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In the Oxford handbook of early Christian studies, Karen L. King contributes an article 

entitled “Which early Christianity?” wherein she provides a very interesting examination of the 

problem of early Christianities and how the problem of religious diversity has been attended by 

scholarship. Her suggestion, ultimately, is that the proto-orthodox narrative of the Heresiologists 

(that the Church began in some pure form only to later be contaminated with heresies as they 

appeared) has, until very recently, continued to colour the academic study of early Christian 

origins. Rehearsing briefly the history of revolutions in scholarship with respect to New 

Testament studies, Karen King sets the stage for what she suggests will and should be the next 

great watershed in the field of New Testament studies. 

Karen King begins her article by quoting a well known text from St. Paul, where Paul is 

already apparently trying to negotiate the issue of various ‘Christianities’ among the earliest 

believers. Pointing to such latent diversity, King continues “it would seem that the questions 

‘Which Christianity? Whose Christianity?’ were posed very early, even before the gospels and 

most of the New Testament literature had been composed” (King, p.66). King suggests that this 

diversity was tidily dealt with by the Church Fathers when they made appeal to labels such as 

orthodoxy and heresy; labels which would, she suggests, continue to contaminate and distort 

conversation about early Christianity even into the modern period. The Church Fathers were 

thus, in making appeal to these labels, able to rhetorically deride their opponents as disobedient, 

deviant, rebellious, and in any case “incapable of properly interpreting” (King, p.67) Christ or 

the scriptures. Though most of this rhetorical polemic has been exposed and disregarded by 

scholarship today, the most lasting contribution of the Fathers was the invention, or at least 

application, of labels such as ‘orthodox’ and ‘heretical’. These labels were accompanied with a 

grand overarching proto-orthodox narrative according to which a pristine and pure form of 
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Christianity was handed on from Christ, to the Apostles and survived only later to be 

contaminated by encroaching heresies. This narrative has, King suggests, been significantly 

challenged by the method of historical criticism which, when applied in the field of New 

Testament studies, “exposed fundamental disparities already in the supposed harmony of the 

earliest Christians” (King, p.67), thus exposing “differences among the canonical texts [which] 

began to appear quite forcefully” (King, p.67).  

Beginning with F.C. Baur, King sets out to map the influence of the historical critical 

method in the field of New Testament studies, noting that Baur perceived certain disparities 

between, for instance, the “Christianity of Paul and the Jewish Christianity of Peter” (King, 

p.68); suggestions which would become enshrined in the field as paradigmatic categories. The 

problem, suggests King, is that scholarship in this vein had often neatly categorized early 

Christianity into a handful of tidy categories, such as “Jewish Christianity, Gentile Chistianity, 

Apocalyptic Christianity, and early Catholicism” (King, p.68). King tracks how scholarship 

reluctantly loosened its grip on the category of orthodoxy, and began speaking about 

“trajectories” (King, 70), which allowed one to identify Orthodoxy as latent in earliest 

Christianity. These categories, however, are challenged directly by appeal to groups which may 

qualify as more than one at a time, such as Pauline Christianities which may as easily be called 

Jewish as Hellenistic, not to mention Gnostic, apocalyptic, or even ‘Catholic’. 

Proceeding King’s discussion of the influence of the historical critical method on New 

Testament studies, she explores the history of scholarship in this vein in order to situate later her 

own contribution in tandem with the movement of scholarship. Having razed previous categories 

to the ground, King sets out to reorient the approach of scholarship by calling attention to the 
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discursive nature of the process of self-identity. She suggests that it is seminally important to 

recognize that “all religions contain ever-shifting, competing, and contradictory claims, plural 

possibilities, and alternative voices” (King, p.71). Essentially King proposes to reconsider what 

the constitution of a religion is, suggesting that in place of any homogenous body of revealed 

truth at the center and origin of a religious tradition, scholars ought to disregard such a view in 

favour of a more dynamic discursive model of religious formation. Thus King aims to overturn 

not merely any vestige of the proto-orthodox narrative, but along with it the view that 

Christianity is not essentially plastic. 

Karen King’s article is a magnificent tour-de-force which, it is not unlikely, correctly 

perceives that which is around the next corner for New Testament studies. At the risk of 

disregarding other noteworthy laudable elements in her short article, I am tempted to say that that 

which I appreciated most in her presentation was the survey of scholarship leading up to the 

present state of academic conversation. I appreciated this most of all because it reveals what 

kinds of presuppositions set scholarship snowballing in the direction it is now going. Too often, 

in my estimation, do scholars propose a new thesis without having taken proper inventory of the 

dialogue which has gone before them, and this ignorance or dismissive attitude is the major 

contributing factor to academic arrogance. If one cannot conceive themselves being possibly 

wrong one need not carefully defend their positions against classical and still plausible 

alternatives. Moreover, King’s survey selectively set the stage for her own argument, 

bequeathing it tremendous plausibility in light of difficulties with previous theses. For instance, 

the identification of the origin of the Apocalyptic category of Christianity with the work of 

Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweister, along with its subsequent effects on later categories and 

“representations of early Christian diversity” (King, p.69) was genuinely enlightening. 



“I follow Paul; I follow Cephas. A review of Karen King’s which 
early Christianity?”  Tyler Journeaux 

 

Furthermore, James Dunn’s suggestion that there existed a “theological core” (King, p.70) which 

tempered the diversity within the New Testament, along with the way this suggestion has been 

challenged, were equally helpful in coming to terms with King’s own approach.  

On the other hand, I do not have to reflect long before clearly perceiving that which 

troubles me most about Karen King’s treatment of the issue of reconstructing models of earliest 

Christianity. King accepts uncritically a model of religious formation which assumes a 

naturalistic thesis with respect to religions, and in particular Christianity, without even bothering 

about defending such a model against competing models precisely because she seems to think 

that the historical critical method has ruled such alternative models out of the question. King, in 

adopting the historical critical method, seems thus to adopt along with it presuppositions with 

which it is not inexorably tied, such as, for example, that one cannot best understand a Johannine 

text by reading it in harmony with a Pauline text. The historical critical method seems, according 

to King, to entail “the ban on harmonization” (King, p.67), and thus restricts scholarship, setting 

some options beyond the purview of academic options. The canonical hermeneutic which is so 

often derided, and yet continues to be the commonplace within significant factions of religious 

traditions, is, it would seem, banned out of hand by the historical critical method as King would 

have it. However, not only does the historical critical method not logically entail this, but neither 

does the project of secular scholarship receive any benefit from this supposition. For, to return to 

the example above, it remains plausible that some groups would have belonged to both 

communities, since the labels ‘Johannine’ and ‘Pauline’ are modern constructs which aid at least 

as much as any other to obscure the complex reality of religious experience and identity in the 

period of the earliest development of Christianity(ies).  
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Rhetorically, and perhaps even polemically, King dismisses any view of religious 

homogeneity by suggesting that it: 

freezes the processes of historical and theological dynamics, misleading us into thinking 

that any religion is a homogenous and fixed entity with a determinate essence or decisive 

moment of pure origination rather than properly apprehending that it encompasses 

multiform constructions that require assiduous, ongoing labour to maintain (King, p. 72). 

This relatively flippant dismissal of several models of religious formation, not to mention the 

implicit logical entailment that the proto-orthodox narrative, or something approximate to it, is 

not an intellectually live option, is fantastically supercilious. On the most charitable reading, 

King is dodging an argument which she apparently has no interest in addressing. On lesser 

charitable readings, King is dismissing out of hand the very position she wishes to supersede. 

 The article is, of course, immediately relevant for this semester’s exploration of what is 

called Gnosticism, as it reflects the fundamental approach to Gnosticism adopted in this class, 

which is characteristically King’s approach. Though the course runs the risk of being exactly as 

restrictive as King’s thesis is, it also has the advantage of simplicity, and provides an approach 

which easily recognizes tremendous and very real diversity between various groups classically 

labelled ‘Gnostic’. Finally, it also has the effect of setting aside antagonistic categories according 

to which one or another group is deviant, and instead suggests that diversity is itself part of the 

phenomenon of natural religion, and should be understood to characterize earliest Christianity. 

King suggests that “given the role of religion in constructing personal and national identities and 

the manifest involvement of religion in violence, such reflexivity is necessary” (King, p.81). 

Thus, in the service of pragmatic ethical values, the account of earliest Christian diversity must 

never be understood in “a narrative of Christian triumph or a naturalization of the development 

of orthodoxy” (King, p.81). 


