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Ancient Church History – the First 500 Years Part1

The Biblical view of history is teleological; that is, it is working towards a purpose.  The purpose is to glorify God.

Church History Outline

1. Ancient Period – Time of Christ until Gregory I (590 A.D.)

a. Apostolic Church (Directly administered by the Apostles or their predecessors; until A.D. 100)

b. Sub–Apostolic Period (100 – 170 A.D.) 

c. Ante–Nicene Period (170 – 325 A.D.)

d. Post–Nicene Period (325 – 590 A.D.)  Controlled primarily by Arians

2. Medieval Period (590 – 1517 A.D.)  Ending with Martin Luther

a. 590 – 800 A.D. Charlemagne made Holy Roman Emperor

b. 800 – 1073 A.D. Holy Roman Empire to Hildebrand

c. 1073 – 1294 Rise of the Papacy and the rise of scholasticism with Aquinas

d. 1294 – 1517 Decline of the Papacy and scholasticism

3. Reformation Period 1517 A.D.

a. Early Reformers Luther, Calvin – also the Counter-Reformation and the Council of Trent, Radical Reformation with the Anabaptists

4. Modern Period from 17th Century up to the present

I. God’s actions among the Jews – He acted positively and directly

II. God’s actions in the pagan world – he dealt with them indirectly, he gave them up to their sins and lusts

III. Two presuppositions about God’s preparation for the church:

A. Salvation in the OT belonged primarily to the Jews

B. The purpose of all that God did among the Jews was to direct them to Jesus Christ

IV. The Greeks didn’t like the Jews for four reasons:

A. The Greeks thought that the Jews were lazy because they took one day in seven off

B. The Greeks didn’t like the circumcision of the Jews.

C. The Greeks didn’t like the prosperity of the Jews.

D. The Greeks regarded the Jews as atheists because they worshiped an invisible God.

V. The Jews responded in two ways:

A. They developed an apologetic literature to defend their beliefs

B. They assimilated Plato for the OT through Philo, a Jew from Alexandria, Egypt using an allegorical interpretation

VI. The Romans granted a lot of religious liberty to the Jews.  They tried to preserve Judaism by letting it be somewhat self ruling.

VII. God’s preparations for the pagan world:

A. The Jews had been scattered into the four corners of the ancient world and with that there was an exposure, however minor, to Moses and the Law of the Hebrews or the Torah.

B. Greek philosophy tried to explain the universe by replacing God with ideas, numbers, fire, water, but there was no unity.  

C. Greek language is an unusually precise language.  It was spread throughout the ancient world by Alexander the Great so that there was a united language of the ancient world.

D. The Jews had translated the Hebrew OT into the common Greek language.  This translation came to be known as the Septuagint which in Greek means 70 because tradition had it that 72 Rabbis helped translate the text.

E. Rome conquered by the sword and ruled by law as opposed to the Greeks who tried to reason with and teach other cultures

F. Because Rome ruled by law it brought about a Roman peace or Pax Romana.

G. Rome built roads leading to every corner of their empire making travel very easy.

H. This was beneficial to the spread of the gospel.  Paul used the trade routes to spread the gospel.  The trade routes tended to be safe because Roman soldiers patrolled the roads.

I. No new gods were introduced to Rome for approximately 200 years before Christ.  Because of that the Romans lost confidence in the ability to search for truth.

J. This brought the Romans to a low point of morality such as self indulgence, obscenity and violence in entertainment, cruelty (especially to slaves), a total disregard for marriage

K. Because man needs something to worship eventually the Romans started worshiping the emperor.  This started happening around 195 B.C. in Smyrna, then also in Pergamum.  In 29 B.C. there was a temple built to Augustus Caesar in which he was hailed to be god.

VIII. All this points to a sovereign God working in his church.

IX. Herod was king when Jesus was born

X. Jesus was born between 4-6 B.C.

XI. His death was probably A.D. 30

XII. The Apocrypha, found in the Catholic bible, lacks the integrity and purpose of the New Testament.

XIII. John the Baptist’s ministry began roughly 6 months before Christ’s did.

XIV. Christ had to be baptized to have ours meaningful.  Also, his baptism was his anointing. 

XV. The temptations that Christ endured in the wilderness were a counterpart to what Adam encountered in the garden.  This was not an ordinary temptation.  It was not an extraordinary temptation.  These were specific to his messianic ministry.  He was tempted to find another way to have a kingdom.

XVI. There were three distinct periods to his ministry:

A. The first was about one year long.  Centered in Jerusalem.

B. The second was when he left Jerusalem and went into Galilee and taught the kingdom.  He appointed the Apostles there.  He first taught them that he would be crucified.

C. The third period was at the end when Christ set his face towards Jerusalem.  This phase lasted approximately one week.  Then he was killed and rose from the dead.

XVII. The Roman historian Tacitus tells us in his historical annals that multitudes of Christians were killed by Nero.  He took animal skins freshly cut off of the animals then tied these skins around Christians and then turned dogs loose on them.  He crucified Christians in Rome.  He tied many to poles, covered them with pitch, set them on fire, and used them as torches in his garden while he sang and partied.  The estimates for the # of people killed by Nero ranges from 50,000 to 500,000.

XVIII. In this mix there were 3 churches of particular importance:

A. The church in Jerusalem.  The first church.  Where 3,000 people were converted in one day.  The first converts were Jews.  Initially they were regarded as a Jewish sect.  This allowed for the church to grow.  It allowed the church to enjoy the same privileges as the Jews had enjoyed.  The daily life in Jerusalem is described in Acts 2.  They practiced baptism, regularly met together for the breaking of bread and the sharing of bread.  They practiced a voluntary communism where they sold all that they had and had everything in common.  This continued until A.D. 66 until Jerusalem was surrounded by the Romans.  Then they fled to the hills as Christ had warned them to.

B. The church in Antioch.  Acts 11.  A major city in Syria.  They came together as a result of the persecution of Stephen.  It’s the first place that followers of Christ were called “Christians.”  Barnabas (βαρναβας) and Paul (Σαῦλος/ Παῦλος) (שׁאול) jointly pastured this church for a period of time.  Its key distinguishing characteristic is that it was the birthplace of missions.  Paul started all of his mission’s trips in Antioch.

C. The church in Rome.  It was flourishing even before Paul got there as testified by Paul in his letter to the Romans.  It became the mother city for all churches.

XIX. The Apostles.  James, the brother of John was the first to die.  Herod Agrippa ordered his execution.  Paul was taken to Rome for trial after being arrested.  Tradition says that he was acquitted at his trial in Rome.  He went out and started preaching for a while.  He was rearrested, found guilty, and beheaded.  Peter supposedly died on the same day as Paul.  He was not a Roman citizen so beheading was not an option.  He was crucified, but he chose to be turned upside down so that he would not be crucified the same way his master was.  Andrew, Peter’s brother, preached in Scythia (in the north east), Jude ministered in Odessa (part of Syria) supposedly killed there by a lance, Thomas, Andrew, Bartholomew, Matthew, Simon all preached in the east, John was exiled to Patmos most likely died as an old man.

XX. During the sub-apostolic period there were three churches that were very influential.  The church of Jerusalem, Antioch, and Rome.

XXI. Three other churches started becoming influential: Ephesus, Corinth, and Alexandria.

XXII. In Judea the Jewish Christians kept the bridges between them and other Jews open as long as they could, but they were severely harassed and about 85 A.D., to make sure of their exclusion, a formal anathema was incorporated into the synagogue literature: “May the Nazarenes and the heretics be suddenly destroyed and removed from the Book of Life!”

XXIII. The fall of Jerusalem separated the Jewish church from the Gentile church.  This was important so that it could leave its Jewish heritage and go out into the world and penetrate it.  The Jewish influence still continued until the Bar-Cochba (son of the star) revolution in A.D. 135.  As a result of his rebellion the Jews were removed from Jerusalem and prohibited from practicing their religion.  

A. Afterwards the Jews turned to their Rabbis.  One particular important city was Jabneh or Jamnia which learned the Hilael side of Phariseeism.  Another important city was Tiberias.  As a result the Jews gave great importance to the Talmud and Midrash.

B. This resulted in Rabbinic Judaism.

C. The Jews started looking inward

XXIV. Meanwhile, the church was expanding outwards into the entire Roman Empire.  It was challenging the paganism of the day.  The church became notorious at the time for three reasons:

A. Misunderstanding.  The Romans thought that the Christians were atheists.

B. Calumny or malicious report.  The Romans thought that they were incestuous.  Christians called each other brother and sister and gave each other holy kisses.  The Romans also thought that the Christians were cannibals because they ate Christ’s flesh and drank his blood.  The Romans thought that the Christians worshiped the head of an ass.

C. The precarious relationship with the state.  It became more tenuous as the state demanded that the church keep laws that the church could not keep.  Rome forbad the worship of foreign gods.  Jesus was considered a foreign god.  Another law forbad the formation of societies.  Christians also violated the laws that forbid magic such as healings and exorcisms.  

XXV. The result of all of this was persecution.

XXVI. The persecution was intended to persecute the leaders of the Christian sect.
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