
FROM THEIR EARLIEST RELIGIOUS AND 
cultural consciousness the people of Israel had 
a unique sense of their separateness from other 

peoples and, for that matter, from the rest of the animate 
created order. Two factors seem to have contributed most 
significantly to this distinctive collective self-understand-
ing. First, their belief that yahweh was other than the nat-
ural order, and the origin of all existence, was 
summarized in the concept of holi-
ness. For the ancient Israelite 
to say that God was holy 

was to say the Creator was utterly other than and separate 
from the created. Thus, God’s people understood yahweh 
as being in stark distinction from other peoples’ divini-
ties, gods the people envisioned as mere personifications 
of natural phenomena.

The second factor was rooted in the Israelites’ sense of 
collective divine election. They were a chosen people, and 
their abstinence from or participation in certain behaviors 
were the external signs of their unique covenant rela-

tionship with God. “For thou art an 
holy people unto the Lord 

thy God, and the Lord 
hath chosen thee 
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The term kosher is essentially an English spelling of the yiddish 
word kasher, which literally means to make fit for Jewish consump-
tion. Lying behind both words is the ancient Hebrew term ksr, 
from which the word kashrut is derived. Kashrut refers to the body 
of Jewish regulations, both written and oral, regarding matters 
of ritual cleanliness and purity, particularly dietary regulations.
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to be a peculiar people unto himself, above all the nations 
that are upon the earth. Thou shalt not eat any abomina-
ble thing” (Deut. 14:2-3, KJV). A further admonition tied 
together the notions of remaining a separate people and 
of practicing dietary purity with specific food-preparation 
instructions: “you shall not eat anything which dies of 
itself. you may give it to the alien who is in your town, 
so that he may eat it, or you may sell it to a foreigner, for 
you are a holy people to the Lord your God. you shall 
not boil a young goat in its mother’s milk” (v. 21, NASB). 
Throughout their history, from the exodus through the 
history of Israel and Judah, and especially during the 
trauma of exile and return, this notion of Kashrut (ritual 
and dietary purity) became increasingly important.

Remaining Separate
Devotion to this conviction of otherness enabled the 
retention of the Israelite and Jewish religious and ethnic 
identity in the face of every temptation to allow them-
selves to be absorbed into the predominate cultures of 
successive eras (Babylonian, Persian, Greek, Roman, 
and beyond). Unfortunately, by the first century a.d., 
this concern for covenantal otherness had descended 
into an exclusiveness that presented a major obstacle to IL
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Entrance to the 
home of Simon the 
tanner at Joppa. 
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Overlooking 
Nicanor Bay at 
Joppa (modern 
Tel Aviv). Simon 
the tanner’s house 
was located by the 
sea at Joppa (Acts 
10:6). 



the early Christian proclamation of the “good news” of 
Jesus Christ. One writer has observed, “the strictures of 
kashruth make social intercourse between the practicing 
Jew and the outside world possible only on the basis of a 
one-sided relationship.”1

Essentially the Jewish community said to the sur-
rounding Gentile culture, “On a limited basis, you may 
enter our world by respecting our dietary and 
ritual cleanliness practices, but we can never 
enter your world because it is in a continual 
state of contamination.” Put more succinctly, 
the laws of Kashrut said, “you can be like us, but 
we can never be like you.” Simon Peter’s extended 
visit in the house of Simon the tanner at Joppa 
(Acts 9:43) and his subsequent acceptance of the 
invitation to go to the home of the Roman soldier 
Cornelius (Acts 10) boldly challenged the 
validity of this ancient assump-
tion regarding any reciprocal 
relationship between ritual-
dietary legalism on the one 
hand and identity with the 
divine redemptive purpose in 
human history on the other.

First-Century Applications
The strict Pharisaism of the first 
century a.d. insisted that certain 
vocations made their practitioners 
almost perpetually unclean even 
though those persons were life-
long Jews (Lev. 11:39-40).2 Simon’s 
house was near the sea, where he 
would dump the brine he used in 
the tanning process and the offal of 
deceased animals. His occupation 
required that he live apart from the 
larger Jewish community of Joppa 
because of his repeated contact with 
animal carcasses in the process of 
converting hides into leather. To 
interact socially with Simon in this 
condition would have made any Jew 
touching him ritually unclean as 

well.3 Thus Peter’s willingness to be Simon the tanner’s 
house guest signaled a major step in the direction of 
embracing with love all who responded in faith to Jesus’ 
inclusive “whosoever” (Luke 12:8; John 4:14).4

The story of centurion Cornelius is a further case in 
point. Though born a Gentile, Cornelius had become a 
“God-fearer,”5 meaning one who, though a non-Jew, par-
ticipated in many Jewish observances, including dietary 
restrictions and synagogue attendance. Being a “God-
fearer” meant, though, the person had not undergone 
ritual circumcision and become fully identified as a Jew. 
Peter’s vision of the animals descending upon the earth 
and his three-fold refusal to obey the command to “kill 
and eat” speak volumes regarding the struggle, both 
ancient and modern, to lay aside deeply-ingrained 
prejudices that keep others from having access to the 
redemptive power of God.

Jewish Law (the Torah) in the first century a.d. 
expressed itself in two primary forms. The first and 
foundational was the sacred writings (Greek, hiera 
grammata; 2 Tim. 3:15), the written texts of docu-
ments ultimately associated with the Old Testament. 

Jesus characteristically referred to these documents as 
“the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 7:12). The second 

Peter’s willingness to be Simon the Tanner’s house guest signaled 
a major step in the direction of embracing with love all who 
responded in faith to Jesus’ inclusive “whosoever.”
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Above: Terra-
cotta ostrich from 
Ehnasya, which 
is south of Cairo; 
dated to the Roman 
Era. An ostrich was 
one of the birds 
declared unclean 
(Lev. 11:16). 

Right: A mikvot 
(Jewish ritual bath 
used for purifica-
tion) at Masada.



expression of Torah was the oral law, or “the tradition 
of the elders” (15:2). Peter may have been quoting from 
a commonly known rabbinic oral injunction when he 
said to Cornelius and his companions, “ye know how 
that it is an unlawful thing for a man that is a Jew to 
keep company, or come unto one of another nation” 
(Acts 10:28, KJV). “To keep company” carried the notion 
of those with whom it was acceptable to dine. “It was 
largely because of their carelessness in food matters that 
Gentiles were ritually unsafe people for a pious Jew to 
meet socially.”6 In the mind and heart of the devout 
first-century Jew, the requirements of the oral tradition 
were as binding as those of the written.7 Only a person 
of courageous faith could turn aside from decades of 
cultural and religious teaching and conclude that “God 
is no respecter of persons” (Acts 10:34, KJV) and that 
“through his [Jesus’] name whosoever believeth in him 
shall receive remission of sins” (v. 43, KJV).

Aqueduct at 
Caesarea Maritima 
brings water into 
the city, flowing 
from springs at 
the base of Mount 
Carmel, which 
is about 6 miles 
away.
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Sacred Eating
In a land and culture where food is usually in abundance, 
we have almost completely lost the sense of eating as 
an act of worship. Surely remnants of that conscious-
ness remain in the Jewish observance of the Passover 
and the Christian observance of the Lord’s Supper. 
Remnants are also present in the notions of Sunday 
dinner, Thanksgiving feasts, and dining out in style on 
special occasions. Little remains, however, of the sense of 
sacred consumption that derives from a time when plenty 
was non-existent and starvation was always an imminent 
possibility. Those living in such a condition associated the 
deepest sense of religious reverence with the selection of 
only the very best to be offered in grateful sacrifice and 
then consumed in communal worship. 

This was the world of Deuteronomy 15:19-23, which 
instructed the Hebrew people in the identification, prepa-
ration, and consumption of that archetypal sacred meal, 
the Passover, which is described in chapter 16. The 
unblemished sacrifice served both to render homage to a 
perfectly righteous God and to keep a chosen people who 
were in the process of being perfected reminded of their 
calling to be as holy as their human finitude would permit 
them to be. “And ye shall be holy unto me: for I the Lord 
am holy, and have severed you from other people, that ye 
should be mine” (Lev. 20:26, KJV).

Unfortunately, first-century Jewish legalism concluded 
that “separateness” and “holiness” amounted to the same 
thing. They mistakenly assumed, therefore, that effec-
tively segregating themselves from others automatically 
brought them closer to God. Contemporary Christians 
can make the same mistake. Some assume that eating so-
called biblical diets or sequestering themselves in quasi-
monastic enclaves will automatically make them holy. 
When the Pharisees objected to Jesus’ disciples’ failure 
to observe the laws of Kashrut related to hand wash-
ing and food consumption, Jesus responded, “There is 
nothing from without a man, that entering into him can 
defile him: but the things which come out of him, those 
are they that defile the man” (Mark 7:15, KJV).        i
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Left: An Egyptian 
peasant (or “fellah”) 
in upper Egypt. 
Leviticus lists the 
camel as one of the 
animals not to eat 
(v. 4).

Right: Synagogue at 
the Herodium, out-
side of Bethlehem. 
The Herodium was 
a fortress palace 
complex that Herod 
built 24-15 B.C. 
During the Second 
Jewish Revolt in 
A.D. 132-135, the 
Herodium became 
the headquarters 
for the leader of 
the revolt, Bar-
kokhba. While 
there, his followers 
converted a tri-
clinium dining hall 
into a synagogue. 
Shown is the syna-
gogue, which mea-
sures about 45x30 
feet and has bench 
seating along the 
walls.
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