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Foreword
Christianity is the greatest success story in the history of the world. No other re-

ligion or institution or government comes even close to the number of its adherents, 
with some two and a quarter billion in the present generation alone. It has exerted a 
greater influence, changed more lives, educated more people, fostered more progress 
in the arts and sciences, inspired loftier achievements in culture, and had a more 
powerful role in helping the helpless than any other institution on earth. In the past 
two thousand years, it has indeed proven to be the greatest movement ever.

The organized expression of Christianity is the Church—that wondrous collec-
tive of Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Protestants of every variety, and groups 
that defy any category—a mighty miscellany of those who confess Christ as Savior. 
That the Church should have sprouted from the seedbed of Judaism through the life 
and teachings of one man and be transmitted by His twelve followers and their fol-
lowers seems inconceivable. That this movement even survived beggars belief, since 
the most powerful empire in the world tried every means available to eradicate it. 
Judaism, its parent, largely disowned its own offspring. A welter of competing pagan 
religions all hated the Christian movement and tried to suppress it. 

Nay, more. Not only did the Church have to struggle for survival against ex-
ternal foes, but internal enemies as well: heretics, who, like opportunistic bacteria, 
preyed upon the wounded body of the Church before its own defenses—the New 
Testament canon and the Creed—had been fully developed to separate truth from 
error. By all rules of historical precedent, then, Christianity should have shared the 
fate of countless extinct sects in the ancient world, the butt of jokes about a peculiar 
breed of people who believed that their founder was the Son of God when in fact 
He was a crucified criminal. 

That Christianity not only survived but thrived is miraculous and itself a proof 
of God’s existence. The incredible saga of how this happened, and how the Church 
grew and spread, is the substance of this book. It will not, however, be a prolonged 
glory story. Alas, “the Holy Christian Church” has always been composed of saints 
who are sinners as well. There will be disappointing chapters as sad counterpoints to 
the successes and triumphs, since scrupulous honesty has been the absolute mandate 
in these pages.

Clearly, this book has a huge story to tell. It may be helpful to offer, at the outset, 
a menu for the literary feast to follow. This is not to “give away the plot,” as it were, 
but to offer something of an appetizer that may help the reader more easily digest 
two thousand years of Christian history. In this volume, seven distinct eras appear—
seven, not because of any biblical significance, but because it accords well with the 
way historians often divide the past two millennia. 
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The Early Church (to AD 250) deals with the all-important begin-
nings of Christianity: Jesus; Paul; the apostles and their mission jour-
neys; the testimony of the Church Fathers; the early defenders and 
defamers of the faith; how the New Testament canon, the Creed, and 
church government were established; and especially the horror of the 
Roman persecutions . 

The Church in a Changing World (250 to 600) tells how the per-
secutions were finally halted after the extraordinary conversion of 
Constantine, the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity, and 
how the faith went on to conquer Rome itself . Although the empire 
declined and fell to Germanic invaders, they, in turn, were conquered 
by Christ through Christian missionaries . As dark ages blanketed Eu-
rope, the Church and its priests and monks, as the only educated class, 
saved civilization in the West, while Christians of Asia and Africa con-
tinued to thrive until suppressed by dhimma status under Islam .

The Church of the Middle Ages (600 to 1400) deals with Medieval 
Europe when the Church and its papacy were challenged by their own 
successes as the dominant forces in Western civilization, much as the 
patriarchs of Constantinople were in Eastern Orthodoxy . This was the 
era of powerful popes and soaring cathedrals, yet also a time when too 
close a link between Church and state led to doctrinal error and moral 
corruption . And in 632, with the death of the Muslim prophet Mu-
hammad, Christianity had to face—and still faces—its greatest con-
frontation ever in Islam . Christendom was also weakened by the Great 
Schism—the huge split between the Eastern and Western Churches, as 
well as the failure of the Crusades and the fall of Constantinople to the 
Muslim Turks in 1453 .

The Church of the Renaissance and Reformation (1300 to 1600) was 
impacted by these two very diverse movements . The Renaissance (“re-
birth”) emerged in Italy already in the fourteenth century . It did not 
bring on more culture but a change in culture from a totally religious 
worldview to a secular alternative . A great constellation of scholars, 
artists, sculptors, and authors pioneered the new learning, and popes 
patronized them in hopes of saving the Renaissance for the Church . 
What happened instead was the secularization of the papacy, as well 
as moral and theological crises in the Church that demanded reform . 
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Reforms had indeed been attempted by Peter Waldo in France, John 
Wycliffe in England, Jan Hus in Bohemia, and Savanarola in Italy . All 
had failed, with the reformers themselves often burned at the stake . 
It was left to Martin Luther—the providential person at the perfect 
time—to inaugurate the Protestant Reformation, which transformed 
much of northern Europe and the future itself .

The Church in the Age of Orthodoxy and the Enlightenment (1600 
to 1800) followed the religious wars of the seventeenth century . This 
bloodshed showed Christendom at its worst . Although the Thirty 
Years’ War finally ended in 1648 for a battered Germany, religious ha-
tred and persecution continued in Europe for many years . Positions 
became entrenched and a stolid form of orthodoxy grew dominant, 
provoking a reaction to this faith of the head with a faith of the heart 
called Pietism in Germany and Methodism in England . The Enlight-
enment of the eighteenth century, however, became a powerful secu-
larist challenge to all branches of Christianity . While some leaders of 
the Enlightenment such as Isaac Newton remained Christian, others 
such as François Voltaire ridiculed the faith .

Christian Churches in Modern Times (1800 to World War I) presents 
three revolutions that rocked the world: American, French, and Latin 
American . Napoleon tried to redraw the map of Europe but failed . All 
branches of Christendom were impacted by these events and also by 
the many political and social uprisings that punctuated the nineteenth 
century . Even more so than previously, the Church now had to meet a 
fourfold ideological challenge from rationalism, the theory of organic 
evolution, materialist philosophy, and biblical higher criticism . Chris-
tian reaction to these ranged from militant denial to accommodation, 
and the debate continues to this day . But this was also the time of in-
tense missionary activity across the world and a response to Matthew 
28 not seen since the earliest missionaries from Rome and Constanti-
nople Christianized the rest of Europe .

The Spread of Global Christianity (The World Wars to the Present) 
describes the mission outreach of Christendom, restarted so strongly 
in the nineteenth century . This outreach has continued and even ac-
celerated to the present day because the Church has capitalized on 
the communications revolution . Much as the printing press made the 
Reformation possible, so, too, radio, television, the Internet, and other 
technological gifts have transformed the way Christians spread the 
Gospel . The worldwide response has been phenomenal, especially in 
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Africa and the southern hemisphere . A strong ecumenical movement 
is also contributing toward at least a partial fulfillment of Jesus’ prayer 
“that they might all be one .”

These, then, are some of the headlines in the story of Christianity. On the pages 
that follow come the delicious details. These pages will easily engage readers while 
offering them totally trustworthy information that avoids the usual denominational 
and parochial approach in favor of a truly global perspective. Our Founder did not 
limit His missionary mandate to Europe and America. “All nations” were His target, 
and that prophetic instruction—which must have seemed totally impossible at the 
time—is actually being fulfilled before our eyes. How could this miracle ever have 
happened in fact? 

Read on . . .
—Paul L. Maier, PhD

The Russell H. Seibert Em. Professor of Ancient History
Western Michigan University 
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From the Editors
The history of God’s people covers thousands of years. Through Moses and the 

prophets, God recorded the events and people important to the “Church” of Israel. 
And through the pens of those who walked and talked with our Savior, we have the 
history of Jesus’ time on earth and the founding of the Christian Church. Within 
the first centuries of the missionary activity of Paul and Peter and the other apostles, 
numerous writers had recorded the activities of local churches and leaders as well as 
the doctrinal deliberations of church councils and the mergers and schisms that hu-
man beings have experienced as Christians.

Exploring the Church in history provides us the opportunity to learn from past 
events and discover ways to further the spread of the Gospel worldwide. From the 
1960s to the 1990s, Concordia Publishing House offered its Church in History se-
ries as a popular presentation of the nearly two thousand years of people and events 
that have formed our definition of “Church.” In 2011, with The Church from Age to 
Age we completely revised the series, uniting content of the six volumes into one 
book, adding new content, and updating the presentation to bring readers into the 
twenty-first century.  In this newly abridged history, we wanted to provide a smaller, 
lower cost volume for a new readership. We focused on presenting the historical 
narrative, summarizing information in charts to save space. Below, we provide the 
following biographical sketches for the writers.

• Dr. Robert G. Clouse is professor emeritus of history at Indiana 
State University. He was a founding member of the Conference on 
Faith and History, served on the editorial board of the Brethren Ency-
clopedia, and was a contributing editor of the New Twentieth Century 
Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge.

• Dr. Karl H. Dannenfeldt † served as professor of history at Arizona 
State University, the American editor of Archiv für Reformationsge-
schichte, a committee member for the American Society of Church 
History, and president and officer for the American Society of Refor-
mation Research.

• Edward A. Engelbrecht (STM) served as general editor for The Lu-
theran Study Bible (2009) and Lutheran Bible Companion (2014).

• Dr. Marianka S. Fousek is an independent historian who served as a 
professor at Miami University and other schools. She also served as a 
council member for the American Society of Church History. 
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• Walter Oetting † (MA) served as professor of Church history at 
Concordia Seminary. He died young, just after completing his book 
for the Church in History series, which was reissued in 1992 due to 
continuing interest in the book as an introductory text.

• Dr. K. Detlev Schulz is associate professor and chairman for the 
department of pastoral ministry and mission at Concordia Theological 
Seminary, serves as the PhD supervisor of the missiology program, 
and is dean of the graduate school. He grew up in Africa, studied in 
Europe and the United States, and served as a missionary in Botswana.

• Dr. Roy A. Suelflow † served as a missionary in China, Japan, and 
Taiwan. He also served as a seminary professor and mission director in 
East Asia. He later taught church history at Concordia Seminary and 
served as associate editor for the Concordia Historical Institute Quarterly.

• Dr. Carl A. Volz † served as professor of church history at Luther 
Seminary and as an editor for Dialog: A Journal of Theology. In 1997, 
the American Academy of Parish Clergy selected his book, The Medi-
eval Church, as one of the ten best books of that year.

This general history of the Church presents themes, persons, and events in his-
torical and chronological order. The content is arranged by the different eras that 
historians commonly use as well as by geography as needed. The writers commended 
themselves to the work through their ability to present matters in a readable, fair, and 
straightforward way.
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C h a p t e r  O n e

The Early Church
FROM THE APOSTLES TO AD 250

We begin our study of the Church from age to age by considering the events in 
the Christian communities after the period that is described by the literature of the 
New Testament. Basically, this section analyzes the last decades of the first century 
through the first decades of the third century. The last specifically historical material 
included in the New Testament is the Acts of the Apostles, which reaches about AD 
60; however, the composition of some of the New Testament documents falls after 
that time period. We have attempted to pick up the story where these materials leave 
off.

Because of challenges in describing any new movement, we have treated ear-
ly Christianity topically rather than purely chronologically or geographically. The 
themes discussed take up issues that still confront the Church in our own generation, 
questions concerning mission work, modes of worship, polity of congregations and 
synods, the Church’s effort to speak the Gospel in terms relevant and meaningful, 
the orientation of the Church toward society, and the relationship of Christianity 
to the state. We have endeavored to limit value judgments and applications to the 
minimum. Such judgments are something the reader must make for himself, either 
alone or in discussion with others.

Jesus Christ. Christianity is a faith—a faith that is based on the activity of God 
in history. The writer to the Hebrews began his letter, “Long ago, at many times and 
in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days He 
has spoken to us by His Son.” This was God’s unique intervention into history for the 
salvation of man. Jesus was born at Bethlehem in Judea during the reign of Caesar 
Augustus. He was executed during the reign of Tiberius some thirty years later. His 
crime in the eyes of the Romans was apparently that He called Himself a king. The 
grave did not hold Jesus. He arose “on the third day” and appeared to His followers. 
This was the foundation of the Christian faith.
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Jesus spent His life working in one province of the Roman Empire, a “world-
wide” state covering the area surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. He lived during 
a crucial period of this empire’s history. Caesar Augustus’s reign was the beginning 
of the imperial period. As Rome slowly encompassed the Mediterranean, the old 
city-state governmental and social structures broke down, and Italy was plunged 
into a century of civil and social war. It was Augustus who brought peace and justice 
out of this chaos. And it was precisely at this time—a long-sought-after period of 
peace—that Jesus taught. 

Peter characterized Jesus’ activities in the short phrase “He went about doing 
good” (Acts 10:38). If Jesus went about visiting the socially disinherited as well as 
people of influence, He also taught whoever was willing to listen. Jesus’ language was 
not learned but rather evidenced the quality of abandon. He did not generally quote 
other sources as authority, and when He did, He had no scruples about suggesting 
that Moses said certain things only because the people would not have accepted the 
whole counsel of God. One poet has characterized His language as “gigant-esque.” 
Jesus could call His followers “the salt of the earth” (Matthew 5:13) and refer to 
Himself as “the door” ( John 10:9). He told the man whose eye caused him to sin to 
“tear it out” (Matthew 5:29). He reproved people who were so concerned with the 
speck in their neighbor’s eye that they didn’t see the log protruding out of their own; 
He rebuked teachers whose lives seemed as pure as the whitewash on a tomb but 
whose true, inner qualities could better be likened to “dead people’s bones” (Matthew 
23:27).

It wasn’t merely the way Jesus said things that struck people but also what He 
said. Mark summarized His preaching: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). “Repent!” Jesus in-
sisted that the people to whom He was speaking were hiding from God’s presence. 
Instead of listening to what God had really said—“Love the Lord your God with 
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. . . . You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself ” (Matthew 22:37, 39)—they were following the rules by which 
they interpreted this Law of God to suit their own convenience. They defined the 
meaning of “love” and of “neighbor” to the point where they could claim to be doing 
the Law. Jesus distinguished between what the people had been taught and what 
God had actually commanded. He called them from hiding behind their own sys-
tems of morality into the living presence of God with the word “Repent.” But at the 
same time, He announced that the kingdom of God was present in His person. The 
prophets had said that in His own time God would descend and reign among men. 
This reign, Jesus claimed, was being inaugurated in Himself. This is the Gospel, the 
Good News, to which Mark referred.

Jesus’ disciples spread this message of “Repent and believe in the Gospel” wher-
ever they went in the Roman Empire and beyond, always insisting that they behold 
“His glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” ( John 
1:14). The letters of Paul, Peter, John, and James breathed this message. They confi-
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dently preached “there is forgiveness with God” since Jesus Christ fought the forces 
of darkness and won! “In Christ God was reconciling the world to Himself, not 
counting their trespasses against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19). It was the message of 
victory over death through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead that sum-
marized their mission to men. Easter was the great feast day of the early Christians 
because it was on this day that they celebrated their victory over death.

Jews and Gentiles. Christianity spread over the Roman Empire from the cities 
of Jerusalem and Antioch. To one who looked at it from the outside, the Church in 
Jerusalem appeared like merely another sect within Judaism. Yet the Christians dif-
fered fundamentally from their Jewish brethren, even though they were themselves 
Jews, when they accepted Jesus as the Messiah (the Christ) and taught that salvation 
would not come through doing the Law but had already come in Jesus, the Christ, as 
the fulfillment of God’s gracious promise.

Believing that they represented authentic Judaism, the earliest Christians close-
ly related their lives to the religious lives of their neighbors. The Christians were 
under the jurisdiction of the Jewish Sanhedrin. When Peter and John preached in 
Jerusalem, they were forced to defend themselves before the religious and civil courts 
of the Jews. Many of the early Christians continued to worship in the synagogue and 
were faithful to some of the ceremonial laws of Judaism; they fasted twice a week, at-
tended temple and synagogue, observed dietetic regulations, practiced circumcision, 
and in many cases probably continued to observe the Sabbath.

The gap between Christian and non-Christian Jew was widened with the per-
secution of the Christians in Jerusalem by the anti-Christian Jews. It was in this 
persecution, probably in the year 36, that we hear of the first Christian martyr, Ste-
phen. As a result of this persecution, it seems that a number of Christians fled from 
Jerusalem and settled in the Greek city of Antioch, where Christianity was preached 
to the uncircumcised.

The city of Antioch was very important for the spread of the Christian Gospel. 
Its population was made up of people from many lands. Since the successors of Al-
exander the Great sent Jews there when they refused to comply with pagan religious 
regulations, there was a large Jewish settlement in Antioch by the time of our Lord. 
There were also many proselytes in this city, Greeks who had been fully converted to 
Judaism, as well as the so-called “God-fearers,” or “devout men” (Acts 10:2), Greeks 
who accepted the God of the Jews but not the ceremonial laws of Judaism. The 
Greek-speaking Jews, or “Hellenists” (Acts 6:1), and the Gentiles who worshiped 
with them in the synagogues in Antioch provided the fertile ground for the Chris-
tian appeal outside the confines of strict Judaism. As a result, both circumcised and 
uncircumcised Christians worshiped and ate together for the first time.

Since this type of integrated church represented a new turn for Christianity, 
the Church in Jerusalem sent Barnabas to check on these activities. Barnabas was a 
Christian Jew from Cyprus and so fit well into the environment of Antioch. He also 
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encouraged Paul, a Jewish convert to Christianity from Greek Tarsus, to help in the 
work at Antioch (Acts 11:19–26). 

Preaching the Gospel to the Gentiles was continued especially through the work 
of the apostle Paul. Commissioned by the congregation in Antioch, Paul and Barn-
abas carried the Christian Gospel through Asia Minor. Dividing into two teams, 
Barnabas took John Mark with him to his home in Cyprus, where they continued 
their efforts; Paul, accompanied by Silas, covered the same territory again in Asia 
Minor but then went on into Greece. Paul was ultimately able to reach Rome. Be-
cause he did not require his converts to become Jews before they became Christians, 
Paul aroused the displeasure of some Jewish Christians in the Church at Jerusalem 
(Acts 15:1–5).

To settle this question, a number of the early Christian leaders met in Jerusalem. 
They agreed that Christianity was more than a sect in Judaism but assumed that the 
followers of Jesus would remain loyal to the revealed Word of God—the Torah (Acts 
15:6ff.). Observing the Sabbath, circumcision, and the food laws was not demanded 
of all followers of Jesus Christ. Gentile Christians were merely required to refrain 
from strangled meat, food offered to idols (cf. 1 Corinthians 10:25ff.), blood, and un-
chastity (Acts 15:28–29). But it was not decided at Jerusalem how a Christian who 
had come out of the Jewish tradition should act in a congregation that was predomi-
nantly Greek. Would it be possible for a Jewish Christian to forsake Jewish regula-
tions if he lived among Greeks who did not know this heritage? This continued to 
cause discussion in the Early Church. It seems that Peter and Paul, for example, had 
difficulty with this issue (Galatians 2:11–16). It was Paul’s position that Christians 
must forbear one another (Romans 14:1–15:6; 1 Corinthians 8:1–9:27).

The leader of the Church in Jerusalem was James, the brother of our Lord. At-
tempting to mediate between Paul, the missionary among the Gentiles, and those 
zealots in the Church at Jerusalem, who insisted that all the Gentiles converted to 
Christianity be circumcised, James did not insist on the full acceptance of all the 
traditions of Judaism. But at the same time, he advocated that the Church avert any 
break between herself and the ancient people of God (Acts 21:18ff.). James was a 
blend of Jewish piety and of the belief that Jesus is the Messiah.

These were the years in which the Jewish rebellion against the Romans, which 
culminated in the destruction of Jerusalem in the year 70, was gaining momentum. 
Since the day when the Jews were able to win back their freedom from the Seleucids 
under the leadership of the Maccabees in the middle of the second century BC, only 
to lose it again to the Roman Pompey in the middle of the sixties BC, the Zealots 
especially continued to propagandize and terrorize in the hope of freedom from 
foreign domination. When the Roman governor died in 62 and the new governor 
had not yet arrived, the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem took power. Venting their zeal on the 
small Christian group, they accused James of blasphemy and demanded that he go 
before the people and tell them that Jesus was not the Messiah. Instead of disclaim-
ing his belief, he confessed that Jesus was indeed the Anointed of God. As a result 
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of this “blasphemy,” James was thrown from a cliff and stoned to death. Because the 
Christians in Jerusalem sensed the fearful events about to take place and because the 
Jewish authorities were less and less tolerant of their activities, the Christians fled 
from Jerusalem to the Gentile city of Pella in the years 62–70.

When these Christians fled to the east of the Jordan, they established com-
munities of faith that did not remain in contact with the congregations established 
by Paul and other missionaries. These communities existed in isolated areas into the 
fifth century.

Since most of them were Jewish Christians, they developed a form of Christi-
anity that attempted to preserve much of the ritual of Judaism as part of their faith. 
Accepting the “Judaizing” position as more or less the correct one in opposition to 
Paul, they continued to follow certain Jewish practices, such as circumcision and the 
Sabbath observance. They did, however, celebrate the Eucharist on Sunday and ac-
cept Jesus as the promised Messiah, but they claimed that He was born in a natural 
way, receiving divine power in His Baptism. Our Lord’s Baptism and His resurrec-
tion played most important roles in their theology. One of these communities took 
the name “Nazarenes” (Matthew 2:23; Acts 24:5). This was a name given early to 
the followers of Jesus. Another group called themselves “Ebionites,” a word meaning 
“poor,” which they presumably applied to themselves after the words of Jesus in the 
Sermon on the Mount: “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”

Into All the World. No one knows who established the churches in Rome, Al-
exandria, Carthage, or Lyons, but there were many traditions about the origin of 
these congregations among the early Christians.

Early Christian leaders, such as Bishop Irenaeus of Lyons, credited Peter and 
Paul with the founding of the Church in Rome. This is a tradition that doesn’t square 
with the fact that Paul wrote to the Roman Christians before he was in Rome him-
self and that when he came to Rome for the first time he was met by the “brethren” 
(Romans 1:10; Acts 28:15–28). The best explanation of the origin of the Christian 
community in Rome is that Jewish Christians traveling in the area and settling there 
founded it.

This congregation became the uniquely honored church in Christendom by the 
beginning of the second century. A number of reasons are given to explain this. It 
was the first church to suffer persecution by the Roman government. Nero (64) and 
probably Domitian (95) persecuted Christians there. Clement, a presbyter-bishop 
in Rome c. 95, assumed that both Peter and Paul were martyred there during these 
persecutions. These two facts, together with the imperial position of Rome and the 
reputation for charity and hospitality that the congregation possessed, help to ex-
plain why it was revered as preeminent very early in the Church.

There was a saying that “all roads lead to Rome.” When trouble arose in Corinth, 
one of the presbyter-bishops in Rome, probably Clement (c. 95), wrote to that 
church, as Paul had previously, suggesting that they return to the Rule of Obedi-
ence. Ignatius, bishop of Antioch (c. 110), was taken to Rome to be martyred. Many 
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Christian intellectuals from various parts of the world, men such as Justin Martyr, 
Marcion, and Valentine, spent some time in Rome as teachers. This church was a 
“vast multitude” already at the beginning of the second century. By the middle of the 
third century, the Roman Church had one bishop, forty-six elders, seven deacons, as 
many subdeacons, forty-two acolytes, fifty-two readers, exorcists, doorkeepers, and 
over fifteen thousand widows and poor persons under its care.

The beginnings of the Church in Egypt are lost in the mist of time. Early Chris-
tians believed that Mark or Barnabas founded the Church in Alexandria. The lim-
ited evidence we have concerning Christianity there in the second century indicates 
that it was in part an attempt to find a philosophical basis for combining various 
religious traditions.

This type of religious thought was common in Egypt among the Jews. Accord-
ing to tradition, Ptolemy, the ruler of Egypt 285–247 BC, had the Hebrew Scrip-
tures translated into Greek in order that they might become part of the overall re-
ligious life of the Egyptians. This version is called the Septuagint. The Alexandrian 
Jew Philo felt he could bring the Hebrew prophets and the Greek philosophers into 
conformity by finding the supposed “hidden” meaning in the Old Testament. This 
type of interpretation is called allegory.

Among the Christians, Valentine (c. 135) tried to get behind the words of Scrip-
ture to the “spiritual” meaning. What the Scriptures really taught, he claimed, was 
a form of religion that was quite compatible with the other religions of Egypt. He 
suggested, for example, that there is only one God, but this one God has no name. 
Ultimately, then, the many names applied to divine beings do not refer to many gods 
but are simply names by which the one God is worshiped. The Valentinian Gnostics 
portrayed Christ as a Savior sent from the hitherto unknown God to bring saving 
knowledge to men about God. Since the word for knowledge in Greek is gnosis, this 
variance from Christianity is called Gnosticism.

About 180, a teacher by the name of Pantaenus came to Alexandria. He had 
been a Stoic philosopher before he was converted to Christianity. The school that 
flourished under Pantaenus in Egypt, one of the most famous Christian schools in 
the Early Church, also illustrates the syncretistic nature of Christianity in Egypt. It 
was basically a school to instruct the young and old, educated and uneducated, in 
the Christian Gospel. But attached to this school, though not identical with it, was a 
course of instruction that went all the way from basic grammar to the highest specu-
lations in Christian philosophy. Geography, archaeology, astronomy, and medicine 
may also have been studied here. This school was open to any interested pagan, even 
if he or she was not interested in becoming a Christian. Here, a long succession of 
theologians taught that true philosophy would ultimately lead to the Christian faith 
and that all the arts and sciences were valuable to the believer as tools to elucidate the 
Christian Gospel. The disciple of Pantaenus was Clement, the successor of Clement 
was Origen, and Origen was the teacher of many of the bishops from that part of the 
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world who were at the Council of Nicaea in 325. These individuals can be credited 
with bringing Egyptian Christianity into the mainstream of the Christian tradition.

Of the Church’s origin in Carthage in Africa and Lyons in southern France we 
know even less. It is probable that Christians either from Ephesus in Asia Minor 
or from Rome were the first to bring Christianity to Carthage in northern Africa. 
Tertullian, a presbyter there toward the end of the second century, is the first Chris-
tian whom we know by name in that church. But by this time, there were so many 
Christians in North Africa that Tertullian could threaten the local Roman ruler with 
rebellion if he continued to persecute Christians.

We first hear about the Church at Lyons around 170 through the writings of 
Irenaeus, a bishop in that church. By this time, there were many Christians in this 
area and more than one congregation. When Emperor Marcus Aurelius persecuted 
this church c. 170, there were some fifty martyrs.

Toward the end of the second century and in the beginning of the third, the 
Church also continued its eastward spread. Around 160, we hear of a teacher by the 
name of Tatian in Edessa in eastern Syria. Tatian was known for his Diatessaron, in 
which he attempted to combine the Four Gospels into one account. It remained the 
standard reading in the worship of the Church in that part of the world into the 
fifth century.

The most famous missionary in this early period of the Church’s history was 
Gregory Thaumaturgus. Gregory was born around 213 at Neocaesarea in Pontus. He 
studied under Origen at Caesarea in Palestine, where he was converted to the Chris-
tian faith. While bishop of Neocaesarea, he did mission work in Cappadocia, where 
he converted many pagans to Christianity, among them Macrina, the grandmother 
of the great fourth-century theologians Gregory of Nyssa and Basil of Caesarea. 
Many stories were told concerning his ability to work miracles. At daybreak, men, 
women, and children suffering from demon possession and disease would gather 
at his door. As he healed these people, he would talk to them about the Gospel, 
advise them about their troubles, and discuss with them various religious problems. 
Gregory of Nyssa wrote that it was “above all for this that he drew many numbers to 
hear his preaching. . . . His discourse would astonish their hearing, and the wonders 
he performed would astonish their sight.”

By the year 250, Christianity had spread to the limits of the known world. We 
hear legends about it in England, but know little more. We hear about it in areas to 
the east of Armenia, even in India and China, but know almost nothing about it. 
Two facts, however, become clear. First, the Church spread rapidly over a wide geo-
graphical area, increasing phenomenally in numbers at the same time. Second, this 
work was done by ordinary Christians. We know of no missionary societies; we hear 
nothing of organized effort. Wherever Christians went doing their regular tasks, the 
pagan saw a different kind of individual and heard about “the Savior.” The spread of 
Christianity followed the trade routes. In the Middle Ages, we hear of many indi-
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viduals such as Patrick in Ireland and Ansgar in Scandinavia; outside of Gregory, we 
know few missionaries of the Early Church by name.

When the early Christians themselves recount how they learned of the Gospel, 
they usually confess that their faith was the result of casual contact with that “way of 
life.” Gregory the missionary claimed that there were many influences in his conver-
sion, but especially the influence of his teacher Origen. Gregory also came to study 
in Caesarea and happened to find a Christian teacher. Minucius Felix described how 
Octavius told Caecilius about his Christianity in casual conversation. Justin Martyr 
was accosted by an old man along the seashore who explained the Old Testament to 
him. Justin recalled that he was converted to the faith when he saw people willing to 
die for it in the arena. The pagan Celsus scoffed at the workers in wool and leather, 
the rustic and ignorant persons who spread Christianity. The work was not done by 
people who called themselves missionaries but by rank-and-file members. The least 
among men, even the unknown, are indeed the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.

Worship
If you had asked, “Where is the Church?” in any important city of the ancient 

world where Christianity had penetrated in the first century, you would have been 
directed to a group of worshiping people gathered in a house. There was no special 
building or other tangible wealth with which to associate “church,” only people! A 
pagan critic of Christianity, Celsus (c. 170), reproached the Christians for their lack 
of “temples” and “images.” Origen simply replied that all of this was unnecessary for 
true religion, and Christians could worship their God anywhere.

When Justin Martyr (c. 150) was executed because of his Christian faith, the 
Roman official asked him to reveal the homes where the Christians worshiped since 
that was common Christian practice. In Jerusalem, the first Christians worshiped 
in the house of John Mark (Acts 12:12). Paul often referred to the worship that 
took place in the homes of various individuals (1 Corinthians 16:19; Romans 16:5; 
Colossians 4:15). These places received no other consecration than the worship and 
teaching that took place there.

Christians sometimes used synagogues, centers of Jewish communities all over 
the Roman world. Jesus Himself went to the synagogue in Nazareth “as was His 
custom” (Luke 4:16). Paul usually began his preaching in these centers (Acts 13:5, 14, 
42, 43). Peter and John also attended the temple in Jerusalem for afternoon prayers 
(Acts 3:1).

In Rome, Christians sometimes worshiped in burial caves under the city called 
catacombs. These catacombs were natural caves that intersect the area on which 
Rome is built. It is estimated that there are 550 miles of these caves under Rome 
today. The Christians found these to be natural places for burial. In the East, the 
tombs were usually cut into rock. These caves were an obvious substitute. The bodies 
of the dead were placed in cavities along the tunnel walls and especially in shelflike 
openings in the large chambers. The largest chambers held about fifty people. The 
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tunnels from chamber to chamber were very narrow—perhaps three feet wide. For 
this reason, it is improbable that Christians used these caves for regular worship at 
any time. It is certain, however, that specific ceremonies, especially celebrations of the 
Eucharist, were held by small groups in connection with the burial and remembrance 
of the dead.

The first traces of special places for worship occur in the writings of Clement of 
Alexandria (c. 200), who pointed out that “church” could refer both to the worship-
ing group and to a special building (Stromateis, VII, 29). Not until the middle of the 
third century did Christians begin to build special buildings for worship in great 
numbers. It is probable that this building began under the protection of the Persian 
Empire to encourage the Christians to be loyal to them rather than to Rome. In the 
third century, Persia or the regional ruler at Palmyra controlled much of Asia Minor 
and Syria. The first archaeological evidence of a church building proper dates from 
about 256 in Dura-Europos, a town on the Euphrates River. About the same time, 
a church building was erected in the city of Antioch, which was also under Persian 
domination. After the year 300, many church buildings, generally in the East, were 
destroyed in the persecution under Diocletian.

The early Christians were not particularly interested in religious art either. 
As late as 315, the council meeting at Elvira in Spain legislated against pictures 
in churches “lest the paintings on the wall be worshiped and adored.” Interpreting 
the First Commandment to mean that any representation of God is idolatry and/or 
blasphemy, early Christian writers generally condemned any artistic representation 
of the deity and limited themselves to decorative art, such as geometric designs. It 
is interesting, however, that notwithstanding these many condemnations, the Chris-
tians in Rome filled their burial catacombs with extensive religious art, including 
human figures. Usually of flat lines with no architectural feeling or sense of sensuous 
beauty, the figures symbolized the faith and hope of Christians as expressed in the 
words: “According to [God’s] great mercy, He has caused us to be born again to a 
living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance 
that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you” (1 Peter 1:3–4). 
The paintings of the catacombs depict events from both the Old and New Testa-
ments and testify to the intervention of God in history for the salvation of man. The 
stories of Jonah, Noah’s ark, Daniel in the lions’ den, the near sacrifice of Isaac, the 
raising of Lazarus, and the Good Shepherd were among the favorites.

There was more than one liturgy, or form of worship, in the Early Church. Indi-
vidual areas had their own liturgies, and the liturgy in any given area changed from 
one period to the next. There is an obvious accumulation as the liturgy grows in form 
and depth. The chart on “Worship in the Early Church” summarizes key elements 
and concerns in early Christian beliefs and practices.
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Worship in the Early Church
BELIEFS PRACTICES

FORMS AND 
REGULATIONS

Based on apostolic practice. Had both set forms and spontaneity. 

SUNDAY Day of Christ’s resurrection. Gathered for reading, preaching, and 
Eucharist.

BAPTISM Trinitarian instruction. 
Holy Spirit given in Bap-
tism. Dying and rising with 
Christ. Forgiveness of past 
sins. Born again.

Examined for purity of life before 
Baptism. Exorcisms. Rite of anoint-
ing, prayer, fasting, immersion, or 
sometimes by pouring water. Infant 
Baptism practiced by at least AD 
200.

READING AND 
RESPONSE

Old Testament and apos-
tolic writings regarded as 
God’s Word. Old Testament 
read as fulfilled in Christ. 

Regular readings from the Old Tes-
tament and apostolic “memoirs” and 
letters. Preaching, singing, prayers in 
a Jewish style.

EUCHARIST Lord’s Supper as joyful 
thanks to God and highest 
form of worship. Eating 
and drinking the body 
and blood of the incarnate 
Christ without explaining 
how. 

Kiss of peace between members. 
Agape or love feast meal along with 
Eucharist. Prayer including words 
of Christ instituting the Eucharist. 
Emphasized worthy participation.

The worship of the Early Church was not as fixed and formal as it was later 
to become. But it did not lack forms either. Many parts of the traditional liturgical 
framework are not found in the documents from this period. The Eucharistic liturgy 
contained no Confession and Absolution, and there is no explicit reference to the 
Kyrie, the Creed, or the Our Father. Prayers, hymns, and responses, slowly accumu-
lated by the worshiping communities all over the world, give us the many ingredients 
of worship that are known in Christendom today.

Organization
The administrative structure of the Early Church grew out of her “liturgy,” 

which included not merely worship of God but also service to men in works of love 
(2  Corinthians 9:12; Philippians 2:17, 30). Especially in the earliest years of the 
Church’s life, there was no single preconceived plan of organization. The patterns 
differed from one region to another. Christians organized to overcome difficulties 
and to meet the challenges of their time. But there was an unmistakable trend toward 
uniformity. While patterns are vaguely discernible in the period when the literature 
of the New Testament was written, by 250, all the churches were ruled by a bishop, 
who was assisted by elders. The chart on “Church Offices” summarizes various of-
fices, functions, and some developments.
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Church Offices
CALLINGS 
AND FUNCTIONS

NOTES

ELDERS 
(PRES-
BYTERS); 
PASTORS

Discipline, teaching, and leading 
in worship. Early on, the office of 
bishop was not well distinguished 
from the office of elder.

Continued from synagogue prac-
tice. Office for respected older 
men. Some congregations may 
have had “teachers” or “prophets” 
instead.

BISHOPS Oversee a congregation (second 
century). Referred to as “father” and 
overseer of a region in the third 
century. Ordained by other bishops.

Some believed the office of ruling 
bishop was an apostolic practice. 
Role emphasized for unity of 
doctrine and practice.

OTHER 
MINISTRIES

Deacons, subdeacons, acolytes, 
doorkeepers, widows and virgins, 
exorcists, confessors, and readers.

Assisted the elders and bishops 
with Communion, ministry to 
the sick and the poor, praying 
and caring for the sick, and pub-
lic reading of Scripture. Confes-
sors were persons honored for 
suffering persecution.

PRIEST-
HOOD 
OF ALL

Laymen participated in Eucharistic 
offering. Holiness of life. Some 
served as teachers. Could baptize.

Laymen first distinguished at end 
of first century. They consented to 
appointment of their leaders.

Further Developments. Early sources reveal very little of anything analogous 
to modern supracongregational organizations; each congregation was an autono-
mous unit. There was, of course, communication between various churches, but no 
administrative unity. However, when a city congregation became too large, it split 
into two or more churches, headed by elders but remaining under the rule of the 
original bishop. The rural churches around the city were likewise under the bishop’s 
spiritual jurisdiction. A development away from local autonomy became inevitable 
and imperative as soon as inter- and intracongregational strife occurred and schism 
threatened. The emergence of factions ready to name their own bishops, of heresy, 
and of differences in dealing with gross sins necessitated the use of arbiters from the 
outside to adjudicate difficulties. The matter of uniformity in observing the Feast 
of the Resurrection was another problem requiring decisions above the local level. 
Generally, Easter was celebrated on the same day of the week, Sunday, the day of the 
resurrection. In part of the Church, however, Easter was celebrated in accordance 
with the Jewish Passover observance on a particular day of the month, the 14th of 
Nisan, regardless of the day of the week. Such disunity was considered scandalous. 
Gnostic and Montanist assertions that they represented authentic Christianity, es-
pecially their claims to knowledge or revelation not accessible to all believers, also 
caused division in the churches. For the adjudication of such larger problems, bish-
ops of various cities in a geographical area began to meet in conferences, or councils, 
as they came to be called.
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In the course of the second century, the bishops of provincial capitals, or me-
tropolises, in the East, following the pattern of imperial administration, acquired 
jurisdiction over the bishops of the towns within their provinces. They received the 
status of “metropolitans.” In the West, the jurisdiction of the “metropolitan” devel-
oped only later. Bishops, however, never settled issues in a dictatorial manner but 
through council. At first, such councils were gatherings of all the bishops in a given 
area together with their presbyters, deacons, and some laymen. A council to represent 
the whole Church, that is, a universal (or ecumenical) council, was not known until 
325, the time of the First Council at Nicaea in Asia Minor.

With the rapid expansion of the Church and a growing number of problems, 
the tendency developed to look to some individual with final authority. Before the 
fourth century, the Roman Church was honored as the place where Peter and Paul 
worked and died, but it had no power of judgment recognized by the Church as a 
whole. However, a third-century Roman bishop did claim to be the guardian of the 
true tradition, and Victor, the bishop of Rome (198), excommunicated those who 
did not agree with his position on the dating of Easter. A heathen Roman emperor, 
Aurelian (c. 270), suggested that church disputes might be settled by turning them 
over to the judgment of Rome. But no Roman bishop in this early period claimed to 
have any jurisdiction outside of his province because of some authority derived from 
Peter. This is a later development.

Indeed, there were many indications that the Roman bishop was rebuked when-
ever he interfered in the activities of other bishops. When Victor attempted to force 
all of the churches to conform to Rome’s dating in the celebration of Easter, Irenaeus 
reminded him that this was not the manner in which such difficulties were settled. 
Tertullian rebuked Callistus, bishop of Rome in the years after Victor, for “immod-
esty” when he claimed to have certain exclusive powers from Peter to remit sins. 
Even Cyprian, who held that Jesus Himself made Peter a symbol of ecclesiastical 
unity by giving the keys to him individually, did not acknowledge the right of Rome 
to interfere in other areas to keep ecclesiastical peace. Cyprian also had no qualms 
about accusing bishop Stephen, his counterpart in Rome, of improper and unapos-
tolic practice in not rebaptizing converts to the Roman Church from a heretical 
group. Firmilian, a bishop in Cappadocia, called Stephen a “Judas” in the Church 
for this practice.

The Roman Church was highly honored in the Early Church, but this does not 
change the fact that organizationally, this church had no more right to interfere in 
the affairs of another church than any other bishop in Christendom. Each was to be 
responsible for all. This was the position of Irenaeus, Tertullian, Cyprian, and per-
haps, when all is said and done, also of Rome.

The New Testament concept of the Church as one and holy (una sancta; see 
Ephesians 4:4–6; 5:27) continued to have a strong influence on the thinking of the 
Early Church. This unity among the various churches in Christendom was assumed, 
however, rather than organized. There was no administrative structure to which one 
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could point in order to show “unity.” It was taken for granted that all except the her-
etics believed the same things and that they were doing the same work. They com-
municated with one another when difficulties arose; individuals traveled from one 
church to another as teachers; but there was no organization beyond this.

If there was any visible symbol of unity, it was epitomized in the figure of the 
bishop associated with other bishops. Cyprian in his conference essay On the Unity 
of the Catholic Church insisted that there is only one Church. This Church is found 
where the bishop is. Ignatius had said this earlier, but he was speaking about the 
individual congregation. Cyprian applied this to the Church at large. That is, he said 
that a group can call itself “Church” only if it has a bishop who has been properly or-
dained and who is in unity with the other bishops of the Church. There is, therefore, 
only one Church. All who were not part of this empirical reality were not considered 
Church. Cyprian allowed that they were at most “dead branches.” He compared this 
Church to Noah’s ark, outside of which no one could be saved.

Apostolic Teaching
Many bishops and teachers in the Early Church were the students of the apos-

tles. In the early second century, the bishop of Hierapolis in Asia Minor, a certain 
Papias, had been a hearer of a disciple of the apostle John. Polycarp, who later be-
came bishop of Smyrna, was a pupil of John himself. This Polycarp was in turn the 
teacher of Irenaeus (170), the bishop of the congregation in Lyons in Gaul. Irenaeus 
wrote about the hours he spent listening to Polycarp reminisce about John.

In this way, the teachings of the apostles were passed down by word of mouth 
from generation to generation. This “handing down” was called “tradition.” When 
Irenaeus debated with the Gnostics about who was teaching the apostolic doctrine, 
he pointed to his clear relationship to John. He insisted, furthermore, that there was 
such a tradition of apostolic teaching in other churches.

Early Christian teachers pointed not only to oral tradition but also to the fact 
that the writings of the apostles existed in the same churches that they had estab-
lished. These writings were called the written tradition. They contained the same 
teaching that had been handed down orally. Tertullian (195) told the heretics who 
opposed him to check these writings of the apostles, which were called “Scripture” 
and were honored together with the Old Testament as the Word of God.

“Scripture” referred, however, first of all, to the Old Testament. In the period 
under our survey, the books that are called “apocryphal” or “deutero-canonical” were 
quoted as part of the Old Testament. These are books that originated in Jewish com-
munities outside Palestine, especially in Alexandria. They were probably not in the 
Old Testament used by the Jews in Palestine, where Hebrew was still studied. Most 
of them were written in Greek and included in the Septuagint, a Greek translation of 
the Old Testament from the second or third centuries BC, also originating in Egypt. 
The Old Testament in this Greek form was read in worship.
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Various apostolic “memoirs” of Christ were also read in worship. Gospel ac-
counts other than our traditional four (such as The Gospel of the Hebrews) were circu-
lated, but by the year 200 only our four were commonly read in worship, as Irenaeus 
described them and their apostolic origins.

Various other writings, such as letters of the apostles and “Acts” describing their 
ministry, were also read in services. Little concern is evident at first to limit the vari-
ety of these readings; it was only by the middle of the fourth century that there was 
almost universal agreement on what books were part of the New Testament.

It was as a result of conflict with the claims of Montanist and Gnostic heresies 
that the Church Fathers, the classical writers and teachers of the Early Church, came 
to grips with the question of exactly what formed the legitimate basis of teaching.

Montanism spread from Asia Minor (c. 150) with the claim that it possessed 
revelation from the Holy Spirit demanding purer ethical conduct and separation 
from communities of Christians less pure.

There were many types of Gnosticism. Essentially, Gnostics reacted negatively 
to the natural world in which they lived, claiming that it was the product of an evil 
demon. The ideal world is above all this. To reach this ideal world, the soul must be 
enlightened by a savior sent from the true God to ignite a spark that exists in certain 
selected individuals by giving them an experience (gnosis) of heavenly reality. Since 
the physical creation is evil, this savior cannot be “man” in any natural sense. For this 
reason, the Docetists (from the Greek dokeo, “to seem”), an early group who claimed 
that Jesus only seemed to be human, are sometimes classified as Gnostics. But because 
of the number and variety of the dualistic groups, Docetists were not necessarily 
Gnostics. Disdaining material creation, a Gnostic either abstained from sexual rela-
tionships or engaged in every debauchery because he believed the body irrelevant to 
the life of the spirit.

An extensive cache of Gnostic writings was found in 1945 at Nag Hammadi 
in Egypt, giving us in hitherto unknown quantities firsthand evidence of what the 
Gnostics wrote. Such writings as The Gospel of Truth and The Gospel of Thomas were 
among the important finds. This discovery is easily as important for the study of early 
Christianity as the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Gnostics who claimed to be Christians were marked by their rejection of the 
God of the Old Testament. These Gnostics claimed that the God whom Jesus Christ 
called His “Father” was not the God who was described in the Old Testament. Mar-
cion, the son of a Christian bishop in Pontus, traveled to Rome before the middle of 
the second century and expounded this new theology there. In a writing called the 
Antitheses, he contrasted the God acting in the Old Testament with Jesus’ description 
of His Father. The contrasts revolved around the claim that in the Old Testament, 
God (Yahweh) is “just,” a God of the Law; while the God described by Jesus is “lov-
ing,” the God of the Gospel. Though Marcion had perhaps the deepest appreciation 
of God’s free grace in Jesus Christ of anyone in his day, he stressed “justification by 
grace” to the point of denying that a loving God could at the same time be just. He 
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found it necessary in support of his thesis to “use the scissors,” as Tertullian wrote, 
on those parts of the New Testament that were not compatible with his thinking. 
Having rejected the Old Testament as irrelevant for the Christian religion, Marcion 
accepted the Gospel of Luke and Paul’s letters, but only after he had cut out those 
sections where either Jesus or Paul referred to Yahweh as God.

Gnostics claimed that their writings were the authoritative interpretation of 
what Jesus really meant to say. They claimed to have a “secret tradition” passed down 
from Peter and Paul—a tradition they could not establish and also one that no one 
else ever heard of—that confirmed their “Gospel.” The Christian Fathers pointed 
to the churches that the apostles established, emphasizing that if there were any 
“secret” doctrine, the disciples surely would have imparted it to the shepherds they 
appointed over their congregations. Irenaeus and Tertullian also pointed to the ac-
cepted writings of the apostles, showing how they disagreed with the teachings of 
the Gnostics. This conflict was very important because it forced Christians to recog-
nize more precisely which of the writings used in the Church were actually apostolic 
and authoritative.

The teachings of the apostles, passed down orally and in their writings, were 
summarized in the Rules of Faith. These Rules, like creeds, verbalized in brief form 
what was taught by the Church all over the world. Unlike creeds, however, these 
summaries were not used in the Eucharistic liturgy nor composed specifically to 
condemn heretical positions but were, rather, summaries of what was taught to the 
catechumens entering the Church. These Rules also differed from the later universal 
creeds in that they were not recited in precisely the same way, with exactly the same 
words, in every area of the Church. It is possible to read the Rule in Irenaeus, Tertul-
lian, and Origen, but the words are nowhere alike.

This was the message of the Early Church. It was called the Apostolic Rule, 
since the Fathers believed that it summarized the teaching handed down from the 
apostles. Any new teaching was measured by this Rule.

Jesus, Messiah and Savior. The major emphasis in the theology of the Ear-
ly Church was that Jesus Christ is the Savior from sin and death. In the Acts of 
the Apostles, the sermons of Peter and Paul illustrate the centrality of “Jesus is the 
Christ” in the message of earliest Christianity: “Let all the house of Israel therefore 
know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you 
crucified” (Acts 2:36). As various controversies beset the Church and as Christians 
attempted to communicate their faith to others, this message of salvation too often 
took a seemingly secondary position. The Gospel does not shine through with the 
same brilliance in Clement of Rome as it does in Paul, even though they were writ-
ing to the same congregation with many of the same problems. The apologists in 
the second century were more concerned to defend the Christian belief in one God 
than they were to impress the message of salvation. In some of the Apologies, the 
saving Word of Jesus Christ is hardly discussed. This was certainly unusual, but the 
fact that it happened illustrates the point. On the other hand, these instances must 
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be weighed against other evidence that indicates that the message “Jesus is Savior” 
did remain central.

This centrality is illustrated by the writings of Irenaeus (c. 200), bishop of Lyons 
in southern Gaul. In his works Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching and Against Her-
esies, he presented a brilliant interpretation of the atonement, in which the centrality 
of Jesus Christ both in history and in the individual relationship between God and 
man is obvious. His view is summarized in the word recapitulation, or “summing up.” 
The Greek word for it, which can also mean “uniting,” was used by Paul when he 
wrote that God has made “known to us the mystery of His will, according to His 
purpose, which He set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all 
things in Him, things in heaven and things on earth” (Ephesians 1:9–10). Irenaeus 
taught that Jesus summed up in Himself the entire history of mankind—as all men 
are in Adam by birth, they are in Christ by rebirth. Christ is the Head of God’s new 
creation, the Church. It is God’s purpose ultimately to unite all men under Christ.

When God created Adam “in His image,” according to Irenaeus, God meant 
that man, unlike the animals and angels, was to contemplate His glory and good-
ness. But God did not create Adam with the fully developed ability to do this. Only 
Christ is fully the Image of God. Adam was created to develop “into the fullness of 
the image.” Genesis does not record that Adam was “the image” but rather that he 
was made “in the image.” In Paradise, therefore, Adam was not fully developed spiri-
tually. Irenaeus did not mean to say that Adam was imperfect, but rather that he was 
innocent like a child, not knowing the difference between good and evil.

Irenaeus felt that the devil took advantage of Adam’s innocence just as an adult 
can take advantage of a child. God planned that Adam should ultimately be “like 
God.” But the devil interrupted this spiritual development by tempting Adam to 
presumption—the presumption of being “like God” and of “knowing good and evil” 
without spiritual struggle. Adam’s disobedience meant that he turned his thoughts 
in upon himself instead of continuing in the contemplation of God. No longer able 
to grow in the knowledge of God, Adam was cast out of Paradise. Repeating the 
phrase of Paul, “in Adam all die” (1 Corinthians 15:22), Irenaeus discussed Adam as 
a historical figure but also as the representative of mankind.

In order to rescue mankind from this plight, Christ, “the Image,” became a man 
and recapitulated all that man experiences: childhood, manhood, temptation, and 
death. But there is one important difference. Christ reversed what happened to man. 
Man’s life is one of defeat by evil forces. When Christ became a man, He was not 
defeated by evil but gained the victory over it because of His perfect obedience to 
the will of God. The history of the First Adam recorded in Genesis is reversed by the 
story of the Second Adam in the Gospel (1 Corinthians 15:22; Romans 5:17–21).

Irenaeus also discussed the temptation of Christ as part of this recapitulation. 
The devil took Jesus to a high mountain and tempted Him to be like God just as 
Adam had been tempted. But unlike Adam, Jesus was not a spiritual infant; He was 
fully developed spiritually. Indeed, He was “the Image.” Where Adam was disobedi-
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ent to God’s plan for his spiritual growth, Jesus reversed this by obediently answering 
the devil, “You shall worship the Lord your God, and Him only . . .” (Luke 4:8). Fi-
nally, Jesus also experienced death. But He experienced it voluntarily in order to go 
the whole way with man. Here is where the reversal of the human situation really 
comes through. Since our Lord experienced death because He was perfectly obedi-
ent rather than disobedient, death could not hold Him. He victoriously triumphed 
over death. 

Jesus was then all that man was. But because He was also “the Image” of God, 
divine in every sense of the term, He did not succumb to temptation but was victo-
rious over it. This began a new era for man. We divide history into BC and AD to 
illustrate in part that whereas “in Adam all died,” in Christ “all are made alive.” For 
Irenaeus, these “alive” people made up the Church. Entering the Church through 
Baptism, each individual is incorporated into Christ and is thus restored to his origi-
nal innocence and allowed once again to grow into the image of God.

Monotheism and Trinity. Early Christianity faced a polytheistic society, not a 
secular society. Gods abounded. All the Christian teachers who wrote “apologies” for 
Christianity to engage the pagan mind emphasized that Christianity taught mono-
theism. The Christians pointed to the teaching of Greek philosophy that there was 
only one source of being, that changelessness is one and simple rather than multiple 
and complex like the changeable. The Christians rehearsed the Epicurean criticisms 
of the traditional myths about the gods, adding their invective to the scoffing already 
common and echoing the Old Testament emphasis that “God is one” (Athenagoras, 
Plea, 5–8).

But it was not this simple. Christians also taught that Jesus was the Son of God. 
For this reason, pagans and Jews insisted that Christianity was in fact polytheism. 
It was necessary, therefore, for Christians to show just how Jesus was related to the 
Father in order to substantiate their claims to monotheism. Apart from Gnosticism 
and Montanism, the other heresies in the Early Church arose from the attempts 
to describe this relationship. There were certain aspects about which all agreed. The 
general Christian practice was to baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit. 
Still, they insisted that there was only one God. They taught that Jesus was the Savior 
of men and therefore had to be divine. But assuming all this, how is the relationship 
of the Godhead to Jesus Christ described? This was perhaps the most perplexing 
question that Christians faced in this early period. It did not receive an official solu-
tion until 451.

One of the first solutions to be offered was that by Justin Martyr. He was a phi-
losopher turned Christian who worked with the logos idea as described in the Gospel 
of John: “In the beginning was the Word [logos], and the Word was with God, and 
the Word was God.” He taught that this logos was “generated”—a word meaning “to 
come out of ” as a branch comes out of a tree—out of the Father before time began. 
This generation, he said, did not involve any diminution of the essence of the Father, 
nor was there any division that took place. He compared the relationship to that of 
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the sun to its rays; the one comes out of the other, but the rays never decrease the 
light of the sun. When he debated with Trypho, a Jew, about the meaning of the Old 
Testament, he suggested that the many divine appearances in the Old Testament to 
the patriarchs were not by angels but rather by the logos. Justin was able to preserve 
the identity of the logos as well as its relationship to the Father, but the fact that he 
spoke of it as the “other” divine being disturbed many Christians.

In fear of constructions like Justin’s, the “Monarchians” opposed this “logos 
speculation,” as they called it, with an emphasis on the oneness of God (monarch-
ians). So Praxeas, a teacher in Rome c. 190, taught that the Son was a mere “mode” 
or “form” that the Father became for a space of years in order to redeem man, only 
to discard it when the work was finished. Praxeas denied the essential “threeness” 
of God by insisting that there was no Father when there was a Son, and conversely, 
there was no Son either in the period before the incarnation or after the ascension—
only the Father. This forced him into the position, as Tertullian suggested, of “cruci-
fying the Father.” Since the Gospels clearly state that it was the Son who died, and 
that the Son had a relationship to His Father, Praxeas’s solution was not accepted.

Paul of Samosata, bishop of Antioch c. 270, is the classical example of another 
type of monarchianism. He taught that since God cannot change, He certainly could 
not become a man. Paul explained what happened in Jesus by insisting that He was 
born and grew up as any other individual, but was later selected by God to become 
the Christ at His Baptism when the voice spoke from heaven, “This is My beloved 
Son. . . .” In these words, God poured out on Jesus a special “power” to remain perfect 
and “adopted” Him to be the “firstborn” of God’s new creation—the Church. Paul 
preserved the oneness of God with this solution, but in the process made Jesus little 
more than a unique man.

Both Praxeas and Paul of Samosata were excommunicated by local councils. But 
their errors forced the Church to develop refutations on the basis of the apostolic 
writings. The answers given in this period were not adequate, but they evidence a 
concern to be loyal to the apostolic witness. It is also true that sometimes the answers 
of this period are inadequate specifically because they were attempting to be loyal 
to the Scriptures. Sayings of our Lord such as “I and the Father are one” and “the 
Father is greater than I” posed a problem of interpretation, especially since the verses 
of Scriptures were read in isolation rather than in larger sections.

In addition to the scriptural approach, the Fathers also attempted to give their 
answers a systematic, or logical, cast. This involved the Church in the philosophical 
thought patterns of the time. Christians used words, for example, not just from the 
Bible but also from the philosophical classroom to express what they wanted to say. 
There was little concern to give formal logical expression to questions relating to 
the Godhead by the writers of the New Testament or even by the earliest Christian 
writers not included in the New Testament. They simply stated certain basic, but 
unsystematized, facts about Jesus and the Father. Ignatius, for example, wrote that 
Jesus was “flesh yet spiritual, born yet unborn, God incarnate, true life in true death, 
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sprung from Mary but also from God, subject to suffering and later beyond it” (To 
the Ephesians, 7). These statements were made but not explained. The first Fathers 
to answer the Monarchians by trying to explain the true relationship between the 
Father and the Son were Tertullian in Carthage and Origen in Alexandria.

Tertullian’s treatise Against Praxeas was the first attempt to systematize the 
Church’s understanding of the apostolic witness. He suggested that there is only 
one God (one monarch), one divine “substance,” but that the one God consisted of 
three “persons.” The word person is from the Latin word persona, which originally 
meant a mask worn by an actor, then the role portrayed by the actor, and finally an 
individual. By speaking of three “persons” in the divine substance, Tertullian did not 
mean that God had three different personalities. Tertullian asserted that the three 
persons had but one purpose. He compared the Godhead to the Roman government, 
which at that time had three heads, Septimius Severus and his two associates. He 
wrote, “A unity that derives from itself a trinity is not destroyed but administered 
by it” (Against Praxeas, 3). According to Tertullian, each of the individuals has full 
executive powers and exists simultaneously, yet the three accomplish one action. They 
are therefore one in unity.

Origen was more speculative than the jurist Tertullian, but he relied no less 
on Scripture to prove each point he made. Indeed, Origen left a greater number of 
biblical commentaries than any other Early Father and is often, though perhaps im-
properly, called the first Christian exegete. In his attempt to explain the triune nature 
of God, he insisted that there are three distinct entities in the Godhead, distinct but 
not separate. All three of these entities (hypostaseis) exist eternally. Justin and Tertul-
lian merely suggested that the Son is generated from the Father, as light is from the 
sun, without getting involved in the problem of sequence, but Origen noted that if 
the Father is always the Father, there must always be a Son. Accordingly, he spoke of 
the Son as eternally generated. 

Neither the position of Tertullian nor that of Origen was popular in their day. 
They were accused of being too philosophical in their analysis of Scripture. Both 
were accused of tritheism by their opponents in the Church. But it is ultimately their 
formulations that form the basis for the settlement of the problem in the fourth 
century—our Nicene Creed.

Salvation. The early teachers agreed with Irenaeus that salvation has its source 
in God and in the victory of Christ. But they stressed that ultimately each individual 
is responsible for either his salvation or damnation. Tertullian wrote that God does 
not choose to save an individual out of free grace, but rather because the individual 
has proved his worthiness. He also emphasized that after the grace of God has been 
accepted, one must continue to cooperate with God to attain ultimate salvation. Man 
is judged and saved by his response to God’s grace in Christ.

This stress on human responsibility for salvation or damnation can perhaps be 
explained by analyzing two of the situations that faced the Early Church.
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