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Overview of Our Lesson  
We have been centering our attention on the development of the early church through the lens 
of the Jewish synagogues.  As we move from The Acts of the Apostles to the letters of Paul we 
find him both affirming the work the new converts were doing in the church as well as 
addressing the challenges they faced.   
 
The main concern that he lifts up throughout the letters is the strife among the various  
Christian groups although the reason for the strife varies from city to city.  From a positive 
perspective the letters also reveal the nature of these small groups that are forming.  Those 
who were part of the church experienced an unusual degree of intimacy, levels of interaction 
among members, and a very strong sense of internal cohesion that made them distinct from 
the rest of the world.   

What made a group into a group? 
How did it come together and how did it hold itself together? 
How far did it go to distinguish and separate itself from the world? 
 

The Household 
In Acts (and now in the letters of Paul) the main meeting places of the Pauline groups (and most 
early Christian groups) were private houses.  In different places in the letters specific 
congregations were designated by the Greek phrase hē kat’ oikon ekklēsia which means  the 
assembly at (someone’s) household.   
 
In 1 Corinthians 1:16 Paul says he baptized the house of Stephanas and then later in 16:15 he 
commends the Stephanas household as the first fruits of Achaia as they devoted themselves to 
service for the saints.  The conversion of a person with all his/her house is mentioned several 
times in Acts.  The letters also mention other groups (not necessarily founded by members of 
the Pauline circle) that are identified by the households to which their members belong.   
 
The phrase kat’ oikon did not designate merely the place where the church met.  Rather, Paul 
used the phrase to distinguish these individual household-based groups from the whole church 
and/or from the still larger manifestations of the Christian movement.  The kat’ oikon ekklēsia 
was the basic cell of the Christian movement with the nucleus being an existing household.  The 
household would include immediate relatives, slaves, freedman, hired workers, and sometimes 
tenants and partners in trade or craft.  New converts would have been added to existing house-
hold communities.   
 
 
 



     The number of such household assemblies in  
     each city would have varied from place-to-  
     place and from time-to-time but it is assumed  
     that there were several in each location.  We  
     already mentioned the household of  
     Stephanas in 1 Corinthians.   
 
     Acts mentions Aquila and Prisca and Titius  
     Justus.  And the household assembly in the  

house of Philemon was part of the Colossian church.   
 
Detour – Household of Stephanas Ministry 
After hearing a sermon based on 1 Corinthians 16:15 two pastors responded to the call to 
devote themselves to ministry.  It led to the formation of the Household of Stephanas Ministry 
which started in 2003 and is located on the Island of Cebu in the Philippines.  It began as a small 
group of people meeting under a coconut tree and has evolved into a ministry that responds to 
the needs of the villages.  The ministries include Christian education, church construction, 
youth camps, and Vacation Bible schools.  They hold crusades in the poverty-stricken areas.  It 
also provides medical care, hospitalization, immunizations, and medications to those in need.   
 
Back to Households 
The house as a meeting place afforded some privacy, a degree of intimacy, and a central 
location to meet.  However it also created the potential for the emergence of factions within 
the Christian body.  For example the household set the stage for some conflicts in the allocation 
of power and in the understanding of roles in the faith community.  The head of the household 
would exercise some authority over the group and would have some legal responsibility for it.  
The structure of the oikos was hierarchical and was basic to the well-being of the church.  Over 
time the whole church would be seen as the household of God.  Great stress would be placed 
on the hierarchical order of the various roles peculiar to the organization of the church with 
Jesus Christ as the head.   
 
In the Pauline congregations intensive face-to-face interactions were possible and encouraged.  
Membership was established by the free decision to associate with the church (and was not 
based on birth).  The provision for a proper burial and the commemoration of the departed on 
later anniversaries were important functions of the church.  The church depended on the 
benevolence of wealthier persons to sustain their ministries.  The boundaries of the Pauline 
groups were somewhat more open than those of some other early Christian circles.  To be 
baptized into Christ Jesus nevertheless signaled for Pauline converts an extraordinary need to 
remove oneself from all other loyalties.   
 
 
 
 
 



Synagogue 
In earlier conversations we noted that because Christianity was an offshoot of Judaism, the 
Christian groups had the diaspora synagogue as the nearest and most natural model for the 
formation of the church.  In the cities where Paul founded congregations the Jewish community 
had probably already advanced to the stage of possessing buildings used exclusively for their 
various functions.  Such functions would include the reading of Scripture and its interpretation, 
prayers, and common meals.  The Pauline meetings were also marked by prophecy, 
admonitions, the reading of apostolic letters, and manifestations of the spirit.   
 
We also discussed how the Jewish community took responsibility for the adjudication of 
internal disputes.  Paul expected the same to be done in the ekklēsia.  Pauline Christians also 
took over the reading of Scripture and its interpretation, determined what would be included in 
both the large and basic parts of their belief system, and developed new norms and traditions.  
The role of women in the church was much greater and much more equal than what we saw in 
contemporary Judaism (and before it changed again to be more restrictive in later church 
history).  Membership requirements were drastically different than in the Jewish community.  
The ethnic community was no longer the base.  Paul explicitly and emphatically rejected the 
ritual of circumcision and the other observances that distinguished Jew from Gentile although 
the controversy in Galatia shows that this was not always self-evident.   
 
Worship in Early Church  
We noticed that throughout the New Testament we see glimpses of what the worship life of 
the early Christians must have been like but we have to piece it all together.  However, outside 
of the Bible we gain concrete insights into the worship life of early Christians through a 
particular Christian philosopher.  Justin Martyr is the one who gives us the best examples of 
what took place in a worship setting.   
 
Justin Martyr (in the second century) called Christianity the true philosophy (to liken it to the 
Greek world).  The local congregation was not necessarily recognized as the school of Paul but 
the phrase was used loosely to refer to some continuity of thought and traditions that could be 
distinguished from other trends in early Christianity.  Some scholars, though, believe there was 
a school of Paul in a concrete sense (a school consciously organized by Paul where one 
methodically pursued wisdom).  Some surmise that the school was located in Ephesus. 
 
Justin Martyr – First Apology  
Justin wrote the First Apology as a systematic defense of Christians and presented it as a legal 
brief to the Roman Emperor sometime in the years 155-157.  Justin composed the work in 
direct response to the martyrdom of Saint Polycarp (an early Christian bishop, theologian, and 
Apostolic Father).  In his work Justin denied the principle charges against Christians that 
designated them as atheistic, immoral, and disloyal to the Empire.   
 
What follows are the chapters that give us insights to the worship life of the early church 
through his experiences.   
 



Chapter 65 (Administration of the Sacraments): But we, after we have thus washed him who 
has been convinced and has assented to our teaching, bring him to the place where those who 
are called brethren are assembled, in order that we may offer hearty prayers in common for 
ourselves and for the baptized person, and for all others in every place, that we may be 
counted worthy, now that we have learned the truth, by our works also to be found good 
citizens and keepers of the commandments, so that we may be saved with an everlasting 
salvation.   
 
Having ended the prayers we salute one another with a kiss.  There is then brought to the 
president of the brethren bread and a cup of wine mixed with water.  And he (taking them) 
gives praise and glory to the Father of the universe, through the name of the Son and of the 
Holy  Ghost, and offers thanks at considerable length for our being counted worthy to receive 
these things at His hands.  And when he has concluded the prayers and thanksgivings, all the 
people present express their assent by saying Amen.  This word Amen answers in the Hebrew 
language (so be it).  And when the president has given thanks (and all the people have 
expressed their assent) those who are called by us deacons give to each of those present to 
partake of the bread and wine mixed with water over which the thanksgiving was pronounced 
and to those who are absent they carry away a portion. 
 
Chapter 66 (Of the Eucharist): And this food is called among us the Eucharist of which no one is 
allowed to partake but the man who believes that the things which we teach are true, and who 
has been washed with the washing that is for the remission of sins, and unto regeneration, and 
who is so living as Christ has enjoined.  For not as common bread and common drink do we 
receive these but in like manner as Jesus Christ our Savior, having been made flesh by the Word 
of  God, had both flesh and blood for our salvation, so likewise have we been taught that the 
food which is blessed by the prayer of His word, and from which our blood and flesh by trans-
mutation are nourished, is the flesh and blood of that Jesus who was made flesh.   
 
For the apostles, in the memoirs composed by them, which are called Gospels, have thus 
delivered unto us what was enjoined upon them; that Jesus took bread, and when he had given 
thanks, said, This do ye in remembrance of me, this is My body, and that, after the same 
manner, having taken the cup and given thanks, He said, This is My blood, and give it to them 
alone.   
 
Which the wicked devils had imitated in the mysteries of Mithras, commanding the same thing 
to be done.  For, that bread and a cup of water are placed with certain incantations in the 
mystic rites of one who is being initiated, you either know or can learn.   
 
Chapter 67 (Weekly Worship of the Christians): And we afterwards continually remind each 
other of these things.  And the wealthy among us help the needy and we always keep together 
and for all things wherewith we are supplied we bless the Maker of all through his Son, Jesus 
Christ, and through the Holy Ghost.   
 



And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one 
place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read (as long as time 
permits).  Then when the reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the 
imitation of these good things.  Then we all rise together and pray and (as we before said) when 
our prayer is ended bread and wine and water are brought and the president in like manner 
offers prayers and thanksgivings (according to his ability) and the people assent saying Amen.  
And there is a distribution to each and a participation of that over which thanks have been 
given, and to those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons.  And they who are well to 
do (and willing) give what each thinks fit.  And what is collected is deposited with the president 
who succors the orphans and widows and those who (through sickness or any other cause) are 
in want, and those who are in bonds and the strangers sojourning among us, and in a word 
takes care of all who are in need. 
 
But Sunday is the day on which we all hold our common assembly because it is the first day on 
which God, having wrought a change in the darkness and matter, made the world.  And Jesus 
Christ our Savior on the same day rose from the dead.  For he was crucified on the day before 
that of Saturn (Saturday).  And on the day after that of Saturn (which is the day of the Sun) 
having appeared to his apostles and disciples, He taught them these things, which we have 
submitted to you also for your consideration. 
 
What We Know About Other Liturgical Practices  
The first part of an early Christian worship assembly was open to all (including strangers) who 
might be converted by the preaching.  The second part of the service involved the Lord’s 
Supper which only the baptized were allowed to partake.  The unbaptized departed before that 
part of the service started.   
 
By the early 200s baptism often included renouncing Satan and all his works, making a 
statement of faith, being baptized (naked) in water, being clothed in a white robe, being 
anointing with oil, and immediately celebrating the Lord’s Supper.   
 
Many Romans believed Christians were a funeral society because Christian families observed 
the anniversary of a relative’s death on the third, ninth, and thirtieth (or fortieth) day after the 
death.  They gathered at the tomb, sang psalms, read Scripture, prayed, gave alms to the poor, 
and ate a meal.  Later this practice developed into feasts to honor martyrs.  Perhaps the first 
such feast was for Polycarp (mentioned earlies as a bishop burned to death for his faith).  This 
practice began shortly after his death in about 156. 
 
Christians prepared for Easter, the festival of the Resurrection, by fasting.  At first the fasting 
lasted one day.  Later it was extended to 40 hours to symbolize the 40 days Jesus spent fasting 
and praying in the wilderness.  Sunday became the little Easter and was set aside as a festival of 
joy.  To prepare for it many Christians fasted on Wednesday and Friday. 
 
 



Repentance was an involved process in the early church.  Sin was seen not as a personal matter 
but as something that destroyed the unity of the church. Penitents fasted and prayed for the 
forgiveness of their sins, appeared before the church to make public confession, and were 
barred from the Lord’s Supper until they gave evidence of a change of heart.   
 
Detour  

The Mithraic Mysteries were a mystery cult in the Roman world where followers worshipped 
the Indo-Iranian deity Mithras (Akkadian for contract) as the god of friendship, contract, and 
order.  The cult first appeared in the late 1st century and quickly spread from the Italian 
Peninsula and border regions across the whole of the Roman Empire.  The cult (like many 
others) was a secret one.  Followers of the cult worshipped Mithras in temples often built into 
caves and hidden away from the public.  This was done so as to create the feeling of being part 
of a special group.   
 

     The secrecy of the cult was tolerated by the  
     authorities (especially by the Roman emperors)  
     because it was in favor of imperial power.  Over 200  
     Mithras temples have been found stretching from  
     Syria to Britain but finds are concentrated mostly in  
     Italy.   
 
     After the crisis of the 3rd century (when the Roman  
     Empire nearly collapsed) (and with the  
     establishment of Christianity) the Mithras  
     diminished in importance as temples were walled 

up or destroyed by Christians.  However, some temples remained in use until the early 5th 
century.   
 
In the community there were strict rules as to how the feasts were organized that included 
regulations about hygiene.  There were also seven degrees of initiation.  Each degree had a 
different task to fulfill (ravens had to carry the food) (lions offered sacrifices to the father).  
They also had to take part in tests of courage.  Other elements of the cult were self-denial and a 
moral questioning of the self.  Tertullian, a Christian author, tells that a crown was placed on 
the head of the convert which he had to reject because Mithras was the true crown.  The 
earliest documented followers were soldiers and officers of the Roman army and later 
successful, freed slaves.  Women were excluded.   
 
Why become a member?  First, the cult supported the emperor.  Second, the cult was based on 
mutual interest, friendship, and intimacy.  The temples accommodated only small groups.  It is 
understandable that members of the military were attracted by these aspects that guaranteed 
some sort of stability in an otherwise dangerous profession. 
 
 
 



Language of Belonging  
The letters of Paul are rich in words and phrases that speak of the Christians as a very special 
group.  He also has deep feelings for them on a personal level.  By the language that is used in 
these intimate settings the members are taught to conceive of only two classes of humanity: 
those inside and the outsiders.  I am a believer.  I am in Christ.  Especially striking in Paul is the 
language that speaks of the members as if they were family.  They are children of God and also 
of the apostle.  They are brothers and sisters and they refer to one another as beloved.  The 
letters are also rich in emotional language: joy, rejoicing, anxiety, longing.   
 
The use of family terms to refer to members was not unknown in Roman culture but more than 
likely the Christians took their usage from the Jewish community.  For example there was 
biblical precedence for referring to all Israel as brothers.  In Galatians Paul uses the metaphor of 
adoption to describe initiation into the Christian fellowship.  He is drawing from common 
baptismal language.  The ritual symbolized putting on Christ who is the new humanity.  The 
natural family structure into which the person had been born (and which previously defined his 
place and connections with society) was supplanted by a new set of relationships.   
 
Language of Separation  
The churches of Paul had special terms not only to refer to themselves but also to distinguish 
those who did not belong.  The latter were simply the outsiders.  Sometimes thy are lumped 
together as the world.  Outsiders were not only non-believers but also the unrighteous.  When 
Paul spoke to the church in Thessalonica he distinguished the believers from the remainder of 
society as those who turned to God from idols.  The language is borrowed from the Diaspora.  
In Philippians the same note is sounded and the social consequences are expressed (the 
enemies of the cross of Christ).   
 
Purity and Boundaries 
Where social boundaries are carefully guarded there is also a deep concern about boundaries 
surrounding the body.  This principle is illustrated in the functions of many purity rules in 
Judaism and early Christianity.  The Pharisees distinguished themselves from the ordinary 
population by observing the rules of purity that had in biblical times applied to the priesthood 
and to others only when they entered the sacred precincts of the Temple.  The monastic 
community at Qumran used yet more vigorous practices to assure their purity and to reinforce 
their separation (already accomplished by their withdrawal into the wilderness) from the world 
of the Prince and the children of Darkness. 
 
Paul was an advocate for abolishing circumcision of new converts and some of the other rules 
that distinguished Jew from Gentile within the new community.  In the new era inaugurated by 
the death and resurrection of Jesus there was no distinction to be made.  But by abandoning 
these rules the early Christians gave up one of the most effective ways by which the Jewish 
community had maintained its separate identity in a pagan society.  That was the practical issue 
at dispute between Paul and his opponents in Galatia.  In 1 Corinthians it was whether one is 
allowed to eat meat offered to idols.   
 



Paul’s strong and intimate sense of belonging, the special beliefs and norms of the groups, and 
their own understanding of how to make themselves distinct from the world did not lead them 
to withdraw into the desert, like the Essenes of Qumran.  They remained in the cities and their 
members continued to go about their ordinary lives in the streets and neighborhoods.   
 
Let the people assent with a resounding Amen! 
 
Next Session – May 18 
We have now completed nine of the ten themes in this Bible Study series.  Next Wednesday we 
will move into Theme 10 (God’s People Have Hope).  For the rest of our time (before our 
summer break) we will study how the prophets offered the people a sense of hope at a time in 
their history when they were in deep despair.  These will be timely messages for us to hear.  
Here is the outline:   
 
May 18  Study of Isaiah  
May 25  Study of Jeremiah 
June 1  Study of Ezekiel 
June 8   Study of Zechariah 
 
After our summer break we will do an in-depth study of Daniel and Revelation.   
 
 
 


