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The Growth of the Christian Church

“There went forth a stream” is the title of thissen on the growth of the Christian church. Thb ti
comes from the church of the EaBlhe Odes of Solomdrymnbook, which we think was produced in
the church in Syria, perhaps in the second cenfiurg.prayer we will use to begin this lecture comes
from one of the church leaders in the West, froedity of Rome, Clement of Rome, pastor to the
church there. He died in about 100 AD. | use tié&yer from Clement because it contains so many of
the elements that made it possible for the eanlyahto grow. “There went forth a stream...” and & w
pray with this ancient church father, Clement ofriRg we catch a glimpse of some of the features and
strengths of early Christianity that made it polesfbr that stream to reach both to the East ariddo
West. Let us pray.

Grant unto us, Lord, that we may set our hope onpidme and open the eyes of our hearts that
we may know Thee. We beseech Thee, Lord and Miashber our help and succor. Save those
among us who are in tribulation, have mercy onltdy, lift up the fallen, show Thyself to

those in need, heal the sick, turn again the waeideof Thy people, feed the hungry, ransom our
prisoners, raise up the weak, comfort the faintbedrLet all nations know that Thou are God
alone and that Jesus Christ is Thy Son and thaaneél hy people and the sheep of Thy pasture.
We praise Thee who are able to do these and kteitegs than these, through Jesus Christ the
High Priest and guardian of our souls through whioenglory and majesty to Thee both now and
throughout all generations forever and ever. Amen.

Some years ago my son Allen was studying in gradsetool at Indiana University, and he was taking
a class in early Christian history from a professbo was not a professing Christian by any means.
And as this professor described the triumph of €iamity he expressed a great deal of amazement tha
Christianity, a small sect of Judaism originatingan unimportant Roman province without great power
among its early followers, and of all the possilg# for the triumph of any one religion in the Raom
world, Christianity was the one that did triumpH.dw could that be?” he said, “It really had nothing
going for it.” Well my lecture today is an attemptanswer this professor and to understand songethin
of why Christianity not only grew but eventuallyumphed. When we look at the spread of Christianity
we can see it in different ways. First of all wa daok at the spread of Christianity as a cultural
movement. As we go through this course and thrdglReformation and Modern Church History
course, we will be looking at the six cultural ts@ions that took place in the spread of Christiaas
identified by Professor Andrew Walls. Professor M/&dlks about six cultural frontiers across which
Christianity moved at very critical times in itstory. He says that as Christianity moved from one
cultural milieu to the next, it did it just in timeck of time. Without that cultural movement, hurhan
speaking, it would have died. The first of thosi#wal movements was the transition from Judaism to
the Gentile world. The earliest Christians wereairse Jews. Because of the resistance on thefpart
Jewish Christians, including some of the apostldgsd, it is one of the marvels of history that
Christianity entered a second phase at all. TaC¢wistianity move beyond the bounds of Judaism into
the Gentile world is a marvel. But in Acts we haugioch, the Jerusalem Council, and above all we
have the visionary work of the Apostle Paul, andsee Christianity moving from its Jewish roots into
the next phase of its history, into the GentileldioAs Professor Walls points out, this happensijus

the nick of time because the Jewish state disapgearthe wars of AD 70 and 135. But by the time th
Jewish state disappeared in those wars with theaRenChristianity was firmly planted in its second
cultural context, the culture of the Greco-Romamldorhat is one way to look at the spread of
Christianity, from a Jewish sect to a religiousHambraced by Gentiles far and wide as well as by
Jews.
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The second way to look at the spread of Christyasito see it as a social movement. When Paulewnrot
to the church at Corinth he said, “Not many of yere wise by human standards, not many were
influential, not many were of noble birth.” Thatntmued to be true for the church throughout the
Roman world. The early church was largely madefugppmmon people sometimes called the people of
the lower classes. The opponents of Christianitsevm®t slow to notice this and to use it as an
instrument against the Christians. Celsus was btteeaarly opponents of Christianity who was
answered by Origen (we will study this later). @slsaid that the Christian message was this: “det n
one educated, no one wise, and no one sensible meang He said, “By the fact that Christians admit
that these people are worthy of their God they stimwvthey want and are able to convince only the
foolish, the dishonorable, and the stupid, onlyata women, little children.” That was part of Qel's
attack on the Christian faith. In a sense it was.tChristians did not deny this charge. A Chnistia
apologist, Minucius Felix, said, “That many of us aalled poor is not our disgrace but our glory.”
There were many poor people who were members addhg church. Women were accepted as full
members of the church. It is probable that in tgyechurch, as throughout most of church history,
women made up a larger percentage of the churchniiga. Even more remarkable, slaves were also
accepted as full members of the church and paatieghequally in the worship of the community. In
fact, we think that a slave named Callistus bechisi@op of the church of Rome in the early third
century, perhaps the most important post in thes@an church at that time. Many of the people who
embraced Christ and joined the Christian churctevpeor people. But there were some, as was also
true in Corinth, who were from the higher classes.

By Nero’s time, the 60s AD, Christianity was begmmto infiltrate the noble families of Rome. Paul,
writing from prison in Rome to the Philippians,ddiAll the saints send you greetings, especidityse
who belong to Caesar’s household.” So even atetudy date there were some Christians who had a
high place in government. There is evidence th&mperor Domitian’s time, the 90s AD, the
emperor’s cousin and wife were Christians. We ateabsolutely sure about all the details of thig, b
apparently these two people were banished or pdgath and their two young sons have vanished from
history. They had been designated as Domitianshend it could well be that the presumptive hefrs
the throne of the Roman Empire before the firstwgnwere Christians. What a change! Thirty years
after the fearful persecutions of Nero, the harthe throne were brought up in a Christian house.
Clement of Alexandria in the late second centurgtevia sermon titled, “What kind of rich person can
be saved?” The very fact that this church fatheuld/preach a sermon on this topic shows that people
with wealth were beginning to become part of theigian church and this was now a question to be
answered. Clement’s writings show that he did mbdthave a very clear idea of salvation by faitmalo

in Jesus Christ. But Clement’s answer to the qoegiosed in his sermon, “What kind of rich person
can be saved?” is a moderate one: “the person wée wot set his heart on wealth and put it filsg, |

the rich young ruler did.” The person who doesdwthat certainly can be saved and be part of the
Christian church.

Christianity moves culturally out of Judaism to theeco-Roman world. It moves throughout the social
levels of the Roman Empire, although the large nitgjof Christians remain people of the lower
classes, common people. Next we will look at theggaphical movement of the church. As we discuss
this it would be helpful to have a map of the Romald to reference. We will look at the movement
first to the West and then to the East. In Actssee the beginning of the movement of Christiaraty t
the West up into Asia Minor, from there to Greeargg from there to Italy, and perhaps even intorgpai
By the end of the first century Asia Minor had beeothe most Christianized area of the Roman
Empire. Though there are very few Christians irt #raa now, at the end of the first century Asiadi
was the center of Christianity. There were othaces$ that had also become Christian in part. By 185
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AD Christianity had spread more widely in Asia MinGreece, and Italy, and had also spread all the
way to Gaul. There was persecution in the cityydns in Gaul in the year 177 AD, during which a
Christian bishop was put to death. There was as@mi center up in Germania. There were Christian
churches in different parts of Spain. There wese &hristians in different locations in North Afiic
North Africa at this time was part of the Roman EmpNorth Africa from Egypt to Numidia and
Mauretania were included in the Roman Empire. Theeetradition that Mark first established the
Christian church in Alexandria. It is hard to knbaw to treat some of these church traditions abiwait
establishment of the church in different placesalbnse almost every church everywhere wanted to claim
a big name. Even Scotland claims Andrew the Appsit® is also claimed by Russia. If that is theecas
then Andrew would have had to travel widely andngdize in many different places and in many
different languages. Thus I think we have to ttease traditions with some caution. Mark Shaw B hi
History of the Kingdom of God in Africaays, “Until more evidence is produced we showlither rule
out St. Mark’s role in Egyptian history nor endotise tradition as it stands.” Later, Christianitgpved
further south into Africa outside the bounds of Rmman Empire into Nubia and Ethiopia. We will look
at that movement as we get to the later histoth@fchurch.

Thus Christianity begins to make its way into thesty and it begins to spread widely by the endhef t
second century. It is sometimes forgotten that Sianity moved also to the East. | have a bookyn m
library by J. C. WanHistory of the Early Christian Church to the YeaDA50Q This is a very fine
book. But Professor Wan says this: “The birthplatde church stood on the boundary between the
East and the West. It is significant that this imfeeligion, as soon as it was strong enough tee¢lae
cradle, marched straight to the West.” It did notsgraight to the West. Acts tells us of the bemigrof
that story of the spread of Christianity to the Weslt it also went to the East. With Sam Moffat’s
History of Christianity in Asiawe really do not have any excuse now for not kngvweomething of the
remarkable spread of Christianity to the East. flisé New Testament translation was in Syriac ia th
East. The first Christian hymnbookhe Odes of Solompwhich | referred to earlier, was produced in
Syria. The first known church building was in thasE in Edessa or Eura Europis—both have claims on
that. An archeology team from North Carolina Statéversity thinks they have discovered an even
earlier church building in Acaba which is alsohe tEast, in Jordan. The first Christian king aradest
may have been in Armenia or Eastern Turkey, 100syleefore Constantine. | say all that to stress the
importance of not leaving out the history of theesyal of Christianity to the East.

| would like to focus on two aspects of the eassgmread of the church. The first aspect | would lid
focus on is the spread of Christianity to IndiaeTtadition is that the apostle Thomas went todndi
Most of these traditions about where the apostlst\and what happened to them are probably
legendary, but there is more reason to believetkigatradition of Thomas going to India is a true
tradition. There are Christians in India who dolbk back to Thomas as the founder of their church.
Samuel Moffat in his book evaluates this opiniorshying, “Most opinions [concerning the tradition o
Thomas founding the church in India] range fromstlale to probable, with a discernable trend towards
the latter.” Dr. Moffat is a very cautious schotarif he says it is probable then we can take lisivior

it, that Thomas probably reached India. And theranother tradition that in the late second century
about 120 years after the martyrdom of Thomasdmlranother missionary left the Roman world, this
time from Alexandria in Egypt. The head of the chatgical school there (roughly the equivalent to a
president of a seminary now), Vantenis, left hipamant center in the Roman world “in order to ptea
Christ to the Bramans and philosophers in India,Sa Jerome said in the fifth century. Dr. Moffat
says, “The story of the visit of Vantenis to Intianot to be dismissed lightly. There are indirect,
presumptive indications from the period of his nueghat tend to support the later referencesgo hi
journey.” Not only does Christianity spread verylg#o India, but it also spreads into Syria, tceEsla,
and the little kingdom of Armenia in Turkey, justrass the Euphrates. Armenia we think became the
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first Christian state with a Christian king—2100 geebefore Constantine, the first Christian emperor
the Roman world. From Edessa Christianity sprea&tiela, across the Tigris near ancient Nineveh.
This area produced a very famous Eastern theologimse name was Tatian. He was chiefly known
for theDiatessaronthat is,The Life of Christthat he compiled from the four gospels. Then Siamity
spread, amazingly, from Arbela into Persia andnalway into Afghanistan. By the end of the second
century there were churches as far east as Pagiaadern-day northern Afghanistan. So the church
spread from Syria to Mesopotamia to Persia to Afiggtan, and down into India before the second
century AD. The Christian faith was unquestionagyeading across the continent of Asia as
vigorously as it spread into Europe.

Now | want to come to another question. Why didi§€ttanity spread? My son’s professor said it had
nothing going for it. He did not understand hovstfaeble religion with its nondescript followersuab
have such an impact on the world. Well, the firtvaer to the question of why Christianity did sgrea
certainly has to be the power of the Gospel. ftasan answer that every historian would see sit, fiut
certainly a Christian historian sees that thesoisething supernatural about the spread of thesttdmi
faith. The world into which Christianity came, baththe East and West, was a world full of religgon
Sometimes people have said that Christianity camoea vacuum—people were looking for something
to believe and so they latched on to Christianégduse there was not anything else. That is very fa
from the truth. The Roman world particularly wdkefi with warring sects and rival faiths. There wer
the traditional pagan religions. This was not thenp of paganism, the Greco-Roman gods, but those
religions were not gone from the Empire. In fact tloe popular level they were still very strong.uYo
can read Acts and find Paul encountering the paglagions at Lystra, the worship of Zeus. And in
Athens Paul encounters the worship of many godggaddesses including an unknown god. Also in
Ephesus Paul finds the worship of Artemis, or Diasahe was called by the Romans. So the traditiona
pagan religions were still alive.

There were also the mystery religions. These weneat variety of Eastern religions promising asgen
of belonging and personal salvation, which didecmhe from the traditional gods of Greece and Rome.
Their worshipers really had no personal relatiopstith these gods; they just tried not to offenenth

But the mystery religions promised a great dealensalvation and fellowship with the god or goddess
There were many of these. From Persia came thehypoo§ Mythrias. From Egypt came the worship of
Isis. From Asia Minor came the worship of Cybelbefle were numerous mystery religions. When the
ruins of Pompey were discovered two centuries agoadd the first structures uncovered in that Roman
city was an opulent temple to the Egyptian goddi&ssIn addition to the mystery religions therergve
also the philosophies, which provided a kind oigieus allegiance for some people. These included
Stoicism, Epicureanism, and others. These philassgiad moved away from theory to practical
religious commitment by the end of the second agnithey promised, through rational processes, the
discovery of a good life and even hope beyond deedipart of the religious mix of the Roman Empire
there was the imperial cult. This was the worsHifhe emperor. Beginning with the death of Julius
Caesar in 44 BC there was a tendency to deify timad emperor after he died. But by the time we
come to Augustus the living emperor was beginninge viewed as a god to be worshiped. Romans
practiced the worship of the emperor. It was realgmall thing that was required, simply bowing
before the image of the emperor or taking a littech of incense and burning it in a flame befams
symbol of the emperor. This was viewed as a unjfnd patriotic act to hold the empire together.

Rome promoted a kind of amalgamation of all thetigions. You could believe in all of them if you
wanted to. The only thing that was absolutely regglivas the worship of the emperor. Edward Gibbon,
in his famou®decline and Fall of the Roman Empiwdfered a cynical view of Rome’s attitude toward
all these religions. This is what he said: “Theimas modes of worship which prevailed in the Roman
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world were all considered by the people as equally, by the philosophers as equally false, by the
magistrates as equally useful, and thus tolergtroduced not only mutual indulgence but even
religious concord.” But then Christianity comesoittihis and stirs up all kinds of trouble. We seas th
beginning in the New Testament and we see it caimtinin the history of this time in the Roman
Empire. This is because Christianity and Judaisme e only two exclusive religions of the time.uvo
could not add anything else to Christianity orudaism. This became a source of persecution, not
because Christians were Christians but becausst@ns were Christians only. The magistrates often
charged Christians this way, “You do not worship ¢fods. You do not sacrifice to the emperor.” All
they had to do was sacrifice to the emperor andgiprthe gods and all would be well. Not only was
the exclusiveness of Christianity a source of prrsen, but it was also a source of great strerigth.
think this was one of the reasons Christianityspdead. One historian has put it this way, “Theeeew
too many cults, too many mysteries, too many pbibses of life to choose from. You could pile one
religious insurance on another and yet not fea.gahristianity made a clean sweep.” You can see th
appeal of that. Arnold Tionby and many others heaid that in the modern world for Christianity to
survive it must give up its claims to exclusivenasd make common cause with other religions. Bait th
reason it survived and grew, and even flourishethé early church is that it did not do thatt had
done that it would have long since disappeared ttory.

Not only do we have the power of the Gospel, butige have the witness of Christians. Christianity
was victorious because the early Christians outlieait-thought, and out-died the world around them.
The role of the apostles, as | have already saishmewhat uncertain. It is highly probable thadmhs
made it to India, and we know that Peter died imRpwe know that John went to Ephesus and was in
prison for a time on the island of Patmos. Butldgends about the other apostles are probably just
legends. The Lord gave the Great Commission taplostles, but He also gave it to everyone. We know
that the ordinary Christians were missionariegsh&nearly period, the second calling of every Giais
was to be a missionary. The Gospel was carried drgimants along the trade routes and by soldiers
from post to post as these Christians went througtiee empire and also into the East, one loviragthe
setting another on fire. These Christians were @blgitness by word, but they also witnessed bydee
Tertullian put it this way, in memorable words: i8tmainly the deeds of a love so noble that leadyn

to put a brand on us.” Tertullian is saying, “Ttasvhat the pagans are saying about us. This ishat
Christians are saying about each other, but thehirad world says this about the Christian church.
They say, ‘See how they love one another? How #neyeady even to die for one another?’” That love
Christians had for one another overflowed. The comiy of faith reached out to people in the wordd s
that the church father Ignatius could talk abolave for the widows and orphans, for the oppresset
imprisoned, for the hungry, the thirsty, for theatloned babies who were left to die. Christiansahad
reputation as people who loved each other and lewex those who persecuted them. The Scottish
historian James Orr said, “The new spirit of safiging love which Christianity breathed into therldo
awoke wonder from its very strangeness.” This vige and people began to wonder about it and
were brought into the faith because they were swessed by the conduct of these Christians. And
Christians witnessed also by their deaths, as Wesag in the next lecture when we begin to study
persecution. Again, Tertullian put it in famous @er“Blood of the martyrs is the seed of the chuirch
Of course not everyone was converted who saw thigyragut to death, but we have many true stories
of jailers, magistrates, and people in the stamatsling the courageous deaths of Christians who
abandoned their faith and joined the Christian chusometimes to be martyred themselves right en th
spot. Someone has said that martyrdom was the wnpgrof the early church for mass evangelism.
They did not hold great rallies and public preagtservices, but as thousands watched Christians die
that was their opportunity for mass evangelism.
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It has been asked, what was the role of childraherearly church? Women and slaves were fully
accepted, but what was the role of children? Theston of infant baptism and whether that was a
practice in the early church is a question thatmelook at later. But the question of the role of

children is not one that we can answer as fullyvasuld like. We do know that baptism marked a
significant change in a believer’s participatiorthe church. Unbaptized children and adults woalke t
part in much of the worship of the church, butltloed’s Supper was reserved for the baptized members
of the church. It has also been asked, what hapeneaul? | suppose that debate will go on urgil w
are all in heaven and can ask Paul. | am no expettiis, but | tend to think that Paul went to Rome

was imprisoned, was released, traveled back temestesopotamia, and then was rearrested and taken
back to Rome and put to death during the persatuti®@ome by Nero in the 60s AD, about 64 AD.
According to my interpretation Paul did not mak®iSpain. | wish he had made it to Spain. It certbd
think of Paul evangelizing in the East, going taxioand saying, “You are already evangelized,” and
then going on to Spain.” There are different waysterpret the evidence. | am not sure if he matte
Spain. In my opinion he probably did not, thoughckdainly wanted to. On the other hand, there are
Christian communities in Spain very early on, by 2D. If Paul did not make it to Spain, then

someone else did. But after Paul, as | pointedwet,eally do not know the names of the missiosarie
They were traders, soldiers, and ordinary peogeHriscilla and Aquilla—an important duo who were

in Rome, went to Ephesus, and then went back toeRé&s merchants they traveled about spreading the
Gospel. I think that is the normal way that Chastty spread as well as through the soldiers in the
army.

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a gteatl of witnesses, let us throw off everythingtth

hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, etnaslrun with perseverance the race marked owtsfér
(Hebrews 12:1)
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