
Judaizers 

(From Greek Ioudaizo, to adopt Jewish customs—Esther 8:17; Galatians 
2:14). 

A party of Jewish Christians in the Early Church, who either held that 
circumcision and the observance of the Mosaic Law were necessary for 
salvation and in consequence wished to impose them on the Gentile converts, 
or who at least considered them as still obligatory on the Jewish Christians. 
Although the Apostles had received the command to announce the Gospel to 
all the nations, they and their associates addressed themselves at first only to 
Jews, converts to Judaism, and Samaritans, that is to those who were 
circumcised and observed the law of Moses. The converts, and the Apostles 
with them, continued to conform to Jewish customs: they observed the 
distinction between legally clean and unclean food, refused to eat with 
Gentiles or to enter their houses, etc. (Acts 10:14, 28; 11:3). At Jerusalem they 
frequented the Temple and took part in Jewish religious life as of old (Acts 
2:46; 3:1; 21:20–26), so that, judged from external appearances, they seemed 
to be merely a new Jewish sect distinguished by the union and charity existing 
among its members. The Mosaic ceremonial law was not to be permanent 
indeed, but the time had not yet come for abolishing its observance. The 
intense attachment which the Jews had for it, amounting to fanaticism in the 
case of the Pharisees, would have forbidden such a step, had the Apostles 
contemplated it, as it would have been tantamount to shutting the door of the 
Church to the Jews. 

But sooner or later the Gospel was also to reach the Gentiles, and then the 
delicate question must immediately arise: What was their position with respect 
to the Law? Were they bound to observe it? And if not, what conduct should 
the Jews hold towards them? Should the Jews waive such points of the Law as 
were a barrier to free relations between Jew and Gentile? To the mind of most 
Palestinian Jews, and especially of the zealots, only two solutions would 



present themselves as possible. Either the Gentile converts must accept the 
Law, or its provisions must be enforced against them as against the other 
uncircumcised. But national sentiment, as well as love for the Law, would 
impel them to prefer the first. And yet neither solution was admissible, if the 
Church was to embrace all nations and not remain a national institution. The 
Gentiles would never have accepted circumcision with the heavy yoke of 
Mosaism, nor would they have consented to occupy an inferior position with 
regard to the Jews, as they necessarily must, if these regarded them as unclean 
and declined to eat with them or even to enter their houses. Under such 
conditions it was easy to foresee that the admission of the Gentiles must 
provoke a crisis, which would clear the situation. When the brethren at 
Jerusalem, among whom probably were already converts of the sect of the 
Pharisees, learned that Peter had admitted Cornelius and his household to 
baptism without subjecting them to circumcision, they loudly expostulated 
with him (Acts 11:1–3). The cause assigned for their complaints is that he 
“had gone in to men uncircumcised and had eaten with them”, but the 
underlying reason was that he had dispensed with circumcision. However, as 
the case was an exceptional one, where the will of God was manifested be 
miraculous circumstances, Peter found little difficulty in quieting the 
dissatisfaction (Acts 11:4–18). But new conversions soon gave rise to far 
more serious trouble, which for a time threatened to produce a schism in the 
Church.1 

 

 
1 Bechtel, F. (1907–1913). Judaizers. In C. G. Herbermann, E. A. Pace, C. B. Pallen, T. J. 
Shahan, & J. J. Wynne (Eds.), The Catholic Encyclopedia: An International Work of 
Reference on the Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline, and History of the Catholic Church: 
Vols. I–XV. The Encyclopedia Press; The Universal Knowledge Foundation. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/cathency?hw=Judaizers&off=3083

