
Life in the
Early Church

John yawned and
stretched. It was still dark out-
side. His mother had wakened
him early, for it was the Lord’s
Day. Every Sunday the
Christians of John’s town came
together before sunrise to wor-
ship. Afterward they hurried
home to go to work, for Sunday
was a workday.

Soon John and his par-
ents were ready. His mother
gave John a basket to carry. In it
were bread, a little jug of wine,
some olives, cheese, and a piece
of woolen cloth. “Our offering
for the Lord,” his father said.

Soon the three were
walking through the dark,
empty streets. After a while
they came to the door of a large
house. Before knocking softly,
John’s father looked up and
down the street. The Christians
in their town had not been per-
secuted for some time, but it
was always good to be careful.

“Peace be to you,
Demas,” said John’s parents to
the man who opened the door.
They walked into the atrium, a
large room open to the sky.
Others were waiting for wor-
ship to begin.

John looked around.
Almost everyone was there,
including those who were being
instructed before their Baptism.
Among these were Marcus, one
of the town’s leading citizens,
and Junius, his slave. They
would be baptized at Easter.

Worship
At a signal from a dea-

con, the bishop’s assistant, the
people walked into a large
room. A table with an empty
chair behind it stood in front.
Several men called elders sat
on the side. They helped the
bishop with instructing the
people and taking care of the
congregation.

The men stood on one
side and the women on the
other. Marcus, Junius, and oth-
ers who had not been baptized
stood at the back of the room.

The bishop, as the early
Christians called some of their
pastors, stepped behind the
table, which served as the altar.
“The Lord be with you,” he
said. “And with your spirit,”
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answered the people.

When the bishop sat
down, a reader read from the
Old Testament. Then the peo-
ple sang a psalm. Another
reader read from the “mem-
oirs” of the apostles (very like-
ly the Gospels) or from one of
the Epistles. Then the bishop
explained the Word of God
and its meaning for life. After
this he spoke a prayer and a
blessing.

“Let all who are unbap-
tized leave,” one of the dea-
cons announced. Marcus,
Junius, and the others quietly
left the room. After their
Baptism they, too, would be
able to remain for the rest of
the service and partake of
Communion.
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This illustration shows the interior of a Roman house. Before there were
church buildings, Christians met for worship in such “house churches” as
this.
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The Communion
Service

When the unbaptized
had gone, the worshipers
exchanged the kiss of peace,
men with men, women with
women. This meant they were
at peace with one another and
joyfully looked forward to par-
ticipating in the Lord’s Supper.

At this time John, his
parents, and the others came
forward to bring offerings of
food and clothing. The bread
and wine were used for the
Communion. Everything else
was given to the poor by the
deacons.

The bishop spoke a
prayer of thanksgiving over the
offerings. This prayer went
back to the “giving of thanks”
by Jesus at the Last Supper.
Thus the Lord’s Supper
became known as “the
Eucharist,” which means
“thanksgiving.”

The people stepped for-
ward again to receive the
Eucharist. As the bishop gave
each a little piece of bread, he
said, “The heavenly bread in
Jesus Christ.” Each replied,
“Amen,” and then walked to a
deacon who held the cup of
wine. Upon receiving the wine,
each again said, “Amen.” After
all had received the Lord’s
Supper, the bishop raised his
hand in blessing and said, “Go
in peace.”

Baptism
At the time of the first

apostles all who confessed their
faith in Jesus as Savior and
Lord were baptized. On
Pentecost about three thousand
people were baptized. These
were people who had previous-
ly worshiped God at the tem-
ple and in their synagogues.
They knew the Old Testament.

The apostle Paul usually
began his work in a new area
by speaking in synagogues. He
was concerned to show his
hearers, who knew the Old
Testament, that Jesus was truly
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the Son of God and the prom-
ised Savior.

As time went on, the life
of the early Christians and the
witness of their faith attracted
a growing number to
Christianity. Many of these
had been worshiping idols.
They had no knowledge of the
Old Testament. So they had to
be instructed in the Christian
faith and its meaning before
they could be baptized.

Sometimes the period of
instruction lasted as long as
three years. The Christians
were also concerned that any-

A baptismal font discovered in a Christian house-church at Dura,
on the Euphrates River. Candidates for Baptism were usually
lowered all the way into the water.
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son’s forehead. The bishop laid
his hands on the person and
said, “In the name of the
Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit. Peace be with
you.”

Now the newly baptized
was permitted to stay for the
full Easter service and to
receive Communion, the first
of which was given together
with milk and honey to sym-
bolize that the person had
entered into the Promised
Land of God’s kingdom. Now,
too, the person could bring
offerings and join fully in the
life of the Christians.

Living the Faith
“See how these

Christians love one another!”
said a non-Christian. Love of
God and people was the mark
of the early believers, along
with a happy spirit of living for
the world to come.

Lucian, a Greek writer,
observed about the Christians:
“It is incredible to see the
ardor with which the people of
that religion help one another
in their wants. They spare
nothing.”

The Christians freely
shared what they had with oth-
ers, both Christians and non-
Christians. When they came to
worship, they brought offer-
ings for the poor and needy.
They also contributed money
to help slaves buy their free-
dom.

The followers of Jesus
practiced hospitality toward
strangers at a time when inns
were bad places to stay. They
took care of sick people. In

one being instructed for
Baptism should live as a
Christian.

The favorite time for
Baptism was at Easter, when
the church especially remem-
bered the dying and rising
of Christ (see Colossians
2:12–14). The common form
of Baptism in the early church
was immersion because it sym-
bolized dying and rising again
with Christ. Christians also

Facing persecution, early Christians often met for worship in underground
places of burial called catacombs. This illustration shows believers wor-
shiping in such a setting.

baptized by pouring or sprin-
kling with water.

The Baptism ceremony
took place during the night,
before the dawn of Easter. Each
person was asked to renounce
the devil and all his works.
Then the person was led into
the water and made a confes-
sion of faith in God the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit.

After the Baptism, a drop
of olive oil was put on the per-
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Prayer
Dear God, thank You for loving me and making me one of Your children.

Bless me as I worship You in the company of fellow believers. Give me the love I
need to help others. Hear my prayer for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

times of widespread disease,
when non-Christians left sick
members of their own family
to die, Christians cared for
them. Some died of the same
disease as a result. Christians
also cared for orphans and
abandoned children.

At the birth of a child in
a non-Christian home, the
baby was laid at the father’s
feet. If the father refused to
pick it up, the baby was taken
to some lonely place to die. In
a Christian home a child was
looked on as a gift of God to
be loved and cherished.

The early Christians
knew that the Lord lived in
their midst. They felt very
much the joy of living together
here on earth as members of
God’s family. They showed
their love for one another as
brothers and sisters in Christ.

The great contrast
between the life of the
Christian and that of the aver-
age non-Christian attracted
many to Christianity. The
number of Christians grew
rapidly, especially during the
third century. Then came
another empirewide persecu-
tion of Christians, which the
next lesson describes.

1. Why did the early Christians have their worship service on
Sunday? Why did they worship before sunrise?

2. In which ways was the worship service of the early church
similar to ours? In what ways was it different?

3. In which ways was the Communion service of the early
church different from ours? Why was it called the
Eucharist?

4. Bishops, elders, and deacons held special offices in the early
church. What were the duties of each? Which of these
officials compares with pastors today?

5. The Greeks and Romans had slaves to serve them and con-
sidered them inferior. Why do you think Christians wel-
comed slaves into their congregations?

6. All adult converts from paganism had to be instructed for
about three years before they could be baptized. Why
did the church follow this practice? Describe some of the
customs connected with Baptism at this time.

7. Why was Easter the favorite time for Baptisms? Look up
Colossians 2:12–14 to find the connection between
Christ’s resurrection and our Baptism.

8. The early Christians considered it a privilege to join
together in worship. Why do you think worship was
important for them? Why is it just as important for us?

9. Christians were noted for their love toward one another
and for others. Give four examples that show how
Christians carried out this love. How did these evidences
of Christian love help the growth of the church?

10. Look up Galatians 6:10 and Matthew 5:44. What do these
Bible verses tell us about Christian love? List a number
of ways in which a Christian can show love today.

11. Write an imaginary diary of a young person who became a
Christian at the time described in this lesson. Do not
write an account for consecutive days, but space the days
to bring out the important happenings. You may have 10
or 15 “entries” in all.


