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PART 1

THE EARLY CHURCH TO THE RISE OF ISLAM
Lesson 1

The Early Church
The New Testament tells us in great detail how the Church of Christ and the whole Christian era came into existence. Christianity is the fruit of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ, the coming of the Holy Spirit, and the preaching of the Gospel, first to the Jews and then to the Gentiles throughout the world.

The book known as The Acts of the Apostles describes the establishment of the Church, and ends with Paul, “he apostle of the Gentiles,” a prisoner in Rome and awaiting the hearing of his "appeal to Caesar." The period of time covered by these events is approximately 30-64 A.D.

During this period the difficulties experienced by Christians were caused chiefly by unbelieving Jews. Roman officials, some of whom are mentioned by name in the New Testament, were usually tolerant of Christianity and unwilling to try to suppress it. They seem to have realized that Christians were law-abiding citizens. So, during the period of time covered by the Epistles of the New Testament the Roman Emperors left Christianity untouched.

But during the reign of Emperor Nero (54-68 A.D.) the situation began to change for the worse. Nero was a monster of wickedness, one of the vilest men ever to occupy a throne. The proverbial story that he fiddled to amuse himself while Rome was burning illustrates his callousness.

The fire broke out in Rome in the year 64. Whether justly or unjustly one cannot be certain, but Nero was suspected of deliberately causing the fire, and the Roman historian Tacitus tells us that he screened himself by putting the blame on the Christians. These are his words:

Nero punished with the utmost refinement of cruelty a class hated for their abominations who are commonly called Christians. Christus, from whom their name is derived, was executed at the hands of Pontius Pilate in the reign of Tiberius... In Rome an immense multitude was convicted, not so much on the charge of arson as because of their hatred of the human race. Besides being put to death they were made to serve as objects of amusement; they were clad in the hides of beasts and torn to pieces by dogs; others were crucified, others set on fire to serve to illuminate the night when daylight failed.

It is obvious that the charges brought against the Christians were outrageously false. Tacitus acknowledges this and states his belief that they were “being destroyed, not for the public good, but to gratify the cruelty of an individual.”

A much fuller reference to the early Christians is given in letters that passed about the year 112 between the Younger Pliny and the Emperor Trajan. At this time Pliny was the Governor of Bithynia (in Asia Minor: see Acts 16:7 and 1 Peter 1:1). He was perplexed as to how to deal with the Christians in the province, and he wrote to his overlord:

This is the course that I have adopted. I ask them if they are Christians. If they admit it I repeat the question a second and a third time, threatening capital punishment. If they persist I sentence them to death, for their inflexible obstinacy should certainly be punished. Christians who are Roman citizens I reserved to be sent to Rome. I discharged those who were willing to curse Christ, a thing which, it is said, genuine Christians cannot be persuaded to do.

In his reply to Pliny, Trajan told him that he had acted rightly, but he advised him not to seek out Christians for punishment. Only if they were informed against were they to be put to trial. If, on arrest, they were prepared to worship the gods approved by Rome, and to deny Christ, they could be discharged.

One of the most interesting of Christians at this period was Justin Martyr who was a native of Samaria and born about the year 100. Until he was thirty-two years of age he searched in vain for truth. Several non-Christian philosophies attracted him but he could not find satisfaction in any of them. Then, one day, walking by the sea-side, he fell into conversation with an old man, a Christian, who convinced him of “the truth as it is in Jesus.” In later life he wrote several Apologies, that is, writings which defended the Christian faith. They describe Christian worship on the Lord's Day in some detail, mentioning the reading of Scripture, the sermon, prayers for all men, the kiss of peace (2 Cor.13:12), the observance of the Lord's supper, and almsgiving. Justin met a martyr's death about the year 165. One who was martyred with him made the noble confession, “I am a Christian, having been freed by Christ, and by the grace of Christ I partake of the same hope.”

From time to time persecutions broke out, occasionally as the result of imperial policy; sometimes, however, they were due to the whims of local governors and magistrates. A Christian writer named Tertullian tells us that Christians became the scapegoats for any public disasters that occurred:

If the River Tiber rises as high as the city walls of Rome, if the River Nile does not send its waters over the fields, if there is an earthquake, or famine, or pestilence, immediately the cry is, 'The Christians to the lions.'

The wildest accusations against Christians were believed and the most inhuman punishments inflicted upon them. Traditionally there were ten great persecutions, the most severe being those that fell last of all.

It is not surprising, therefore, that Christians often met in out-of-the-way places, and used secret passwords by means of which they might recognize one another if they met for the first time. One of the commonest of such passwords was the word "fish." In Greek the word was "ICHTUS" and an acrostic well known to Christians ran:

	I
	esus
	

	CH
	rist
	

	TH
	eou
	(of God)

	U
	ios
	(Son)

	S
	oter
	(Saviour)


Hence, if a stranger introduced the word “Ichtus” into his conversation, he was really trying to find out whether he was speaking to a Christian or otherwise.

The final persecution came in the reign of the Emperor Diocletian, and began in the year 303. Diocletian was at that time visiting Bithynia. He held court in Nicomedia, its capital, and passed edicts ordering the destruction of all places of Christian worship, and the burning of all Christian books throughout the Empire. Christians were to be liable to torture and were to be denied all civil rights. Shortly, other edicts followed. Eusebius, a later Christian historian, tells us that all persons without exception were required to sacrifice and make offerings to idols. A noble reply was given by one Christian to his persecutors: “Where are your Scriptures?” was the demand. “In my heart,” was the reply.

After the death of Diocletian, his successor Galerius carried on the persecution for six more years, until in 311 he met his death in a manner similar to that of Herod Agrippa as recorded in Acts 12:23: “He was eaten of worms and gave up the ghost.” It deserves to be recorded that, in his dying torments, he published a decree of toleration, confessing himself baffled by the fortitude of Christians, and entreating their prayers on his behalf. Who can fight against the Almighty and prosper?

ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS

1. Which New Testament book tells about the establishment of the Christian Church?

2. Who were the Christians' worst enemies during the early years of the Church?

3. Why did the Romans at first leave the Christians alone?

4. When did the tolerant attitude of the Romans change?

5. What were some of the charges brought against the Christians? 

6. Who was Justin Martyr and what did he do for the Church? 

7. What does the word ICHTUS stand for?

8. How many great persecutions were there and when did the last one occur?
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