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The Way-Early Christianity

Jesus’ followers numbered about 120 people including Mary, his other, the apostles and other disciples, both men and women.  They lived a communal life helping each other, praying and looking after the poor (Acts 1:12-14).  These people remained faithful to the Jewish dietary and behavior laws--they attended worship in synagogues and temples.  To become a follower of The Way, you had to convert to Judaism.  The Way refers to the Lord showing us the Way we should live our lives and the Way to the kingdom of heaven is through Jesus.  Jesus was not out to destroy Judaism.  He wanted to transform the faith to following 10 Commandments rather than 600 rules.  He wanted the focus to be on the relationship with God and with each other.  Loving this way leads to a place in heaven.  These followers composed the Jerusalem church.
Response of Jewish authorities

Jerusalem was the political and religious center of the Jewish culture as well as a crossroads for merchants and travelers.  Soon, the good news proclaimed by Jesus’ followers was racing down the well-built, well-traveled Roman roads.  Under the leadership of Peter, the number of followers of the Way increased to 5000.  The Jewish authorities told the Apostles to stop preaching about Jesus.  They did not believe that he was the son of God.  The authorities saw this as a threat to Jewish custom and their pride in Jewish law and adherence to the law.  A campaign was started to oppress and kill followers of the way and Jesus.

Paul was raised in a Jewish household.  He had the educational equivalent of a PhD.  He was part of the Pharisee-educated class who believed they truly upheld the law of the Torah.  He became a Jewish missionary who job it was to convert pagans.  He was sent to Damascus by a high priest to look for believers of the Way and bring them back to be put in jail.  He was one of the most feared by the followers of Jesus (Acts 8:1-3)

Conversion- (Acts 9:1-22)

Saul’s life is disrupted, turned upside down.  He is now blind and his life of power is over.  How dies it feel when this happens?  How have you responded?  What did you learn?  Sometimes something that turns your life upside down can be eventually be shared with other and be helpful.

Ananais was a regular person called by God.  He feared helping Saul because of his treatment of the followers of The Way.  What if Ananais had ignored his vision?  What did it take for Ananais to go to Damascus-- It took faith.  Pay attention to a call from God, regardless of who he asks you to help.  Why would God pick Saul?  Who else has been challenged by God’s choice as a messenger? (Moses, Abraham and Jesus)

What if Paul had decided to leave town and become an angry old man?  Would you have trusted Paul that he had really changed?  Some did not.  Can people really change as drastically as Paul?  
Paul’s experience was unusual.  Conversion usually is a process of growth and change in direction.  There are small steps that can lead to great strides.  There s always a choice.  Conversion is a growing in knowledge of God’s love for us and welcoming others.  As a child of God, you have a purpose.  This is not always obvious or clear, but you need to be aware of it and use your talents.
More about Paul and his writings (taken from the internet at background)
Most of the New Testament is composed of letters Paul sent to various “churches” around the Mediterranean.  The primary impact he has left on Christianity after him is through his letters, but in his own time, he sees himself primarily as a prophet to the non-Jews, to bring to them the message of the crucified Messiah, and he does this in an extraordinary way.  In the Jesus movement it's clear that a new understanding has come to the fore. In fact it's slightly odd from certain perspectives. One doesn't normally expect that a Messiah should die and yet we have this ironic message in Paul that in fact the Messiah is the one who has been crucified. Now it's true that one could within a standard Jewish tradition think of the Messiah dying. The difference is that even when a Messiah should go through some sort of death or suffering that the event precipitated by that death should be the coming of the new kingdom.... What we find in Paul, and indeed among most of the early Christians, is a slightly ironic twist of fate that the death of the Messiah doesn't immediately inaugurate the new kingdom, and yet that doesn't seem to diminish their sense of apocalyptic expectation. Paul still thinks it's coming soon. He will go through his entire life thinking the kingdom will come soon but the Messiah had already died. 

How does Paul refer to Jesus? 

So when we hear Paul talking about the message of Jesus Christ and him crucified, we're beginning to get for the first time in the New Testament the language that will become the hallmark of all the later Christian tradition. Indeed it's where we get much of the vocabulary that makes Christianity distinctive. The term "Christ" is a title. It's the Greek translation of the Hebrew word Messioc and they mean exactly the same thing. They both refer to someone who is anointed. ... It's identifying him as a religious figure in a new way. 

...[However] for Paul to use the term "Christ" does not automatically signal that we're dealing within a Christian frame of reference that everyone would have recognized. The term Christ, Messiah, could have been used by any number of different Jewish people and still meant different things. So just to hear that term even in the Greek city like Antioch probably wasn't all that unique, and yet it had to have sparked some interest. It's significant therefore that the Book of Acts tells us that the term "Christian" is a follower of the Messiah or a proponant of some Messiah. 
The Term Christian
The term "Christian" was first coined in Antioch probably some ten maybe even fifteen years after the death of Jesus. Now while this term Christian of course becomes the standard terminology for all later Christian traditions, and we think of it in much more lofty and positive terms, at the time that it was coined it was probably a slur. It was probably thrown at these early followers of Jesus as some derogatory designation of them. This is what we often see happening with new religious movements.... We often find in the sociology of sectarian groups that the group may have one self designation. They may call themselves "the way" or "the true light" or something like that because that's their religious self conception, but outsiders will often label them by the name of the leader or the name of some catchy element in their message that sparks their interest. So when we hear at Antioch that they're called "Christians" we have to think of that in more in the vein of them being called "Messianists" or "Christies." People who follow a Messiah or just talk about the Messiah an awful lot and we're not actually sure who coined the term. Whether it's other Jews who didn't believe in the Messiah or pagans who heard these Jewish groups talking about messianic ideas. It's not entirely clear.

So how did Paul get this idea that it was okay not to do all this stuff? What was his logic? 

Paul's notion that it was possible for gentiles to enter the congregation of God without some of the rules of Judaism interestingly enough seems to be a conviction on his part that comes from his own interpretation of the Jewish scriptures. In fact he gets it mostly from the prophet Isaiah. Paul's message of the conversion of gentiles seems to be predicated on the Isaiah language of what will happen when the kingdom comes when the Messiah has arrived and there will be a light to the nations, "a light to the gentiles." And in that sense Paul views the messianic age having arrived with Jesus as being a window of opportunity for bringing in the gentiles into the elect status alongside the people of Israel. So what Paul is really doing is creating this apocalyptic message of what the kingdom is about to be, and the arrival of the gentiles, the engrafting or integrating of the gentiles who will come to believe in the true God of Israel into the community of Israel as the elect nation, then is one of the hallmarks of the messianic age.

Do these views that Paul had, did they cause conflict or tension with the group in Jerusalem? 
Apparently Paul's attitude toward gentile converts stimulated controversy both at Antioch among the Jewish communities there and also among the older Christian communities back in Jerusalem. There are several issues involved here. One is the notion of the dietary laws, the eating restrictions that would have obtained for eating certain kinds of food if one was an observant Jew. Also with whom one could eat, and so we see some indication during Paul's time in Antioch that this becomes a source of some tension. Precisely because in Paul's view it's now possible to integrate these gentiles, people who don't keep the proper food laws, into a dining fellowship with Jews, all of whom are followers of Jesus. And it's in that mixed community where fellowship around a common meal and the celebration of the story of Jesus is the center where Paul brings everyone together, but because it's at a meal it also runs headlong into some Jewish sensitivities about what kind of foods you can eat and with whom you can eat. 

Now where we see this tension coming to a head most clearly is after Paul returns from a conference in Jerusalem. When he went to Jerusalem he took with him a young gentile convert by the name of Titus who was Paul's test case and Paul says explicitly that he went down to Jerusalem to meet with the leaders of the church there. ... Peter, one of the leading Apostles from all the gospel stories, and James the brother of Jesus himself.... When Paul goes to see them he takes with him Titus and some of others of the Antioch community who are his supporters in the beginning..., and they go down to ask the question of "how do we deal with these gentile converts?" and they manage to get some sort of rough agreement with the Jerusalem leadership. They agree that it's okay for Paul to convert these gentiles and yet not to force them to be circumcised. 

So when Paul goes back to Antioch he seems to think that he's won a major victory in the understanding of what the Christian will be. Shortly after his return to Antioch, however, Peter arrives from Jerusalem. Initially Peter seems to have been willing to [keep] fellowship with Paul and these gentile converts. He eats with them, but then not too long thereafter some other people from Jerusalem arrive and Peter backs off. He refuses to eat with them, and Paul blows his stack because he feels that Peter has backed out on a fundamental agreement on what it means for gentiles to convert to followers of Jesus. Paul says he confronts Peter to his face and challenges him with hypocrisy. 

What was the flip side of the [agreement with Peter and James in Jerusalem]? Did Paul agree to do anything in return ...? 

The other thing that emerged out of the Jerusalem conference was that Paul would go predominantly to a gentile audience and from this point on in Paul's career he is a preacher predominantly to gentiles. He doesn't really work mostly in Jewish communities any longer. In fact he even says that Peter is the one charged to be the missionary to the Jewish communities. Now as part of this agreement that was reached in Jerusalem, Paul also decides that it would be important to raise funds in support of the poor in Jerusalem. That is, the followers of the Jesus movement who live there and who seem to be beset with some problems as a result of the famine or other kind of economic distress. So part of Paul's missionary activity for the rest of his career is raising funds to bring back to Jerusalem. 

So what happens after he and Peter have this blow up? What does Paul do? 

The blow up in Antioch over eating with gentiles probably is the turning point in Paul's career. Up until that point Paul has worked predominantly within Diaspora Jewish communities, where he moves out of the Jewish context to deal with gentiles, but after the blow up with Peter, Paul leaves Antioch and probably never returned again. And from that point on, Paul works almost exclusively within gentile communities. Now we know he does encounter other Jews in these major Greek cities and there presumably are Jewish communities in all of them, but Paul doesn't view himself as working any longer within a predominantly Jewish matrix.

