Moses’ and (2) ‘the Messiah is from Heaven (God)’ as advocated by Jewish 
Christians as the ‘disciples of Jesus’, based on the ‘scriptures’ and ‘Moses’. 
In these discussions the alleged divine nature of either the Mosaic Law or 
Jesus Christ is clearly at the centre. This is all strong evidence for an 
exclusively Jewish context, which seems to further support Martyn’s views 
about the setting of this gospel. 
 Martyn’s theories have not remained unchallenged, however. Most 
recently Lars Kierspel has given his arguments for an alternative context for 
the Gospel of John, criticizing Martyn on a number of points, especially 
concerning the function of ‘the world’ in John’s gospel, which I will now 
focus on. First I will have a look at the criticism as brought forward by 
Kierspel and then consider the strength of his alternative theory. 
 Kierspel has studied the ‘parallelism, function and context’ of the terms 
‘Jews’ and ‘the world’ in the Gospel of John. His discussion of the first term 
shows: 
  

that a broader definition for  I)oudai=oi (ethnic-religious term, religious 
term) fits the context better than very precise proposals (authorities, 
Judaeans).532 

 
This general term ‘Jews’ is often placed parallel to the ko/smoj by John in 
such a way that: ‘”the world” emerges as the Leitwort with greater 
importance than “the Jews”’.533 Kierspel then concludes: 
 

The readers’ attention is constantly pulled away from the Jewish 
antagonist and led to perceive ‘the Jews’ as only a part of the 
opposition that is universal in scope.534 

 

                                            
532 Kierspel 2006, 36. 
533 Kierspel 2006, 153. 
534 Kierspel 2006, 153. 
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He also follows other scholars in their conclusion that ‘the Jews’ are a 
subgroup of ‘the world’ and the two terms should not be seen as completely 
overlapping: 
 

If ko/smoj is not a term which merely symbolizes the Jews as the only 
historical referent, but instead ‘the world’ denotes all of humanity as 
the object of God’s love as well as the subject of hate and 
persecution of Christians, then the I)oudai=oi loose their exclusive role 
as antagonists!535 

 
After having drawn these conclusions Kierspel challenges the theories of 
Martyn, especially Martyn’s conclusions about an exclusively Jewish 
context for the Gospel of John.536 His criticism is mainly on a 
methodological level. The two most important ‘crucial flaws’ that Kierspel 
identifies are:  
(1) Martyn’s strong focus on the single word a)posuna/gwgoj and the fact 
that 
 

for the most part Martyn completely neglects the term ko/smoj and its 
interdependence with the I)oudai=oi. When he does mention ‘the 
world’, he always equates it with ‘hostile Judaism’.537 

 
(2) Another important flaw as noted by Kierspel is strongly related to the 
first one: 
 

Many scholars do not choose the narrative in John 9, but the speech 
in John 15-17, as a window into the social circumstances of the post-
Easter communities. The absence of the I)oudai=oi and the opposition 
of ‘the world’ mentioned therein shifts the focus from a conflict 

                                            
535 Kierspel 2006, 167. 
536 Apart from the criticism that will be dealt with below, Kierspel also expresses his strong 
doubts about the link between the Gospel of John and the birkat ha-minim (Kierspel 2006, 
169-170). On the basis of my conclusions about the birkat ha-minim, earlier in this chapter, 
I do not agree with this view, which has become common in modern scholarship. See, e.g., 
Klink III 2008, 101-104: ‘There has been almost unanimous agreement that Martyn’s 
referent of the Birkat ha-Minim in John 9 is historically inaccurate’ (101). See also notes 
457 and 518. 
537 Kierspel 2006, 172. 
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between Jesus and the Jews to one between the church and the larger 
empire, including Gentiles.538 

 
This leads to Kierspel’s own, alternative view on the context of the Fourth 
Gospel, which can be found in the following passage. Speaking about the 
historical reasons for this specific relationship between the I)oudai=oi and the 
ko/smoj, Kierspel notes: 
 

From our reading, it seems obvious that current experiences of pagan 
hostilities motivated the author to use the Jewish opposition against 
Jesus as an illustration of the world’s opposition against the 
church.539 

 
Or, in other words: ‘Now the servants suffer from the Gentiles what the 
master experienced from the Jews’.540 In this manner Kierspel proposes a 
limited Jewish context for the life of Jesus and a wider gentile context for the 
Christian communities within the Roman Empire, with a strong emphasis on 
‘pagan hostilities’ in the days that the Gospel was written.541  
 A number of arguments can be brought forward to challenge Kierspel’s 
theory:  
(1) The context of Jesus in John’s gospel is not exclusively Jewish: he is 
handed over by the Jewish authorities to the Romans, who are responsible 
for his execution at the cross. This is done on the basis of a very rational 

                                            
538 Kierspel 2006, 174. 
539 Kierspel 2006, 181-182.  
540 Kierspel 2006, 181. Kierspel also quotes Vouga 1977, 107: ‘On pourrait être tenté de 
conclure de ces quelques pointages que Jésus a été victime de l’hostilité juive tandis que les 
disciples le sont de la haine du monde, et que ces deux conceptualités font allusion à des 
données historiques qui ne se recouvrent pas exactement.’ (italics his) 
541 Kierspel finds support for this ‘Roman’ context in the writings of Vouga (1977), Cassidy 
(1992), and Frey (2004a). These writers all mention the fiscus Judaicus as a factor that must 
have played some kind of role in the historical setting of the Fourth Gospel and the 
persecutions under Domitian (Vouga 1977, 109; Cassidy 1992, 8-10; Frey 2004a, 47-48, the 
latter’s views are mainly based on Hirschberg 1999, 98-99, who places the fiscus Judaicus 
in the context of the Book of Revelation). Kierspel (206) notes: ‘The explanations of Vouga, 
Cassidy and Frey incorporate the best observations about the Gospel into a socio-political 
model of conflict that operates with the most common assumptions about the text’s 
historical origin (date and provenance), and with contextual information from sources that 
date from the same or a slightly later period. So far, the model received only little attention 
and recognition, despite its explanatory power.’ See below for my comment on this model.  
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decision by the ‘chief priests and the Pharisees’, which even sounds 
authentic:  
 

If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the 
Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation.’ 
But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to 
them, ‘You know nothing at all! You do not understand that it is 
better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the 
whole nation destroyed.’542 

 
Thus, there is a clear Roman context in Jesus’ life as well. The chief priests 
and Pharisees are concerned that a wide-spread belief in Jesus as the 
Messiah among Jews could provoke a Roman reaction directed against ‘our 
holy place and our nation’.543 
(2) It is difficult, if not impossible, to claim that the context of the Christian 
communities at the end of the first century (at the second level of the gospel) 
was exclusively Roman. Although Jews are not mentioned in the ‘farewell 
discourse’, there is the important verse 16.2 in here:  
 

They will put you out of the synagogues (a)posunagw/gouj 
poih/sousin u(ma=j). Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill 
you will think that by doing so they are offering worship to God. 
 

                                            
542 Jn 11.48-50, 18.14. 
543 At the ‘second level’ in the Fourth Gospel, this Jewish concern for a negative Roman 
reaction very likely plays a role as well. One remembers Paul being summoned before a 
Roman court by Jews (Acts 18.12-17 see pp. 51-55) and being persecuted by diaspora Jews 
(see Goodman 2005b). Goodman’s observation seems very relevant in this context:  

‘To sum up, I have suggested that although there may well have been all 
sorts of theological reasons for Jewish hostility to early Christians, 
theology alone can never explain the risks taken by synagogue authorities 
in imposing violent discipline on the Christian Jews such as Paul in their 
midst. In the case of Paul I have suggested that the political factor which 
impelled diaspora leaders to persecute him was the need to live a quiet 
life untroubled by the hostility of pagan neighbours resentful that a Jew 
should try to lure them away from the ancestral worship on which, in 
their eyes, their security depended.’ (Goodman 2005b, 387) 

In the days of Domitian and Nerva, these concerns very likely increased again, which could 
perhaps be seen reflected in the Gospel of John (Jn 11.48-50, 18.14), if read on the second 
level.  
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Jews are undoubtedly responsible for the first act (the ‘putting out of the 
synagogue’), whereas ‘those who will kill you’ may very well refer to 
Roman authorities persecuting Christians.544 But also the discussions 
between Jesus and ‘the Jews’ in the earlier part of the gospel (according to 
Kierspel in the Jewish context of Jesus), seem to bear the stamp of a later 
debate. These are not as much discussions that actually took place during 
Jesus’ lifetime between him and ‘the Jews’ or ‘the Pharisees’, but it is more 
likely that they contain topics that were discussed between Jewish Christians 
and mainstream Judaism after the year 70 with a strong emphasis on the 
‘Torah from Heaven’ versus ‘Messiah from Heaven’ controversy. All 
a)posuna/gwgoj-passages seem to reflect this later period in time. Therefore, 
I would conclude that there is a clear Jewish context for the Christian 
communities by the end of the first century as well. 

The best hypothesis makes use of both these contexts on both levels: a 
Jewish and Roman context in Jesus’ time and also a Jewish and Roman 
context around the time that the gospel was written. The combination of both 
would explain the completely marginalized position of Jewish Christians 
(and thereby Christian communities in general) that is reflected in this 
gospel. The double rejection that Jesus had to suffer, by Jewish and Roman 
authorities, is reflected in the double rejection that Jewish Christians faced 
late in the first century. 

In this way one also becomes aware of a parallelism that is stronger than 
the one suggested by Kierspel. Instead of following his conclusion: ‘A 
theodicy emerges in which the rejection and death of the master by Jews 
serves to explain the same experience of his servants through Gentiles’545, I 
would suggest the following:  
 
 
 
                                            
544 Vouga 1977, 108; 111; Stegemann 1989, 116; Frey 2004a, 49; in contrast to these views: 
Martyn 2003, 9, as quoted by D. Moody Smith in ‘The Contribution of J. Louis Martyn’, 
who insists that Jn 16.2 refers to Jewish worship and thus to Jewish persecution of 
Christians. Carter 2008, 26, is of the opinion that the ‘references to synagogue expulsion’ in 
John’s Gospel ‘function as part of the Gospel’s rhetoric of distance to indicate that some 
conflict ought to exist as a consequence of allegiance to Jesus.  (…) The textual scenario of 
synagogue-separation, along with 12:42 and 16:2, is intended in this polemical text to create 
such a division’ (italics his). As already noted, Carter is also of the opinion that there was no 
Roman persecution of Christians under Domitian (esp. 69-72).  
545 Kierspel 2006, 216. 
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(1) Jesus was handed over by Jewish authorities to be executed by the 
Romans; and  
(2) John may have felt that in his days Jewish Christians had been ‘handed 
over’ to the Roman authorities by mainstream Judaism, which could lead to 
their being persecuted and executed as well.  

In the context of this chapter, my hypothesis is the following: after having 
been labeled ‘heretics’ by other Jews around the year 90, Jewish Christians 
subsequently lost their legal status as Jews in the year 96, when Nerva came 
to power and reformed the fiscus Judaicus. After that reform they were no 
longer regarded as Jews by the Romans, which meant that from a Roman 
perspective they would now be regarded as illegal ‘atheists’. This gives a 
satisfactory explanation for John 16.2 as well: the ‘expulsion from the 
synagogue’ was felt to be the first and necessary step to a setting in which 
Jewish Christians could be executed for their beliefs by Romans.546 

Therefore, after the year 96 Jewish Christians could no longer officially 
lay claim to the label ‘Jew’ on the basis of the newly adapted Roman 
definition of this term in the context of the fiscus Judaicus, which changed 
from an ethnic term to a religious one. It is precisely the use of this word, 
which has played such an important role in Johannine studies. This 
‘enigmatic’ use of the word ‘Jew’ or ‘the Jews’ by John is probably the 
strongest argument for dating this gospel after the year 96 (probably around 
100). John was writing at a moment when Jewish Christians had lost their 
‘Jewishness’: they were no longer officially Jews under Roman law. Jews 
were now distinctly ‘others’: those who remained faithful to the customs of 
their forefathers, or in the terminology found in John: ‘disciples of Moses’, 
who could not look beyond the Mosaic law and did not believe in Jesus as 
the Messiah. This would also account for the sometimes ambivalent use of 
the term ‘Jews’. It can still be used by John bearing an ‘old’ ethnic stamp (Jn 

                                            
546 Vouga 1977, 111, makes a connection between the excommunication by the synagogue 
and the persecutions of Domitian on the basis of Jn 16.2: he interprets the ‘hate of the 
world’ as a consequence of measures taken by the synagogue: ‘à première lecture, ce texte 
semblerait expliciter le concept de ‘haine du monde’ par les mesures d’excommunications 
prises par la synagogue; celles-ci ne furent pourtant pas mortelles (V. 2b), de sorte que cette 
interpretation ne suffit pas à expliquer ce verset. Mais si les chrétiens sont victimes des 
persécutions de Domitien, c’est bien parce qu’ils ont été mis au ban du peuple juif et qu’ils 
ont ainsi perdu le statut priviligié de la religio licita.’ I think this ‘ban du peuple juif’ was 
‘taken over’ by Nerva, when he reformed the fiscus Judaicus, and was initially less of a 
problem under Domitian, when Jewish Christians could ‘only’ be prosecuted as Jewish tax 
evaders by Roman authorities. 
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4.9; 4.22), but the term is mainly seen being applied to representatives of a 
religious group that is separated from those who believe in Jesus as the 
Messiah. This seems to be the reflection of the fundamental change in the 
meaning of ‘Jew’ from an ethnic to a religious label, which probably 
happened under Nerva.  

 
7.6.  Conclusion 
The administration of the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian led to the 
prosecution of Jewish Christians and apostate Jews, because according to the 
Roman authorities they evaded the Jewish tax although still belonging to the 
Jewish gens. The circumcision test that was apparently used to find out these 
tax evading Jews is an indication that this was the distinctive characteristic 
that the Romans were looking for. 

In this manner groups of Jews that had actually become more or less 
estranged from mainstream Judaism were pushed back to the synagogues as 
the centres of Jewish life and the likely source of information for the fiscus 
Judaicus with respect to the Jewish tax. For synagogues and their officials 
this must have been an awkward situation. Apostate Jews were probably not 
regarded as belonging to Judaism any longer and there is enough evidence 
that synagogues preferred to distance themselves from the Christian 
movement, both for religious and political reasons. From a religious point of 
view one should think of the higher status that Jesus was given at the 
expense of Moses, or put in a different way: the Messiah superseding the 
Mosaic Law. From a political point of view the Jewish Christian missionary 
activities among non-Jews could jeopardize the position of Jewish 
communities in the diaspora. 

In this respect it is not a strange move to date the first Jewish definition of 
heretics to the period of Gamaliel II as one of the leading Rabbis after 85, 
during the days of Domitian as the Roman emperor. The exclusion of Jewish 
Christians and apostate Jews from ‘the community of Israel’ by mainstream 
Judaism around the year 90 makes sense in the context of these historical 
circumstances. This is corroborated by the earliest evidence from the 
Mishnah, in which Jewish Christians are probably referred to as those who 
say that ‘the Torah is not from Heaven’(mSanh. 10.1). This would also 
support the traditional dating of the birkat ha-minim. The definition of ‘Jew’ 
as used by the Romans (specifically the fiscus Judaicus) was not accepted by 
the representatives of mainstream Judaism, leading to tensions between 
Romans and Jews and also between Jews and Jewish Christians, because the 
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latter now explicitly got the message that they no longer belonged to the 
‘congregation of the Israelites’ according to the synagogues. 

The reform of the fiscus Judaicus that Nerva undertook as soon as he 
became emperor cleared up all abuses and uncertainties with regard to its 
administration. A stricter definition of taxpayers was probably introduced. 
The assumption that this Roman definition was now limited to those Jews 
‘who remained faithful to the customs of their forefathers’ seems reasonable, 
thus following the Jewish definition of ‘Jew’ including the explicit exclusion 
of Jewish Christians and apostate Jews. The Roman and Jewish definitions 
of ‘Jew’ were, thus, harmonized under Nerva. 

When putting the Gospel of John into this context, many of its unique 
characteristics fall into place. This was the kind of gospel that was needed by 
Jewish Christians after having been successfully marginalized by 
mainstream Judaism and Roman authorities. They needed a strong 
foundation for their belief in Jesus as the ‘Messiah from Heaven’, 
completely separated from mainstream Judaism (much like the purpose of 
the Letter to the Hebrews). The combination of the birkat ha-minim and the 
reform of the fiscus Judaicus by Nerva, which I have proposed as the 
historical context of John’s gospel, is reflected in the double rejection (by 
their ‘own people’ and by ‘the world’) that is experienced by Jesus’ Jewish 
followers. Furthermore, the remarkable and mostly negative use of ‘the 
Jews’ by John could be more easily explained, if one assumes that he already 
used this term for an antagonistic religious group, that could no longer be 
confused with Christians with a Jewish background. 

These Jewish Christians were undoubtedly members of mixed Christian 
communities and they were able to lay a firm foundation for later Christian 
theology in the New Testament writings by them (e.g., the Revelation of 
John, the Letter to the Hebrews and the Gospel of John). On the basis of this 
evidence it may safely be concluded that the decisive separation between 
Judaism as we know it today and Christianity as we know it today, took 
place at the end of the first century, as the combined result of a decision by 
representatives of mainstream Judaism (exclusion of Jewish Christians, who 
were members of mixed Christian communities, from the ‘congregation of 
Israelites’) and the Roman redefinition of the taxpayers to the fiscus 
Judaicus, excluding these same Jewish Christians. 

 




