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Our God works through history. He isn’t 
just an ethereal being far above or an immate-
rial truth pervading all things. No—our God is 
Yahweh, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
Our triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—
not only upholds time and space but also joins us 
here in the midst of it all. That’s why God walked 
with Adam and Eve in the garden, and Jesus was 
born of Mary, was crucified, died, and buried, 
and rose from the dead. God came into time to 
restore it, joined the human race to save it, and 
became a part of history to redeem it.

The Church—capitalized, meaning the universal 
and invisible collection of believers—has experi-
enced both hardships and joys throughout history, 
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each unique to that particular time and place. But 
in all times and all places through the protection 
of her Savior, the Church has been kept steadfast 
by the Holy Spirit, and she clings to Christ and His 
salvation.

This pamphlet looks at Church history broadly 
and from the unique vantage point of The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod. For the purposes of this 
pamphlet, we have split the past two thousand 
years into seven divisions based on developments 
in Church history and therefore may differ from 
general American, European, or world history 
accounts. The divisions are meant to be a sort of 
map to help you navigate two millennia of fasci-
nating—but complicated—history!

Our churches today face many opportunities 
and many struggles. May this brief history help you 
make sense of them all, past and present, and point 
you to your hope in Christ, who is both above time 
and in it, here with you, now and forever.
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The Early Church (AD 30–500)
The beginning of the Christian Church is gen-

erally held to be at Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit 
came to the apostles. The apostles then proclaimed 
the Good News about Jesus to a crowd of people 
from all over the world. By the power of the Holy 
Spirit, the apostles preached the Gospel in the dif-
ferent foreign languages spoken by people in that 
crowd (Acts 2). The Book of Acts recounts some of 
the most important events of the earliest years of 
the Church: the death of the first martyr, Stephen; 
the conversion of arch-Pharisee Saul to apostle and 
martyr Paul; the first missionary journeys; and the 
persecution of the Church. The Epistles also give 
us a glimpse into the Early Church, especially the 
many doctrinal controversies that gripped the first 
congregations. The Early Church struggled with 
issues related to circumcision, diet, sex and mar-
riage, Jew and Gentile converts, and antinomianism 
(the rejection of the role of the law and spiritual 
regeneration in the life of the Christian). 

Rome distrusted “new” religions. Judaism was 
legal because it was an ancient religion; however, the 
Romans did not understand (or even care) that Jesus 

5



was the Messiah, the fulfillment of ancient proph-
ecy. They thought Christianity was a new, invented 
cult. Further, since religion was a political matter, 
the Romans thought Christians were dangerous to 
the state. Civic religion—in which worship of the 
emperor was crucial—was the glue that held Roman 
society together, and anyone claiming an exclusive 
god was a danger to society. 

The Roman government persecuted the 
Christian Church off and on until the early 300s 
with individual emperors expressing varying 
degrees of hostility. Large-scale persecution began 
under Emperor Nero (reigned AD 54–68) after fires 
destroyed nearly two-thirds of the city of Rome. 
According to the historian Tacitus, Nero blamed the 
Christians for the fires and began violent persecu-
tion as a way to distract and redirect public anger 
over the destruction, which many believed Nero 
himself had caused. Christians were an easy target 
because they were considered a “most mischievous 
superstition,” and so Nero had them tortured and 
publicly murdered.1 Public executions remained 
common in later rounds of persecution, including 
1 Tacitus’ Annals 15.44
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the bloody Roman games at the Colosseum and 
elsewhere.

Persecution of the Church continued with spo-
radic pauses until Emperor Constantine (reigned 
306–337). Constantine converted to Christianity 
and issued the Edict of Milan in 313, which 
made Christianity legal in the Roman Empire. 
Interestingly, Christianity became the state reli-
gion of Ethiopia around the same time; Ethiopians 
were among some of the earliest converts, including 
the eunuch whom Philip baptized (Acts 8:26–38). 
North Africa had a vibrant Christian Church: St. 
Augustine of Hippo was from modern-day Algeria 
and several early theologians came from Egypt, 
including Anthony the Hermit and Athanasius 
of Alexandria. These men are considered Church 
Fathers, early leaders of the Church who were cen-
tral to its establishment and spread. The Church 
Fathers are not the same as the apostles. The 
apostles, such as Peter, John, and Paul, were those 
men who saw Jesus during His earthly ministry 
and proclaimed the Good News that He was God 
and had redeemed the world. After the apostles, 
the Church was led by men such as Augustine, 
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Justin Martyr, and John Chrysostom. Some, like 
Ignatius of Antioch, even knew and were taught by 
the apostles.

Also important to the Early Church were con-
troversies, councils, and creeds. Divisions formed 
over issues like the divinity of Jesus and the nature 
of the Trinity. For example, Arius and his followers 
emphasized Jesus as subordinate to the Father to 
such an extent that it undermined His divinity. 
Arius was condemned as a heretic at the Council 
of Nicaea (which also produced the Nicene Creed). 
Other heretics arose, like Pelagius, who taught sal-
vation by faith plus works. Augustine wrote against 
Pelagius and his teachings vociferously, reminding 
Christians that it was Christ alone who saved sin-
ners. These divisions could have been destructive 
in the still-young Church, but the Holy Spirit raised 
up leaders and worked steadfast faith in them. The 
men whom God used to correct these errors were—
and still are—an invaluable gift to the Church. The 
creeds and confessions they wrote are still used 
today to teach the faith and curb the erring.
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The Early Church period was a tumultuous time 
of violence and change, controversy and conversion, 
new death and new life. We owe so much to the 
people of the Early Church: not only did they leave 
a treasure of doctrinal writings, they also converted 
many pagans to Christianity, proclaiming the Good 
News and clinging fast to their faith, even when it 
meant torture or death.

The Middle Ages (500–1500)
You know the saying: Rome wasn’t built in a day. 

It didn’t fall in a day, either. In fact, it took about a 
century for Rome to fall due to political corruption, 
moral decay, military impotence, and foreign inva-
sion. Beginning in the late 300s, Germanic peoples 
known as the Goths flooded into the empire, slowly 
wearing Rome down through a series of wars, and 
by 476, a Germanic barbarian named Odoacer 
took the throne. Many historians consider this to 
be the end of the Roman Empire (the Western half, 
anyway; the Eastern half survived as the Byzantine 
Empire) and the beginning of the Dark Ages, also 
known as the Middle Ages or medieval period. 
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Despite the rather gloomy names historians 
apply to this period, it wasn’t all bad. To be sure, 
life wasn’t easy: the former Roman Empire was 
fraught with political instability, most people were 
impoverished and lacked rights we now take for 
granted, and disease, like the bubonic plague or 
Black Death, claimed millions of lives. Despite these 
hardships, the Christian Church grew during this 
period, especially among the so-called barbarians 
in northern Europe due to the vigorous activity of 
missionaries. Monasteries likewise grew, and it was 
within these monasteries that important Christian 
writings were maintained. Scribes copied the Bible 
and writings by the Church Fathers, ensuring that 
Christianity survived this tumultuous time. The 
faithfulness of the parishes that dotted the frag-
mented former Roman Empire kept the light of the 
Christian faith alive.

Meanwhile, trouble was brewing in the Christian 
Church. The first schism in Church history, known 
as the East-West Schism or the Great Schism, 
occurred in 1054 and rivaled the Reformation 
in importance. The Church on earth until this 
point had been one institution under the bishop 
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of Rome, the office which eventually became the 
papacy. Churches in the east—Greece and the east-
ern Roman Empire, also known as Byzantium or 
Constantinople—bristled at the bishop of Rome 
claiming authority over the entire Church. These 
eastern churches also took issue with the phrase 
in the Nicene Creed: “The Holy Spirit . . . who pro-
ceeds from the Father and the Son”(emphasis added). 
They held that the Spirit proceeded from God the 
Father only and not from both the Father and the 
Son. While this may seem like a small difference, 
it was hugely important to the Medieval Church.

At the same time, changes sneaked into the 
Church that began slowly undermining the true 
Gospel. For example, the practice of selling indul-
gences developed out of the Crusades between 1100 
and 1200. The Crusades were a complex series of 
wars that started when Christians living in and 
around Jerusalem appealed to the churches in 
Europe to defend them against invading Muslim 
forces. Over time, however, some lost sight of this 
original and just goal, and instead used war as a 
means to wealth and power. Indulgences were used 
to entice people to serve in the Crusades. Crusaders 
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