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It is common to hear Christians preach about how Saul of Tarsus converted from Judaism
to Christianity and became the Apostle Paul. His belief in Jesus resulted in him abandoning his
Torah-observant lifestyle. As with many popular myths, the seed from which they grow is found
in scholarship. According to the Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, “Paul the Christian had once
been Paul the Jew.”1 This is said as if once Paul became a follower of Jesus he was stripped of
his Jewish identity. Frequently, Romans 14:14, 20 is used to substantiate this claim. Interpreters
rely on this conclusion about Paul to inform how they then read the rest of the passage,
specifically, when they attempt to identify the “weak” and the “strong” groups that Paul
describes. Notably, Paul places himself in the category of the “strong” and does not explicitly
identify either group as being made up of Jews or Gentiles.2
The traditional interpretation of this passage is that Paul was addressing two groups split
by ethnic identity and Torah-observance. The weak were Jewish believers in Jesus (and some
Gentiles) who continued to observe the seventh-day Sabbath and food laws found in the Torah.
The strong were Gentile believers (and some Jews like Paul) who did not observe Torah and they
would “eat everything”3 and “[esteem] all days alike.”4 When Paul said that “nothing is unclean
in itself”5 and “everything is indeed clean,”6 he was declaring that kosher law had been
abolished. This was emphasis was heightened by his allegiance with the strong group. Paul’s
goal in writing this chapter was to get the strong to stop “despising”7 the weak and the weak to
stop “[passing] judgement”8 on the strong. This would ultimately be solved once the weak
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abandoned their practice of Torah customs after the strong emulated the behavior of the weak for
a period of time.
This view can be found in the works of early church fathers such as Origen9 and
Reformation leaders like John Calvin.10 Francis Watson is a modern adherent to this conclusion,
“[Paul] wishes to convert the Jewish Christian congregation to Paulinism – to the theory of
freedom from the law, if not to the practice.”11 John Barclay says, “[Paul] himself regards key
aspects of the law as wholly dispensable . . . his theology introduces into the Roman community
a Trojan horse which threatens the integrity of those who sought to live according to the law.”12
Mark Nanos, who does not agree with this conclusion, notes that this interpretation has “almost
universal agreement.”13
As widespread as this interpretation is, it has not gone unchallenged. Ernst Käsemann14
and C.K. Barrett15 argue that Paul was not addressing issues of Jewish religious practices but of
pagan practices that these new followers of Jesus have fallen into or have yet to give up. The
justification for this conclusion is that neither kosher law or Sabbath observance are explicitly
mentioned in Romans 14. The weak are described as abstainers from meat and wine which are
not instructions found in Jewish law and could be found in pagan practices at the time.16 That
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said, I agree with Barclay that it is highly unlikely that Paul would be so lenient toward pagan
practices.17
Other scholars have provided a more substantial challenge to the traditional view by
agreeing that Jewish religious practices were being addressed but offer an interpretation that is
compatible with the notion that Paul remained Torah-observant. This group includes Mark
Nanos,18 David Rudolph,19 William Campbell,20 Brian Tucker,21 and David Bolton.22 Though
their identification of the weak and the strong and what qualified a person as a member of either
of these groups differ, I agree that Paul was addressing two groups that were disputing over
Jewish practices, rather than pagan practices.
In this article, the presuppositions of the traditional interpretation will be explored at
length. These presuppositions are (1) that Paul abandoned Judaism and Torah-observance once
he became a follower of Jesus (2) that there were some followers of Jesus who did not practice
any Torah customs (the strong) and that the weak must include Jewish followers of Jesus.23 Once
these presuppositions are corrected, I will posit that the weak and the strong consisted
exclusively of Gentiles who differed in their practice and understanding of Torah customs.
Regarding the presupposition that Paul abandoned Judaism, David Bolton says, “Such a
reading [of Romans 14] rests on the presupposition that Paul rather successfully extricated
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himself from the Mosaic covenant.”24 According to Bolton, the strength of the traditional view is
grounded in whether Paul departed or remained within Judaism. In order to explore what is true
about Paul, it must be asked, in the Second Temple Era, what did it mean to be “in” or “out” of
Judaism?
The literature of this period suggests that what qualified someone as being within
Judaism was not an adherence to a set of orthodox doctrinal creeds or observing Torah
“correctly,” but an allegiance to the God of Israel as demonstrated by having a commitment to
observe Torah with the intention to keep it as one best understood it. During the Second Temple
Era, there were many different groups that were considered within Judaism. As mentioned by
Josephus, these groups included the Pharisees, the Sadducees, Essenes,25 and the Zealots.26
According to James Charlesworth there were over 20 different Jewish groups during this
period.27 Not only were there these different groups, but there were sub-groups within these
groups. Most famously, the houses of Hillel and Shammai of the Pharisaic party. Yet, the
diversity does not stop there, there were also the common people who did not necessarily belong
to any of these groups. These groups differed in priorities, how to interpret and apply Torah
customs (halakhah), and theology. Yet, they were all considered within Judaism.
Some of the differences between the Pharisees and the Sadducees are summarized by
Josephus, a Pharisee writing as a historian for Rome,
What I would now explain is this, that the Pharisees have delivered to the people a great
many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not written in the laws of
Moses; and for that reason it is that the Sadducees reject them, and say that we are to
esteem those observances to be obligatory which are in the written word, but are not to
observe what are derived from the tradition of our forefathers. And concerning these
things it is that great disputes and differences have arisen among them, while the
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Sadducees are able to persuade none but the rich, and have not the populace obsequious
to them, but the Pharisees have the multitude on their side.28
The Pharisees emphasized a body of unwritten observances that were not found in the written
text of the Torah that the Sadducees rejected. An example of one of these traditions is mentioned
in the Gospel of Mark. The Pharisees asked Jesus why his disciples did not wash their hands
according “to the tradition of the elders.”29 This led to a rebuke made by Jesus that they “have a
fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish [their] tradition!”30 Even
though there was lively debate and harsh accusation, these debates were understood as conflicts
between Jews.
The Pharisees differed from the Sadducees not only in the observance of these “traditions
of the elders” but also belief in the resurrection of the dead, angels, and spirits.31 Most
importantly, they differed with the Sadducees on how to observe certain commandments. They
disagreed on how to interpret the Torah, how to conduct purity laws, issues of the calendar,
interpersonal relationship laws, and others.32 Despite these notable differences, they viewed each
other as fellow Jews. 33 They still served in the Jewish courts together and Sadducees were
willing to observe Pharisaic halakhah while the Pharisees held temporary power.34
To make matters more complex, not only were there different major groups but there
were sub-groups within these groups. As mentioned above, the House of Shammai and the
House of Hillel in the Pharisaic party. Shammai and Hillel were allegedly the two leaders of the
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Pharisaic party one generation before Jesus.35 They belonged to the same party even though they
had many differences. According to the Jewish Encyclopedia, the Talmud records 316
disagreements between the two schools.36 A list of some of their disputations are recorded in m.
Berakhot 8:1-8. For example, “These things are [disputed] between the school of Shammai and
the school of Hillel about meals: The school of Shammai says, ‘Bless the day, and afterward
bless the wine.’ The school of Hillel says, ‘Bless the wine, and afterward bless the day.’”
Broadly speaking, the school of Shammai approached halakhah with a tendency to be more
restrictive and rigid while the school of Hillel tended toward leniency.37
These disagreements included attitudes about Gentiles. A famous passage is presented in
b. Shabbat 31a of a Gentile who asks Shammai to teach him the entire Torah and while he
listened, he would stand on one foot. Shammai responded by pushing him away. This same
Gentile approached Hillel with the same question. Hillel responded more caringly and said,
“That which is hateful to you do not do to another; that is the entire Torah, and the rest is its
interpretation. Go study.” The two houses varied in practice and the leaders varied in attitude
toward Gentiles, yet they still considered each other fellow Pharisees.
Regarding the common people, Karin Zetterholm says, “[they] likely did not belong to
any particular group at all. Thus, we cannot assume that a commonly accepted halakah existed,
and there does not seem to have been a uniform practice even within each of the halakic
systems.”38 Hillel Newman notes that “the Halakhah was probably one of the main issues
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distinguishing these groups.”39 Even the Essenes, a group that was highly unique in their
theology and halakhah to the point of isolating themselves in the caves at Qumran, were
considered as “in” Judaism. Daniel Boyarin writes, “the Essenes, for all their halakhic and
theological deviance, apparently were not treated by anyone as heretics.”40
Josephus was so enthusiastic about the unity among these groups that he made this
exaggerated comment in Against Apion,
To this cause above all we owe our remarkable harmony. Unity and identity of religious
belief, perfect uniformity in habits and customs, produce a very beautiful concord in
human character. . . . Among us alone will be seen no difference in the conduct of our
lives. With us all act alike, all profess the same doctrine about God, one which is in
harmony with our Law and affirms that all things are under His eye.41
Josephus describes the differences in his writings, yet he says that there was “perfect uniformity
in habits and customs” and that Jews “all act alike.” How could this be? This must mean that
whether someone was “in” Judaism was not determined by how “well” or how “closely”
someone observed the Torah. How “well” or how “closely” someone observed the Torah would
depend on who was asked. The binding force must have been something else. Agreeing with
Zetterholm, I argue that a recognized conviction to observe the Torah, as best a Jew understood
how, was the criteria for who being considered within Judaism.
This is the reality in any religious, political, or intellectual sphere. There are many
Protestant denominations that have different ways of conducting instructions found in the New
Testament (e.g. handling finances, Church government, clothing), yet still recognize each other
as Protestants who are committed to following the Bible. Among Democrats there are many
different proposals for how to best solve economic inequality, yet they still recognize each other
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as Democrats committed to the Democratic agenda. Among evolutionary theorists there are
many different proposals for what hypothesis best accounts for the diversity in nature, yet they
still recognize each other as scientists who are committed to evolutionary theory. American
historians argue over the best explanation for the Salem Witch trials, yet they still recognize each
other as historians committed to doing history. There is an acknowledgement of each other as
peers and a recognition that everyone has the same intention to be loyal to their religion, party, or
field. If these institutions can have differences among individual members but are able to claim
unity through common adherence to a higher ideal, it is possible Second Temple Judaism
operated the same way. Speaking to this, Zetterholm says,
Scholars frequently talk about ‘breaking Jewish law’ as if it were something absolute like
running a red light, but Jewish law is generally not as clear-cut, and the assessment of
whether a given act is a violation of halakah depends on the perspective of the group
and individual making the claim. . . . someone who occasionally fails to fulfill a
particular commandment or violates a prohibition may nevertheless be Torah observant
in the sense that he or she is committed to Jewish law and has the intention of keeping
it.42
Whether someone was “in” or “out” of Judaism could not have been determined by how a Jew
practiced Torah, but by if a Jew had a commitment to do so. This attitude is clearly displayed in
the Torah and by Jews in the Second Temple Era.
In the Hebrew Bible, Joshua 22 begins with Joshua praising the Reubenites, Gadites, and
the half-tribe of Manasseh for having “kept all that Moses and the servant of the Lord
commanded you.”43 As a reward for their faithfulness, Joshua gave them their own plots of land
in Gilead44 and exhorted them to continue observing the commandments and serving the God of
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Israel.45 Once these tribes reached their newly gifted land, they built a large altar.46 When Joshua
and the rest of the Israelites heard about this, the people of Israel prepared for war. They sent
Phinehas, the son of Eleazar the priest, and a chief from each of the ten tribes to ask the rogue
tribes, “What is this breach of faith that you have committed against the God of Israel in turning
this day from following the Lord by building an altar this day in rebellion against the Lord?”47
Israel was under the impression that the altar built by these rogue tribes was in a violation
of Deuteronomy 12:1-14 which describes God telling Israel to destroy the altars located in the
land of pagan nations and not to perform sacrifices like them. They were to only sacrifice to
God “at the place the Lord will choose” (i.e. Jerusalem).48 How did these accused tribes defend
themselves? By explaining their intention. They said, “Let us now build an altar, not for burnt
offering, nor for sacrifice, but to be a witness between us and you, and between our generations
after us, that we do perform the service of the Lord”49 Phinehas responded, “Today we know that
the Lord is in our midst, because you have not committed this breach of faith against the Lord.”50
On his return to Israel, Phinehas shared this answer and it was received as “good in the eyes of
the people of Israel” and they “spoke no more of making war against them.”51
Even though the Reubenites, Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh appeared as if they
broke the letter of the law, an explanation of their intention and their affirmation of a
commitment to the Torah was satisfactory. Josephus confirms this as a Second Temple Jewish
understanding of this passage. In his retelling of this story in Antiquities of the Jews he wrote that
Joshua, Eleazar, and others had to “persuade [the people of Israel] first to make trial by words of
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their intention, and afterwards, if they found that their intention was evil, then only to proceed to
make war upon them.”52 Phinehas brought the explanation of the tribes’ intention for building
the altar to Joshua and he was “glad that he was under no necessity of setting them in array, or of
leading them to shed blood, and make war against men of their own kindred.”53 Josephus had the
understanding that these ancient Israelite characters highly regarded intention and even though
some tribes did some things differently, they were still “kindred.” Thus, a shared intention to
observe the Torah was the unifying force for the Jewish groups in the Second Temple Era. This
is what qualified a person as being “in” Judaism.
Therefore, to determine whether Paul abandoned Judaism, two questions must be asked:
Was Paul a Jew? And, did Paul have a commitment to the Torah? These questions will be
answered by the following sub-questions: Did Paul consider himself to be a Jew? Did other Jews
consider Paul to be a fellow Jew? And, what did Paul say about Torah-observance? Exploring
these questions will lead to the conclusion that Paul did in fact remain within Judaism.
Paul is clear about how he views himself. He says in Romans, “I ask, then, has God
rejected his people? By no means! For I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a
member of the tribe of Benjamin.”54 In 2 Corinthians, “Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they
Israelites? So am I. Are they offspring of Abraham? So am I.”55 To Peter in Galatians, “We
ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners.”56 Paul never calls himself a Christian, nor
does he say he converted to a religion called Christianity. The other canonical writers never say
these things about Paul either. According to Pinchas Lapide, the only place “conversion” appears
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in the entire New Testament is in Acts 15:3 and is specifically in reference to Gentiles who
became followers of Jesus.57 Paul clearly viewed himself as a Jew, even after he became a
follower of Jesus.
In Philippians 3, after listing his credentials as a Jew, a Pharisee, a former persecutor of
Jesus followers, and being blameless under the law, Paul says, “But whatever gain I had, I
counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the
surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all
things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ.”58 James Dunn says that this
passage shows that “what [Paul] had previously regarded as most definitive of his identity (as a
Jew), he no longer regarded as important.”59 This notion is directly challenged by how Paul
spoke in the passages quoted above. To make the case to the Roman community that God has not
rejected Israel, Paul appeals to his identity as a Jew to show the problems of the logic he is
addressing. If God has rejected Israel, then God has rejected him, a member of Israel. He used
his identity to make a case for the faithfulness of God. This shows that he viewed his Jewish
identity as important.
Also, Paul gives no indication that he viewed faith in Jesus and maintaining Jewish
identity as incompatible characteristics. In 1 Corinthians 7:17-18, Paul highlights the importance
of Jews remaining Jews after they become followers of Jesus, “Only let each person lead the life
that the Lord has assigned to him, and to which God has called him. This is my rule in all the
churches. Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to remove
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the marks of circumcision.” To Paul, Jesus assigned Jews their identity. How can Dunn then
conclude that Paul’s belief in Jesus resulted in Paul viewing his Jewish identity as not important?
When Paul says that “whatever gain I had, I counted as loss” Paul must have been talking
about is his former career as a Pharisee and the version of Judaism that he was living. In
Galatians 1:13-14 Paul says, “For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how
intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. I was advancing in Judaism
beyond many my own age among my people and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my
fathers.” According to Paul, he was an upstart Pharisee with a promising career ahead of him
who viewed the traditions of the fathers as binding on his lifestyle but then God “[revealed] his
Son” and things changed. With the existence of so many different groups and perspectives within
Judaism, and his continued claim to be a Jew, there is no reason to think that in Philippians and
Galatians he is saying that he left Judaism. What he left was his promising career and lifestyle as
a Pharisee whose halakhic authority was the traditions of the fathers.
Now that it is understood that Paul still considered himself Jewish, it will be helpful to
determine whether other Jews also considered him to be Jewish. In 2 Corinthians 11:22-26, Paul
says that he endured “far greater labors, far more imprisonments, with countless beatings, and
often near death. Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one…I have
been in danger…of my fellow Jews.”60 This passage reaffirms that Paul considered himself to be
a Jew and supports that other Jews viewed him as such. According to Pamela Eisenbaum, “The
fact that Paul says he was subject to forty lashes (less one) five times from synagogical
authorities (2 Cor 11:24) means that the synagogical authorities as well as Paul himself
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understood that he remained subject to Jewish authority.”61 Paul receiving lashings not only
signified that the Sanhedrin felt like Paul was underneath their jurisdiction and authority but Paul
accepted this punishment. The only way this could happen is if both parties considered Paul as
“in” Judaism.
Next, it must be determined what Paul thought about Torah-observance for himself. In
Romans he says, “Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision?
Much in every way. To begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God.”62 In
Galatians, “I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the
whole law.”63 In these two passages, Paul intertwines circumcision, the mark of Jewish identity,
with being in covenant with God and observing the Torah.
He does this again at length, and in more detail, in Romans 9:3-5, “For I could wish that I
myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according
to the flesh. They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the
giving of the law, the worship, and the promises. To them belong the patriarchs, and from their
race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed forever. Amen.” Speaking
in the present tense, Paul again identifies himself as an Israelite and proclaims that “the
covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises” still belong to him. These are all
features found in the Torah.64 Exodus 19:5 sheds lights on this passage, “Now therefore, if you
will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among
all people, for all the earth is mine.” This is then followed by God giving Israel the Ten
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Commandments. Then Deuteronomy 26:18-19, “And the Lord has declared that you are a people
for his treasured possession, as he promised you, and that you are to keep his
commandments…you shall be a people holy to the Lord your God, as he promised.” Israel being
God’s chosen people and his promises to them are inextricably linked to keeping the
commandments. Commenting on Romans 9:4-5, Brian Tucker says, “Paul is not simply
committed to his ethnic heritage but views Israel as a continuing covenant partner.”65 Basically,
to call Paul a non-Torah-observant Jew would be a contradiction and to call him a Torahobservant Jew would be redundant.
If Paul and other Jews considered him to still be “in” Judaism, who are we to say that he
was not? For Mark Nanos, the conclusion is straightforward, “[Paul] certainly had not left the
Jewish faith.”66 This is significant when it comes to analyzing the rest of Paul’s writings because
his identity as a Jew precedes any biblical commentary that he offers. Therefore, when reading a
passage that seems to be Paul challenging the validity of the Torah, such as “nothing is unclean
in itself,” rather than jumping to the conclusion that Paul left Judaism and denigrated all Torah
observance, the question needs to be asked, why would a Second Temple Jew say this?
Broadly speaking, the reason why Paul was adamantly opposed to Gentiles being
circumcised and why some of his letters have an edge against Torah-observance is because a
vital characteristic of Paul’s understanding of the gospel message was that Gentiles can enter into
covenant with the God of Israel as Gentiles. Romans 15:9-12 consists of four quotations from the
Hebrew Bible that Paul viewed as prophetic of this new reality. He quotes Psalms 18:49, “For
this I will praise you among the Gentiles, and sing to your name.” Deuteronomy 32:43, “Rejoice,
O Gentiles, with his people.” Psalms 117:1, “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, and let all the
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people extol him.” Isaiah 11:10-11, “The root of Jesse will come, even he who arises to rule the
Gentiles; in him will the Gentiles hope.” Paula Fredriksen puts it this way, “Heaven had
commissioned Paul specifically to go to pagans, to turn them to Israel’s god. Like the biblical
prophets whose words he drew on, Paul expected God’s kingdom to contain two human
populations: Israel and the nations. This meant that gentiles needed to remain gentiles.”67
Along with Fredriksen, Mark Nanos views this as the center of Paul’s theology.68 After
the resurrection, Paul believed that the “age to come” had arrived.69 No longer must Gentiles
become Jews by circumcision to enter into covenant with the God of Israel. Being in covenant
with the God of Israel became available to members of all nations and they were expected to
remain as such. Nanos remarks how important this is to Paul, “According to Paul’s logic, the
declaration that this age has arrived with the resurrection of Christ would be undermined if those
from the other nations were now to become Israelites, for then God would only be the God of
Israelites, implying that God is not the only God of all the nations.”70 This explains why Paul
was so strong against circumcision and seemingly anti-Torah-observance when speaking to
Gentiles. This is not to say he was against Gentiles practicing any Torah customs, but if they
were to alter their national identity by becoming Jews and thus become “obligated to observe the
entire law,” they would undermine Paul’s gospel. This is important to remember when reading
Romans 14.
Before analyzing Romans 14, the next presupposition must be addressed. That is, that
there were some followers of Jesus who did not practice any Torah customs (the strong) and that
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the weak must include Jewish followers of Jesus. Mark Kinzer comments on the prevalence of
this interpretation, “most commentators understand the ‘weak’ to be Torah-observant Jewish
Yeshua-believers (along with some Gentile supporters), and the ‘strong’ to be Torah-free Gentile
Yeshua-believers (along with some enlightened Jews, such as Paul).”71 He notices that scholars
believe there were “Torah-free” Jesus followers who presumably did not practice any Torah
customs whatsoever.
So, is it true that there were some followers of Jesus who did not practice any Torah
customs, whether Jewish or Gentile? At the time of Paul writing this letter in the mid-50s, the
answer is likely that such a follower of Jesus was extremely rare, if present at all. This is because
in ancient Rome, as will be shown, many Romans were intrigued by Torah customs to the point
of adopting some for themselves. Others went so far as to include worshipping the God of Israel
either as a part of their pantheon or exclusively.72 Romans with this attitude likely made up (at
least) the bulk of Gentiles who became followers of Jesus during this time period because they
would have been most ready to receive the message Paul was preaching.
The evidence for Romans who practiced Torah customs is widespread. The Hellenistic
Jewish author, Philo of Alexandria, said, “[Jewish customs] attract and win the attention . . . of
the whole inhabited world from end to end.”73 This is similar to what we find written by
Josephus,
The masses have long since shown a keen desire to adopt our religious observances; and
there is not one city, Greek or barbarian, nor a single nation, to which our custom of
abstaining from work on the seventh day has not spread, and where the fasts and the
lighting of lamps and many of our prohibitions in the matter of food are not observed.74
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Although these claims seem like attempts by Jewish authors to make Judaism seem like a
worldwide phenomenon, they were not spoken within some validity. First century Roman author,
Epictetus noticed that, “whenever we see a man halting between two faiths, we are in the habit of
saying, ‘He is not a Jew, he is only acting the part.’”75 This was occurring so often that Seneca
the Younger felt compelled to complain that “the customs of that most accursed nation [the
Jews] have gained such strength that they have been now received in all lands. The conquered
have given laws to the conquerors.”76 These are just a few examples from the literature that
attests to Gentiles practicing Torah customs during this time period.77
This literary evidence agrees with what appears to be a recognized category of Gentiles
who had a special loyalty to the Torah and were active in the synagogues without becoming full
converts to Judaism. This group of people are referred to by scholars as “God-fearers.” Oskar
Skarsaune points to many different instances in the Book of Acts where this category of person
appears (Acts 10:2, 3, 22, 30; 13:16, 26, 48; 14:1; 16:14; 17:4, 12; 18:4, 7).78 Acts 10:22 refers to
a Roman centurion, Cornelius, who reportedly was one of the first Gentiles to come to believe in
Jesus. He was referred to as “an upright and God-fearing man, who is well spoken of by the
whole Jewish nation.”79 The author of Acts said that he was “a devout man who feared God with
all his household, gave alms generously to the people, and prayed continually to God.”80 Though
Cornelius was a Roman centurion, he honored the God of Israel with his prayers and with his
finances to the point of being commended by the Jewish community. To an extent, this would
qualify as “Judaizing.” Judaizing did not only mean full conversion to Judaism, it could also be
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as small a step as a Roman including the God of Israel in their pantheon of gods.81 Though it
appears that Cornelius did more than just that. The extent of which Cornelius practiced Torah
customs is unknown, but if Roman citizens admired some Torah customs enough to practice
them, how much more would Romans who feared the God of Israel, like Cornelius, have been
enthusiastic about practicing them?
The characteristics of Cornelius correspond strongly with archaeological findings. In
1987, Joyce Reynolds and Robert Tannenbaum wrote about various lists of names inscribed on a
2.8-meter-tall marble block found outside of a synagogue at Aphrodisias in Asia Minor.82
Portions of these lists are entitled “God-worshippers” and followed by a list of non-Jewish
names.83 According to Dietrich-Alex Koch, in his re-analysis of the archaeological evidence
concerning God-fearers, there are two independent lists on the same block with the earliest
inscriptions dated to the 4th Century AD and the later list dated to the 5th Century AD.84 Koch
concludes that this is a list of Jews and Gentiles who donated to the synagogue, just like
Cornelius.85 Koch describes the relationship between these Gentiles and the synagogue as
ranging from a simple social commitment to various degrees of religious commitment, including
up to an “imitation of Jewish practices such as Sabbath-observance or the observance of fasting
or dietary laws.”86 Andrew Das reports, “Most scholars in recent years have concluded that the
inscriptional evidence does indeed support the category of ‘God-fearer.’”87
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Further evidence for closeness between Jews and Gentiles is Acts 13:16 which portrays
Paul as addressing a synagogue with the greeting, “Men of Israel and you who fear God, listen”
and Acts 14:1, “Now at Iconium they entered together into the Jewish synagogue and spoke in
such a way that a great number of Jews and Greeks believed.” These examples show that
Gentiles of a certain standing were accepted and active in the synagogue while not going through
a full conversion to Judaism. According to Scot McKnight, “[T]here is evidence for a rather
consistent presence of ‘God-fearers,’ or Jewish sympathizers, in Rome from the earliest times.”88
Louis Feldman says, “We have more information about ‘sympathizers’ in Rome than we do for
any other region in the ancient world.”89 These factors make them the most likely recipients for
Paul’s gospel. The significance of this is not lost on no less an authority than James Dunn,
In each city Paul usually made a point of preaching the good news of Messiah Jesus in
the synagogue, or one of the synagogues. This is certainly what Luke reports. Doubt
is often raised on this point, on the assumption that the apostle to the gentiles would
have preferred a different setting in which to preach his gospel. But the objection ignores
the fact that many gentiles were attracted by Judaism and were willing to ‘Judaize’ to
some extent by observing Jewish feasts and attending Sabbath gatherings in the
synagogue; they are usually known as ‘Godfearers,’ to whom the Jewish writers, Philo
and Josephus, and recent inscriptional evidence refer. Such Godfearers, who had
Judaized but held back from becoming proselytes, would likely be the gentiles most open
to and attracted by a form of Judaism that did not demand circumcision.90
It was these God-fearers that likely made up most of the early Gentile population of Jesus
followers in Rome. According to William Campbell, “The growing consensus is that almost all
the Roman Christians had had contact with Judaism at some point in their lives.”91 What Gentiles
would be quicker to accept an invitation into the covenant with the God of Israel than Gentiles
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who already had some level of reverence for him and practiced his suggested customs?
Therefore, it is an overstatement for scholars like C.K. Barrett to say that the strong were
“completely uninhibited by relics of a pagan or Jewish past . . . Like Paul himself (who
undoubtedly is one of the ‘strong’).”92 To say that the strong were “Torah-free” is said with too
much confidence. This also largely affects the assumption that the weak must be Jewish due to
their scrupulous Torah observance. This can no longer be viewed as a necessary conclusion. It is
possible that a group of overzealous Gentiles were scrupulously practicing Torah customs. In
fact, it is more likely that both groups in Romans 14 were exclusively Gentile, as will be shown
below.
The traditional interpretation of this passage is too simplistic and is incorrect on its
assumptions. How can it be said that Paul was abolishing kosher law when he continued to
observe kosher law himself? How can it be said that the strong were “Torah-free,” and that the
weak must be Jews because they observed Torah customs when seemingly most followers of
Jesus, whether Jew or Gentile, would have likely been practicing Torah customs to some degree?
Now it is understood that Paul remained Torah-observant and was strong and any kind of Jesus
follower could possibly have been in the weak group. With these notions in mind, a more precise
examination of Romans 14 can be conducted.
First, the claim that the weak observed the seventh-day Sabbath in contrast to the strong
cannot be sustained because of the vague nature of Paul’s statement and the presence of a
halakhic debate in which it could be framed. In Romans 14, Paul does not explicitly mention the
Sabbath but says, “One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all
days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.”93 It is usually assumed that the

92
93

Barrett, The Epistle to the Romans, 237.
Romans 14:5

Mattson 21
scrupulous, Torah-observant weak must still be worshipping on the Sabbath, but Paul does not
mention Sabbath and does not assign this characteristic directly to one of the groups. In
agreement with Paul Sampley, “Even if a modern interpreter insisted on carrying Paul’s mention
of weak and strong in 14:1-2 into the topic of honoring days, it is not a priori clear who better be
identified as the weak person: the one who reckons all days the same or the one who honors
special days.”94 The strong group could have been the ones who “esteems one day as better than
another.”95 The weakness of the traditional interpretation is further perpetuated when there is
evidence that what Paul is describing was potentially a debate within Judaism. An additional
disagreement between Hillel and Shammai about this is recorded in the Talmud,
They said about Shammai the Elder that all his days he would eat in honor of
Shabbat. How so? If he found a choice animal, he would say: This is for Shabbat.
If he subsequently found another one choicer than it, he would set aside the second
for Shabbat and eat the first. He would eat the first to leave the better-quality animal for
Shabbat, which continually rendered his eating an act of honoring Shabbat. However,
Hillel the Elder had a different trait, that all his actions, including those on a weekday,
were for the sake of Heaven, as it is stated: “Blessed be the Lord, day by day; He bears
our burden, our God who is our salvation; Selah” (Psalms 68:20), meaning that God
gives a blessing for each and every day . . . Beit Shammai say: From the first day of the
week, Sunday, start preparing already for your Shabbat. And Beit Hillel say: “Blessed be
the Lord, day by day.”96
Rather than assuming the division was between Sabbath observance versus Sabbath neglect, the
division could have been about how each group viewed food in relation to the Sabbath or every
day of the week. This would maintain the context of food being the main Torah custom
addressed in the passage and account for the pervasiveness of Sabbath observance among both
Jews and Gentiles.
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Regarding the identification of the two groups, it is more reasonable to conclude that the
weak and the strong in Rome were exclusively Gentile and that being strong was not defined by
being Gentile and Torah-free but by having a correct halakhic approach to meat and
understanding that Gentiles had no obligation to kosher law. Consequently, being weak was not
defined by being Jewish and Torah-observant but by having an incorrect halakhic approach to
meat and believing that Gentiles had an obligation to keep kosher law. Paul’s problem with the
groups was that they differed in understanding and “despised” and “judged” one another for it.
This follows from an examination of what Paul means when he says, “nothing is unclean in
itself” and that “everything is indeed clean.”
It is typical for these verses to be cited to show that Paul was declaring kosher law
irrelevant or as done away with.97 Paul declared in Romans 14:14 that, “I know and am
persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself, but it is unclean for anyone who
thinks it unclean.” Then Romans 14:20, “Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God.
Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by what he eats.”
For many scholars, such as Arnold Fruchtenbaum, these verses are clear enough to say that Paul
was saying that now “there is . . . no dietary code.”98 David Rudolph comments on this position,
“the traditional reading of Rom. 14:14, 20 has been normative for so long that many studies of
the passage seem to begin with the assumption that the traditional interpretation has been
conclusively established, and then, proceed to make the data conform to the law-free portrait of
Paul.”99 This demonstrates how significant the interplay between presupposing Paul was no
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longer Torah-observant with the traditional reading of this passage. Now that we can be
confident that Paul remained Torah-observant, it is time to return to the question, why would a
Second Temple Jew say that “nothing is unclean in itself”?
First, consider the qualifying statement Paul provides in Romans 14:14. He says that food
should not be considered unclean “in itself.” On its own merit, it can be concluded that Paul was
suggesting that food was not intrinsically unclean. There is nothing ontologically unclean with
pork ribs, so to speak. Upon investigation into the Jewish literature, we find that this line of
thinking was present during the Second Temple Era.100 Yochanan ben Zakkai, a contemporary of
Paul, was reported to have had a conversation with a pagan who was questioning the
effectiveness of the purity rituals described in the Torah. When Zakkai’s students asked him how
he answered the man, he said, “By your life, nor does the body make impure, nor does the water
make pure, but it is an enactment of the Holy One Blessed be He!” God responded with
approval, “The Holy One Blessed be He said: A decree have I decreed an enactment have I
enacted, and you are not allowed to transgress my enactment, ‘This is a decree of the law’ (Num.
19:1).”101 Eric Ottenheijm says that this passage demonstrates that “the Hillelite rationalized
halakhic logic presupposes that impurity is not an external, objective force.”102 Rudolph says,
“Paul was not making a radical statement when he wrote that ‘nothing is unclean in itself.’ On
the contrary, he was communicating a normative Hillelite perspective on ritual purity that
already had a degree of acceptance in the wider Jewish Diaspora.”103
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This is also what Paul means when he says, “Everything is indeed clean.” Kathy
Ehrensperger comments, “‘Everything is indeed pure’ refers to Jewish perceptions of purity and
impurity as non-ontological categories, but as God’s ordinances, his Torah for his people.”104
She provides support for this position by appealing to the instructions concerning kosher law
found in Leviticus 11 where God emphasizes that certain foods are “impure for you,” “unclean
for you,” and “untouchable for you.”105 Certain meats were unclean for Jewish people only. This
was understood to be the case simply because God declared it so, not because of anything about
the food “in itself.”
This is one of the reasons why Paul was justified in claiming that Gentiles do not need to
follow this portion of the Torah.106 If meat was in fact intrinsically unclean, then why would Paul
not obligate Gentiles to abstain? These examples found in Jewish literature and Jewish logic
must be accounted for. Rudolph rightly claims, “the textual argument for the traditional
interpretation of Rom. 14:14, 20 only appears weighty when the Second Temple Jewish
background is disregarded.”107 Therefore, Paul was not declaring that kosher law had been done
away with and that all meat should be eaten by everybody, but that the strong who “eat
everything” have every right to do so because they are Gentiles. This is how Paul was able to
identify himself as among the strong because being in that group was not defined by ethnicity or
practice but by understanding that “nothing is unclean in itself” and that Gentiles had no
obligation to kosher law.
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So, if an individual’s placement in one of these two groups was based on understanding
and not ethnicity, how can it be said with confidence that both groups in Rome were exclusively
Gentile? First, it is commonly held that Gentiles were at least the primary audience of
Romans.108 Reidar Hvalvik goes so far as to say, “There can thus be no doubt: when writing to
the Romans, Paul primarily has Gentile believers in mind.”109 Paul Minear agrees, “It is almost
certain that Gentile Christians were the majority among the churches of Rome and that this letter
is more strongly slanted towards them.”110 Second, Paul conspicuously does not identify the
ethnicity of these groups which could suggest that both groups were the same ethnicity because it
was unnecessary to make a distinction.111 Third, we know that the strong in Rome did in fact eat
everything and that the weak abstained and were convinced that the strong had to abstain as well.
Both of these were unlikely positions to be held by Jews. They likely would have understood,
just like Paul, that they continued to have an obligation to observe kosher law and could not eat
everything.
This makes Gentiles the likely candidates for both groups. The strong must have been
Gentile because they did eat everything. With the strong being Gentile, it is unlikely that a
Jewish group would be judging Gentiles for not keeping kosher law because they would have
understood that Gentiles did not have an obligation to keep it. Or, they at least would have been
more tolerant of differing halakhic perspective, especially with Gentiles involved.112 This makes
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Jews less likely to be the weak. God-fearers who entered into the covenant would have their
enthusiasm for the Torah increase even more and it could have increased to the point of being
much too strict because they did not have as much understanding as Paul and the other Jews
would have. Thus, it is more likely that both groups were made up of Gentiles.
In sum, the interpretation of Romans 14:1-15:13, that the weak were mostly Jewish Jesus
followers who still observed the Torah and that the strong were mostly Gentile Jesus followers
(and Paul) who were Torah-free, is untenable once the presuppositions are challenged. The
presupposition that Paul abandoned Judaism collapses after establishing what it meant to be
considered “in” Judaism. Paul only had to be Jewish with a commitment to observe the Torah
and the intention to observe it as best he understood how. He identified as a Jew, was recognized
as a Jew by other Jews, and intimately linked being Jewish and Torah-observance together. He
did not have a problem with anyone practicing Torah customs, he had a problem with the idea
that Gentiles must become Jews to enter into covenant with the God of Israel in the new age.
The presupposition that there were Torah-free Gentiles, and that the weak must have been
Jews, breaks down after recognizing the prevalence of Gentiles practicing Torah-customs in
Rome. When connected with the God-fearers, who Paul preached to, the likelihood that they
practiced Torah customs increases all the more. Rather than assuming that Paul placed himself in
the strong group because he was Torah-free and that anyone practicing Torah customs were
Jews, the question should be asked, why would a Second Temple Jew say, “nothing is unclean in
itself”? This can be done without being constrained by the notion that those who practiced Torah
customs must be Jews.
In light of understanding that Paul remained within Judaism, Romans 14:14, 20 are able
to be considered as consistent with a prevalent Jewish halakhic understanding to conclude that
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Paul was simply saying that meat is not intrinsically unclean. Anyone who did not understand
this halakhic principle, which led them to the conclusion that Gentiles must be obligated to
kosher law, would qualify for the weak group. After considering the combination of factors that
the strong ate everything, Gentiles made up the majority of the population in the Roman
community, the audience of Romans was to the Gentiles, and Jews would likely have had correct
halakhic understanding and tolerance, it can confidently be concluded that the members of both
groups were exclusively Gentiles.
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