
513Historical Background

We also hear that they are “worldly people” (v. 19) who 
are “ungodly sinners” (v. 15) and “devoid of the Spirit” 
(v. 19). They are “malcontents” (v. 16) and “scoffers” 
(v. 18); they grumble (v. 16) and flatter people (v. 16), 
and they are self-indulgent with regard to their own lusts 
(vv. 16, 18). All of this, however, is generalized invective; 
we gather that the troublemakers are bad people who 
exhibit lots of vices, but still we want to know if there 
was some particular philosophy or failing that caused 
them to be this way.

A few references might offer more specific insight. 
First, the people whom Jude rejects are said to “pervert 
the grace of our God into licentiousness” (v. 4). Thus, 
they might be libertine Christians who confuse forgive-
ness with permissiveness and adopt an attitude similar 
to what Paul caricatures as continuing in sin “in order 
that grace may abound” (Rom. 6:1; cf. 3:8; 6:15; 1 Cor. 
6:12; 10:23; Gal. 5:13). They follow their own animal 
instincts (v. 10) and yield willingly to lusts of the flesh 
(vv. 8, 18; cf. 7, 16). Indeed, their doings have become 
blemishes on the Christian “love feasts,” the daily or 
weekly gatherings that served as a primary occasion for worship and fellow-
ship (v. 12; cf. Acts 2:46; 1 Cor. 11:17–34). We cannot be sure exactly what the 
troublemakers were doing at these community meals, but the implication is 
that they were behaving in a manner typically associated with pagan banquets 
and secular celebrations.

In a somewhat different vein, Jude also refers to the intruders as “dreamers” 
(v. 8) who reject authority (v. 8) and slander what they do not understand (v. 10). 
This might mean that they are hyperspiritual Christians who place more value 
on their own ecstatic and visionary experiences than they do on other sources of 
religious authority (e.g., scripture, apostolic tradition, community consensus, 
decisions of elders). If so, then Jude’s description of them as worldly people 
who are devoid of the Spirit (v. 19) is ironic: they are the opposite of what they 
claim to be (cf. Col. 2:18).

The extensive use of Jewish traditions suggests that the letter of Jude is 
probably addressed to Jewish Christians. If this is the case, then the “intrud-
ers” might be Gentiles who have been only partially converted from paganism, 
accepting certain elements of the Christian gospel but rejecting Jewish morality 
and, perhaps, retaining pagan notions of revelation and enlightenment. In any 
event, the presence of such people in the community has proved divisive (v. 19), 
which implies that the intruders have garnered support from some members of 

Box 28.1 

Infamous Sinners  
of the Past

Jude associates the intruders who have 

stolen into the church with six notorious 

examples from Jewish tradition:

•	 Israelites	 in	 the	wilderness	 (v.	5;	

cf. Num. 14; 1 Cor. 10:1–11; Heb. 

3:7–19)

•	 angels	who	mated	with	women	on	

earth (v. 6; cf. Gen. 6:1–4; 1 Enoch 

6–8)

•	 citizens	of	Sodom	and	Gomorrah	

(v. 7; cf. Gen. 19)

•	 Cain	(v.	11;	cf.	Gen.	4:1–16;	Heb.	11:4;	

1 John 3:12)

•	 Balaam	(v.	11;	cf.	Num.	22–24;	Rev.	

2:14)

•	 Korah	(v.	11;	cf.	Num.	16)

Published by Baker Academic 
Copyright 2009 by Mark Allan Powell




