AS Religious Studies: Early Church History

Expansion of Christianity

Geographical Expansion
Christianity began in Jerusalem.  Acts records the progress of the Jerusalem church under the leadership of the apostles Peter and John and later under James’ leadership.  Jewish persecution of the Jerusalem church resulted in the dispersal of its members.  Pentecost also spread the message of the Church.  Christianity spread out from Jerusalem in three main directions:  north-west, south-west and east.

North-West

Where?  Antioch in Syria

Who?  The message was brought by members of the Jerusalem church, displaced by the persecution at the time of Stephen’s death.

Key information:

· Antioch was the base for Paul’s missionary journeys through Asia Minor and Greece

· In the early second century Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, was taken from here to his martyrdom in Rome.

· By the end of the fourth century, half of Antioch’s half a million residents were reported to be Christian

Where?  Asia Minor

Who?  Paul both planted and wrote to churches here (modern day Turkey).  Before Paul, some from this part of the Empire may have been among the converts on the day of Pentecost.

Key information:

· Early in the second century, Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, wrote letters to five churches in this region – Ephesus, Magnesia, Tralles, Philadelphia and Smryna – and one to Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna.
· Around the same time, Pliny’s letter to the emperor Trajan gives an insight into the rapid expansion of Christianity in rural Bithynia, north-west Asia Minor.

· The New Testament contains letters written to the young churches in Asia Minor – Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians.

Where?  Macedonia and Achaia (Greece)

Who?  Paul’s missionary activity (Acts 16:9-18; 20:1-6)

Key information:

· There are letters to the young churches there in the New Testament – 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philippians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians.

· 1 Clement was written by the Roman church to the Corinthian church at the end of the first century

Where?  Rome

Who?  Visitors from Rome were present on the day of Pentecost

Key information:

· The emperor Claudius expelled Jews from Rome in AD49, including Christians, whose message seems to have caused disturbances in the city (Acts 18:1,2; Seutonius – Claudius)

· There seems to be a well established church there around AD57, to which Paul wrote his letter.

· In AD115 Tacitus, the Roman historian, wrote of ‘vast numbers’ in the city who were being persecuted by the emperor Nero in AD64

· In AD96 the Roman church writes a brotherly letter of guidance to the church at Corinth

· Ignatius writes to the Roman church early in the second century, urging them not to stop his impending martyrdom

· Eusebius records that in AD250 the Roman church supported over 1,500 widows and needy persons
Where?  Gaul (France)

Who?  Christianity was perhaps brought by Paul’s companion Crescens.  Tradition connects him to churches in Gaul

Key information:

· Irenaeus was bishop of Lyons in the late second century in the South of Gaul

· In AD177 Christians in Lyons and nearby Vienne were tortured and martyred during the reign of Marcus Aurelius

Where?  Spain

Who?  Paul told the Roman church that he was planning to go to Spain (Romans 15:19,24)

Key information:

· In the late second century Irenaeus (Lyons) and Tertullian (Carthage) are aware of a Christian presence in Sapin

Where?  Britain

Key information:

· It may be that St Alban was martyred there during the Great Persecution (pilgrims were visiting his shrine by the early fifth century)
South-West
Where?  Egypt
Who?  Egyptians were present on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2: 10)

Key information:

· Early tradition holds that the Alexandrian church was founded by Mark

· There was a famous catechetical school here, founded by Pantaenus and then headed up by Clement and then Origin.

· Egypt was the home of early Christian monasticism

Where?  Cyrene

Who? Some from this region were present on the day of Pentecost

Key information:

· Acts 11: 19,20 – Cyrenians were among those who first brought the Gospel to the Gentiles

Where?  North Africa

Who?  The Christian message came from Rome across the Mediterranean and from Egypt in the east.

Key information:

· Twelve Christians from nearby Scilli were martyred in Carthage in AD180

· The beginnings of Latin speaking Christianity start in North Africa, particularly with the writings of Tertullian (cAD160-AD220) and Cyprian (cAD200-AD258)

East

Among the Pentecost pilgrims in Jerusalem were Parthians, Medes, Elamites and residents of Mesopotamia (Acts 2:9).  By the end of the second century the Christian faith had taken hold in Persia (modern Iraq and Iran) and by AD235 the Persian Empire had around twenty bishops and eighteen dioceses.
Conclusion

It is evident that early Christianity had most success north-west of Palestine through Syria, Asia Minor, Rome and South Gaul; south-west to Egypt and North Africa and eastwards through the Persian Empire.  This was not an even expansion.  Christianity was most successful in urban areas and where there was a considerable Jewish population.

The Expansion of Christianity

Political and Religious Factors – the Jews
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Messianic hopes


From the 6th Century BC the Jewish hope of redemption and salvation was linked with the Messiah.  Through this Messiah God would initiate a new era in his dealings with Israel and the Messiah would usher in God’s kingdom.  Christianity claimed to be the fulfilment of Jewish hopes.  In Acts 2 Peter claims that the Old Testament promise has been met in Christ.  There is an idea of continuity between Judaism and Christianity.

The Diaspora


Judah had been dominated by a succession of empires in the closing centuries BC.  In 597-535 BC the Babylonians captured Judah and deported many Jews to Babylon.  Some also fled to Egypt.  Then Cyrus the Persian overthrew the Babylonians and allowed some Jews to return.  Under Greek rule many Jews settled in other parts of the Empire and established settlements and synagogues, and so the Diaspora came into being.  By the time of Jesus Jews were to be found in every part of the Empire and may have accounted for around 7% of the Empire’s population.


The synagogue was the centre of the Jewish community (see Acts 13 and 14).  Gentiles who were attracted to the Jewish faith and way of life also attended the synagogues.  Those who accepted all of the Law and were circumcised were known as ‘proselytes’.  Those who accepted the theology but chose not to be circumcised were referred to as ‘God-fearers’.


In 1 Peter, Peter actually addresses his letter to the exiles of the dispersion.  He uses the Greek term ‘Diaspora’.  The synagogues became recruiting grounds for Christian converts – both Jews and God-fearers.  The synagogue presented Paul and the evangelists with a location to present the gospel.  Paul often visited the synagogue to preach when he arrived in a new town (Acts 17:2-4).  This was met with fierce opposition on the part of some Jews but there was also a considerable response.


The Diaspora Jews tended to be Greek speaking (Acts 6:1) and would have been familiar with the LXX.  This was the text used by Paul and other Christian preachers as they communicated the gospel.

A ready-made form of worship


The first Christian converts were Jews who continued to use Jewish prayers and methods of worship.  Acts 2:42 and 3:1 give evidence that the Christians observed the Jewish prayers.  In fact the use of hymns, prayers, readings and sermons were all part of Jewish worship.  The eldership in the Church was adopted from Judaism.  The tradition came from Exodus 18 – men were appointed to help Moses.
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The Greek Empire and Hellenisation

In 333BC Alexander the Great of Macedon became the ruler of Greece and established a huge empire.  The Greeks planned to create a Greek world and to make every country as Greek as Greece itself – a process known as Hellenisation.  Alexander’s empire broke apart shortly after his death, but the process continued under subsequent rulers and then under the rulers of the Roman Empire.  Greek language, culture, philosophy and religion made a tremendous impact on the ancient world.

Greek language

Greek (known as ‘Koine’, which means ‘common language’) replaced many of the dialects and had become the main language of the ancient world.  This continued to be the case in the Roman Empire.  This meant that the movement of people and ideas was not restricted by a language barrier.  Christian missionaries could go almost anywhere and know that they would be understood.


The Old Testament had been translated in to Greek in Alexandria (known as the Septuagint or LXX) and, outside Israel, was widely used in Jewish communities.  When Paul and other Christian missionaries quoted from the Scriptures it was often the Greek and not the Hebrew version they used.  The early Christians had a ready-made preaching text.


Greek was the language of the New Testament and for the first one hundred years of the Church’s writings, Greek was the medium for Christian expansion in to the Gentile world.  It is a very precise language.  This meant that when Christians set out their creeds, people knew exactly what they believed.

Greek culture, philosophy and religion


The Greeks were thinkers.  Their religion and philosophy raised questions about ultimate issues.  This meant that when missionaries later came on the scene they found people who were aware of the problems of life to which the gospel claimed to have an answer.  In Acts 17:16-34 (Paul in Athens) the picture is painted of Greek intellectuals who delighted in discussion, especially of anything new.


The main schools of Greek philosophy represented in the Roman Empire were the Epicureans, the Peripatetics, the Pythagorians, the Stoics, the Platonists and the Neoplatonists.  These philosophical schools, especially the Stoics and Pythagorians, emphasised monotheism against the polytheism that was predominant in Roman culture: As early as the sixth century B.C., Xenophanes declared that ‘there are many gods according to custom, but only one according to nature’ and ‘there is one God, the greatest among gods and men, unlike mortals in appearance, unlike in thought.” 

Many early Christian theologians were strongly influenced by the philosophical background of their age.  Some believed that God had provided philosophy as a vehicle for explaining the gospel.  Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria believed that the Divine Word (Logos) that had spoken through the Old Testament prophets had also given light and truth to Greek philosophers.

Dissatisfaction with the mystery religions

The Greeks were also interested in mystery religions or cults.  These cults had many secret rites and passwords.  There was a growing dissatisfaction with the mystery religions in the first century.  Banks states that the mystery religions were, ‘too diverse, sometimes perverse and often fatalistic’.
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Melito, Bishop of Sardis in Asia Minor during the second century, wrote a letter to the Emperor Marcus Aurelius in defence of the persecuted Christians.  Melito pointed out the providential coincidence between the beginning of the Empire and the appearance of Christianity: ‘And this is the greatest proof of its excellence, that our doctrine has flourished at the same time as the happy endings of the Empire.’  Letter of Melito Bishop of Sardis.
The Pax Romana


In 31 BC Augustus defeated Antony and became the sole ruler of the Roman Empire.  He brought into being many of the visions of the Greeks – people of different nations were brought under one central rule that aimed to promote peace and justice for all.  Frontiers were also removed and roads were free from bandits.  This meant that early missionaries could travel to country to country with ease.


The internal peace which began in the reign of Augustus is the longest period of unbroken calm that the world has experienced either before or since.  It lasted, with occasional slight interruptions, for about two centuries.  It brought with it great prosperity.  This period is known as the Pax Romana (the Roman Peace).


In times of peace, prosperity and economic stability people are not pre-occupied with worries about war and money.  In such times people have more time to consider religious and ultimate life issues.  This was the case when Christianity was born.


Due to the Pax Romana there was a growth of roads and commerce. The Romans knew that is peace was to be maintained it was necessary for an army to be able to move quickly to any trouble spots.  This could only be done if travel was easy and that demanded good roads.  Due to this the engineers and soldiers built highways that cut in straight lines across one country after another and connected every part of the Empire with the capital.  Although initially the roads were built for military purposes, they were there for all to use and made possible more rapid and extensive travel than ever before.  The progress of merchandise and mail was quickened and so too was the progress of the Christian missionary.


Roads and commerce facilitated not only the movement of groups and individuals, but also ideas.  It is hardly an accident that Christianity spread first along the trade routes and had most of its earliest strongholds in cities from which commerce radiated.  Travel by sea was also improved because of the suppression of piracy.  So the Gospel came to be preached first of all in ports and then spreading along the major lines of communication.

Growing cosmopolitanism


Merchants, soldiers, slaves and thousands of individuals found themselves in foreign environments in the vast melting pot of the Roman Empire.  These migrants tended to borrow from one another and to abandon or alter their inherited cultures.

Ruled by force


The Romans ruled by force and violence.  In contrast, Christianity’s message was about love.  This proved attractive.

The Roman religious policy


The Romans worshipped a whole pantheon of gods and were often indifferent towards the religion of a conquered people, as long as it did not interfere with the agenda of Rome.  They were usually tolerant of a religion (eg Judaism) that had a long history.  When, at first, Christianity seemed to be just another Jewish sect, it was accorded the same tolerance and respect.  In the Roman Empire, the legal status of religio licita (tolerated religion) meant that adherents of a certain religion enjoyed privileges such as exemption from military service, and exemption from the official Imperial cult.
Dissatisfaction with religions in the Empire

Although the official policy of the Empire was to maintain that the welfare of society depended on the favour of the gods, increasingly the old mythology was unable to satisfy the religious needs of many people.  Many Roman emperors and generals resorted to forms of astrology that originated in Babylonia.  It worked on the assumption that human affairs could be predicted through nature, which was thought to reflect human destiny.  


Classical mythology – although many educated people did not take the gods seriously, the gods were still seen as symbolising the power and authority of Rome; so although on the surface many worshipped the gods, this was more symbolic than deeply meaningful.


Emperor worship – the idea of a divine ruler was very common in the ancient world.  There was a tendency to deify the person of the Emperor.  Subjects could be called upon to make offerings to the Emperor, although many Roman citizens did not take this too seriously as they knew the emperors too well.  However, the feeling should not be underestimated that the Emperor symbolised the greatness of Rome and refusing to honour the Emperor or his image was an insult not so much to the Emperor, but to the Empire.

The Expansion of Christianity

Political and Religious Factors - the Christians


‘But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son’ Galatians 4:4

Whether we look at the Jewish people or the Greco-Roman world of the first century AD, it can easily be understood what Paul meant in Galatians 4.  F.F. Bruce comments, ‘Politically and religiously the world was ready for the gospel at that time as it had not been before.’ 

Missionary work
In Matthew 28:19-20 Jesus commanded the disciples to go out and evangelise – ‘Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’  In the early days the belief that the end of the world (the Parousia) was imminent spurred the Apostles on in their preaching – note the urgency on the day of Pentecost.  There are the stories in Acts of the full-time missionaries, such as Paul, who took the message of the gospel throughout the Empire.  Wherever they went they planted a church in the city which would serve as a missionary centre to the surrounding countryside – see Acts 13 and 14.

The Day of Pentecost
Many Jews from around the Empire had gathered in Jerusalem to mark Pentecost.  There were ‘Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phyrgia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs.’  Acts 2:9-11.  According to Acts, there were 3,000 converts that day.  Each would have taken the Christian message back to their own town and city.

The Persecution by the Jews in Jerusalem
After the stoning of Stephen it is recorded in Acts that ‘On that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.’  Acts 8:1.  Rather than destroying the Church, this helped to spread the message about Christ – ‘Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen travelled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews.  Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them, the good news about the Lord Jesus.’  Acts 11:19,20

The witness of the Christians in their everyday lives
Christian morality, particularly in relation to sexual and marital matters, was an attractive alternative to the immorality that existed in much of paganism.  The practical charity of the early Christians was a strong factor in the growth of the early Church.  Orders were established who spent the majority of their time ministering to those in need, such as the orders of widows and virgins.  Eusebius, the fourth century historian, said that in AD250 the church in Rome took care of around 1500 widows and others in need.  Tertullian stated, ‘See how these Christians love one another.’  The emperor Julian (AD332-363) tried to revive the Roman religion, but to no avail.  He realised that it was Christian charity that pulled the people in the Church’s favour.  He observed that Christianity had spread because of its care of strangers and that this charity also extended to the pagan poor.

The social inclusiveness of Christianity
‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus,’  Galatians 3:28.  Christianity cut across social boundaries – no-one was excluded from God’s love.  Christianity initially appealed to those of a low social class and women, primarily because they gained self-worth (something not afforded to them in the world) through Christ.

The Adaptability of Christian preachers and writers
Many Christian preachers and writers adapted their presentation of the gospel in order to relate the message to diverse cultures.  Compare the different approaches Paul takes when he is addressing the Jews in Acts 13:16-41 and when he is addressing the Gentiles in Acts 17:22-31.  Justin Martyr (the Christian Apologist) and Clement and Origen (the Alexandrian Fathers) set out to communicate the gospel using the language of Greek philosophy in order to appeal to the philosophically minded.

The Holy Spirit
In Acts, it is very evident that the Holy Spirit is the driving force of the early Church.  Eg – Acts 13:1-4 ____________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Was the early Church only made up of the poor, women and lower classes?

You are going to read p65-67 in Banks, The Early Church, in order to gather evidence.  After you have read the pages, answer the following questions:

1. What evidence is there that the church attracted and was composed of those of a low social standing?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What evidence is there that early Christianity also made an impact on the upper end of the social scale?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How did the Church’s composition change after Constantine?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Background


Until AD 250 there were no Empire-wide persecutions directed against Christians.  Outbreaks of persecution were local, limited to particular cities or provinces, and often short-lived.  Pagans increasingly blamed and victimised Christians for any local disaster.  As Tertullian put it, ‘When the Tiber floods, or the Nile fails to flood, up goes the cry: Christians to the lion!’  The reasoning behind this was that the gods were angry and were punishing the Empire because Christians were drawing people away from worshipping them.


The provincial governors were the only judges who could order the death penalty.  Their sole concern was to govern their province in the political interests of Rome.  Expediency rather than moral principle guided their decisions.  Often the only question they would ask was, ‘Will persecuting the Christians please the general population and calm them down?’ 

Its impact


The dignified courage of Christians in the face of martyrdom won the sympathetic respect of many and the subsequent conversion of many to the Christian faith.  While the emperor Marcus Aurelius (AD 161 – AD 180) was opposed to Christianity, he acknowledged the bravery of its martyrs.  The martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas resulted in the conversion of some spectators.  Tertullian wrote to the governor Scapula around ten years after Perpetua’s martyrdom and told him that those who see the noble patience of the martyrs are moved to examine the matter and often become disciples themselves.  In his Apology he wrote:


Your cruelty does not profit you, however exquisite.  Instead it tempts people to our sect.  As often as you mow us down, the more we grow in number.  The blood of the Christians is the seed…The very stubbornness you criticise teaches for us.  For who on seeing is not excited to enquire what lies behind it?  Who, having enquired, does not embrace our faith?

There are three main martyrs that you are asked to study:

1. Justin Martyr

2. Polycarp

3. Blandina

For each of these, you must have the following information:

· Background

· Account (brief) of how they were martyred

· Evidence of their faith

· If possible, a quotation on how their martyrdom affected others.

Additional note to resources:

Justin Martyr: Background



Justin was the greatest of the 2nd Century apologists.  Justin studied philosophy as a young man, but was unsatisfied by the philosophies.  He started to think about Christianity after being impressed by the fearless way that Christian martyrs went to their deaths.  Finally Justin became a Christian through an unexpected meeting with an old man when he was out walking one day along the sea-shore at Ephesus.  



Justin lived and taught in Rome and he founded a Christian Philosophical school there.  He was martyred in Rome in the AD 160s, during the reign of Marcus Aurelius.  The account of his martyrdom and that of his companions reveals his refusal to compromise and his assurance of heaven.

 Read the article, ‘How the Early Church Viewed Martyrs’.  Use this article to add evidence to the summarised ideas below:
How did the early Church view martyrdom?
· As an imitation of Christ. _____________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· As a spiritual battle against the powers of hell. ___________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The Church understood the believer’s suffering and death as a concrete realisation of death and burial with Christ. _______________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The source of the martyr’s strength as the Holy Spirit. _____________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The martyrs and confessors were held in high regard in the Church and were though to possess spiritual authority. __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· They believed in martyrs as master intercessors. _________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· ‘The sentiment of the early Church towards its martyrs moved from love to reverence to veneration’.  ______________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The honour paid to the dead was transferred to their physical remains. ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

We will also study Ignatius later in our AS course.  Ignatius is also important with regards to how martyrs were viewed in the early Church.  He encouraged the martyr cult, a mentality that saw Christians actively seeking out martyrdom.  This reasoning for the development of the martyr cult is evident from the article you have just read – martyrdom was viewed as the closest imitation of Christ’s suffering and was a glorious death.  Ignatius wrote of how in martyrdom he would become a ‘true disciple’.  Tradition also held that the famous Christian writer Origen was prevented from running out on to the street so that he could be martyred with his father because his mother hid clothes!
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