Ancient & Medieval Church History Lesson 8, page 1

People of the Early Church

One of my stated goals for this class is to stustyomly the leaders of the church, the people who
preached the sermons and wrote the books, butatspto think from time to time about the peopfe
the church. These are the people who sat in the p&wd before there were pews, stood in the chsyche
and listened to the sermons and went out to livéhfe Lord in their everyday lives. The last lesson
lesson seven, was on the early church fathers. I8gson eight is on the people of the early church.
Those people were men and women and children, skawe free people who met together to worship
the Lord and who went out to spread His word amdesklim in the world.

We will have two parts to this lesson as we loothatpeople of the early church. The first part ddal
with the worship of the early church. The second wdl deal with the life of Christians in the faip

and in the community. One of the ancient prayeas\was used by these early Christians is called the
Sursum Cordawhich means “Lift up your hearts.” It was firsivgn in a form similar to the one we will
pray it in, inThe Apostolic Traditiona Syrian writing from Hippolytus. We think it canfrom Syria in
the early third century. This prayer has been us@dany, many liturgies in the history of the Chas
church and is still used often today. We will pthis prayer.

Leader: “The Lord be with you.”

People: “And also with you.”

Leader: “Lift up your hearts.”

People: “We lift them up to the Lord.”

Leader: “Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.”
People: “It is right to give Him thanks and praise.
All: “Amen.”

As we think about the corporate worship of theyahlurch we have a number of important documents.
You may have read about these in Gonzales’ textbblo&se are documents that help us to construct to
some extent what it was like to be present in aahsgervice in the second century in Rome or
somewhere else. The Teaching of the 12 ApostlabeoDidache, came from a Christian community,
we think, in the land of Syria. That document hasrbdated differently, but the latest indicatiothist

we are dealing with a very, very early documentnwwve study the Teaching of the 12 Apostles or the
Didache, perhaps as early as the first ceniling. Apostolic Traditionwritten by Hippolytus, gives us

the form of worship that was practiced in the chus€E Rome in the early third century. In addition t
these two very important documents we have thengstof the church fathers. The most important is
the First Apology of Justin Martyr. That writingst®ibes Christian worship in Rome at about the
middle of the second century. And we also haveings from people outside the church, like Pliny,
governor of Bithynia. In his letters to the empéeFaajan, Pliny describes Christian worship as akto
place in his province in Asia at the end of thetfeentury. As we look at all those documents ayntbt

put them together we realize that there are somemn themes but there are also some differences.
Christian worship apparently developed somewh#&mdintly in different places. Therefore we are not
able to come up with one service that would bedsiethin all parts of the Christian world.

The Christian people certainly remembered the mggiof the apostles and read them constantly, as we
will see. These writings of course included Hebré@=25, “Let us not give up meeting together, as
some are in the habit of doing, but let us encoei@we another—and all the more as you see the Day
approaching.” Christians met together faithfullyworship on the Lord’s Day. That was considered an
essential time for God’s people, the Christian peadp meet together. In fact, one of the earlytings
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from the church fathers tells us that if Christiarese not present in the service on the Lord’s Dfay,
they stayed away from that service, they would &t rend the Lord’s Body. We know from the
writings of some of these people whom | have jushtioned that in many places that was worship not
only on the Lord’s Day but on other days of the kvae well. Hippolytus said this, “Let every faithfu
man and woman, when they have risen from sleepaimiorning before they touch any work at all,
wash their hands and pray to God and so go towwek.” In this way he was encouraging the
Christians to have a time of private devotions.tAd way back in the early centuries of the church
Christians were putting aside a time of prayer teefetting up and going forth to work. Hippolytus
added this as well, “But if instruction in the WastiGod is given each one should choose to goab th
place, reckoning in his heart that it is God whaerhlears in the instructor.” Some places, sometimes
there would be daily meetings. Christians wouldayth from their homes after their time of personal
prayer to hear a Bible exposition. As they listeteethe preacher preaching the Word of God theyewer
to know that they were hearing what God was satgrtgem. Hippolytus went on to say, “If there is a
day when there is no instruction, let each one wieeis at home take up a holy book and read it
sufficiently.” If there was no service that daytieir community they were to take one of the holy
books, one of the books that became the Old and NEstament canon or some other holy book and
read it. So Christians were encouraged to timgsighte prayer, and if possible daily gatherings fo
instruction in the Word of God.

But they were especially to come together for wigrsim the Lord’s Day. The first references to Synda
or the Lord’s Day are often “The First Day.” Thapeession is used to describe the day of Christian
worship. For instance, Justin Martyr wrote this,&Wold our common assembly on the day of the sun.”
People have often said that was a pagan day. @ty day was a pagan day. The day of the sun, like
any other day in the Roman Empire, was a paganBisyit had an intriguing name that Christians
began to use. Justin Martyr said, “We hold our @dde on the day of the sun because it is the fiest

[it was the first day of the week] on which God wabput to flight darkness and chaos as He did én th
creation when He made the world. And on the sameldaus Christ our Savior rose from the dead.” So
as early as we can tell in the history of the chu€brristians were meeting on the first day of theeky

the day of the sun that God made. Even thoughdlgans did not know the true God, the Christians did
and it was His day as much as any other day. Amast also of course the day when Jesus rose again
from the dead. Therefore on that day rather thaddwish Sabbath, the seventh day, on the Christian
first day of the week Christians met for worshipe \&fe told in several of these writings that thest m
very, very early, before daylight or “at cock crowhich would be early. The time of the gatherirfg o
Christians was early. That early meeting time mayehbeen so that Christians would have privacy,
particularly during times of threatened persecutlowas better to meet early and not stir up tbice

and wrath or agitation of neighbors who may havenbspposed to them. Also it is probable that
Christians met very early in the morning so thasthmembers who were slaves and did not have the
freedom of the day to do what they wanted durirgwiorking hours would be able to come as well,
early in the morning before daylight.

And we are told by Justin Martyr that they met neglace. “Christians come together in one plakce.”
think that means that a group of Christians inmmanity would have one central place where they
would meet. Of course, at first those were not chinuildings because there were no buildings tharilt
the purpose of serving as a church until much, naiehn. In fact, the great church buildings we are
familiar with, the wonderful cathedrals, come oafter the time of Constantine when Christianity \&as
legal religion and then later in the century treesteligion of the Roman Empire. But early on
Christians met in homes. Probably they did notrofteeet in places like the Catacombs, although & wa
possible that gatherings took place there at twiean there was danger. But usually they would nmeet
homes. We think that in some of those homes, #sidewish synagogues, the leader or pastor and his
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family would live in part of the house and the dtuwould meet in a room or two of that private home
The earliest church buildings we know anything dlawe really remodeled houses with walls taken out
to make rooms bigger in order to accommodate @taygthering. The first church buildipgr sethat

we have known anything about is the one at Durajas, a town on the Euphrates east of the Roman
Empire. This is a building we think dates to abitnat year 230 AD, although archaeologists have
discovered another early church building in thallahJordan that could be even earlier than theothu
building at Dura-Europos. The one at Dura-Eurogasbviously a private home remodeled to be made
into a larger meeting place. It has a central ardts primary meeting room, an interesting arattiieal
feature. It has a very low stone baptistery. We taik later about how that may have been used. iAnd
had paintings on the wall. This very early churel ksertain decorations and embellishments. These wa
a painting of the Good Shepherd, a painting oikimg who conquers death, the Lord who conquers
death for us, and a painting of the three Marys wdoe to the empty tomb. Later we will study what
happened after Constantine and the developmeitmun€le architecture as it becomes a very important
aspect of Christian history.

Christians would gather early in the morning onltbed’s Day in a place, probably a house somewhere
in their town or community. And then they would ddagether the Scripture and hear the Word
preached. Scripture reading included both the @ttidew Testaments. Justin Martyr said, “The
memoirs of the apostles or the writing of the prtgli “Memoirs of the apostles” is almost certaialy
reference to the Gospels and “the prophets” woaldlbof the Old Testament as the Old Testament was
often called the Book of the Prophets. Justin tiglshat at Rome that Scripture reading went dorag

as time permitted. | think we should understand thanean a long time, not just a verse or two and
probably not even just a chapter or two, but pestsame whole books of the Bible or large portioihs o
some of the books of the Bible. You see how thisldidve important when Christians for the most part
did not have access to the Word of God at homiegadth Hippolytus seems to indicate that there were
available holy books, good books that Christiandadperhaps share and pass around. But no one would
have a whole Bible at home, and so they would ctwgether on the Lord’s Day to hear the Bible read

in extensive portions. Then there would be a serthanthe pastor would give, an exposition based on
either the reading of the day or some other pass&§eripture.

There would also be a time of prayer. The prayeetseems also to have been extensive. Some of the
prayers were what we might call free prayers wiemtinister or the leader, the elder, someone in
charge of the service, would pray extemporaneodsigse could be long prayers. There also seem to
have been shorter prayers in which the people hgdtalike theSursum Corddhat we prayed at the
beginning of the lesson. In these prayers therddvoe prayer by the pastor and then responses from
the people. Thus the prayer time seems to havedadlboth free prayer and recited or set praydrs. T
posture in praying was almost certainly standirtatlis why | have my students stand when we pray
the Sursum CordaThat was a sign to the early Christians of jog boldness in the presence of God.
That certainly would also have been an appropnatgto pray. But as the early Christians prayeg the
stood with great joy and boldness in order to poatye Lord. Certain pictures indicate that the l&ho
congregation extended their hands in prayer.

These things developed even more as we come teto taedieval worship. They became more
complex and detailed. Later people began to tuwatd the east, toward the city of Jerusalem, agra s
that they were expecting the Lord’s return, anthsigere added to other elements of prayer. If you
worship in the Free Church of Scotland today thdlyask you to stand to pray. They sit to sing and
stand to pray in the Free Church of Scotland, gbaxck to Reformation practices, but also back ¢o th
practice of the early church. Many of the accouvdshave of early Christian worship do not mention
singing. Yet, others do and it is almost certaat the early church did sing or chant psalms aftel; a
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the year 200 AD or so, hymns. One of the earliest thie hymn “Shepherd of Tender Youth” written by
Clement of Alexandria that | have referred to savémes already. It could be that Justin Martyd an
the others do not come right out and say “We alsg’ ©ecause in describing prayer they are
considering the singing or the chants of the cogafien as part of prayer.

The Lord’s Supper was celebrated every SundayhByrtiddle of the second century two things, which
apparently were together at first, were separabedtellowship meal and the Lord’s Supper. The
fellowship or agape meal was a fellowship meal wi@&hristians would meet together to eat. During
this meal the Lord’s Supper would be celebrated part of that common meal. The fellowship meal,
which continued as something on its own, was sépaufeom the Lord’s Supper by the middle of the
second century, pretty much the way we do it toadly fellowship meals in churches and the Lord’s
Supper in Sunday worship. We are not exactly sumg tivat separation came, but at least by the middle
of the second century the Lord’s Supper was moeetoken meal that was celebrated in the context of
the liturgy on the Lord’s Day, and the fellowshigahwas something else entirely. At the time of the
Lord’s Supper only the baptized Christians werevedld to stay. The cathecumins, those who were
studying and preparing for baptism, were dismisasdyell as visitors. The Lord’s Supper, then, the
second part of the service, proceeded with baptizehbers only; at least that was the practice im&o
that Justin Martyr tells us about.

That brings us to the practice of baptism. Let alke & little bit about that. It is not too longtime

history of the church before we see something ragtiange happening. That is, baptism for (adult)
converts to Christianity was often delayed. It dat take place right away. In fact, some peopledhd
it should be delayed a long time. Tertullian is alstays the safest guide in these matters because h
was very idiosyncratic and could go off on his aangents. But Tertullian said, “If there are anyowh
understand the weightiness of baptism, they wiliizge afraid of attaining it than delaying it.” lees

a church father who said it is best to keep putbiagtism off until you really understand the burdén
baptism. In Augustine’s Confessions we read thamle was a little boy he was quite ill. Monica his
mother was arranging to have him baptized. Augasiirites, “But suddenly | recovered. My cleansing
was deferred on the assumption that if | contineldse | would be sure to soil myself and afteatth
solemn washing the guilt would be greater and ndaregerous.” The view was beginning to be
developed that baptism washes away all sin aridides, if you are going to die you need it bwytoifi
are not going to die it is better to postpone daaese you will probably sin some more. You can aloly
it once. One baptism is all you get.

This strange and unbiblical view of postponing aptin order to have it wash away as many sins as
possible became the practice in many parts oftilnect. So, baptism was often delayed. There were
long times of preparation for baptism, instructionstudy for as many as three years. It was alirast
going to seminary to get ready for baptism. Cathena were entitled to use the name “Christian”ythe
were Christians and could come to the first pathefservice but not the Lord’s Supper. They wate n
yet “the faithful,” which was the name that wasemed for baptized Christians. This seems strange
because in the New Testament baptism was oftea grompt. But as some people have pointed out,
baptism in the New Testament (not always, but ¢feeas baptism of Jews or God-fearers who already
knew the Scripture and, you might say, were readyetbaptized. But there were exceptions to that, t
Now, at this time in church history converts camoarf paganism, mystery religions, all kinds of
backgrounds and all kinds of false teaching. Thedhbecame very, very careful to indoctrinate ¢hes
new Christians before they brought them to baptissitime went on this became more and more
elaborate. It ended with times of special prepanaéind fasting, all-night vigils. And finally, tretual
baptism frequently took place on Easter Sundaychvirvas the first Christian celebration apart frow t
first day of the week. Decisions on exactly hove¢d the day for Easter Sunday becomes a real pnoble
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and source of tension between the church in the Webkthe East. But Easter is quite early obseaged
a special day and in many places it was the daywhe cathecumins were brought in for baptism using
the Trinitarian Baptismal Confession, which, ashage seen, developed into the Apostles’ Creed.

Let us talk for a moment about the meaning and neddaptism in the early church. The meaning of
baptism, as far as we can tell from reading theathtathers, is almost always tied with the idea of
remission of sins. Actually, the doctrine of origirsin seems to flow more out of the practice gftisan
thanvice versalt is not that the doctrine of original sin waary clearly understood and then baptism
was practiced as a result of the doctrine. Thetjpeof baptism was there, and then, since it bad t
mean something, people began to think about gnm$ of washing away original and actual sin. Téat
why it was often delayed, to give the person thgoojunity of having more sin washed away by
baptism. The Didache says that there could onlgrigebaptism. Apparently some thought that by being
baptized again they could wash away later sins.oBlyt one baptism was allowed. That is later
expressed, of course, in the Nicene Creed: “On&dmagor the remission of sins.” This seems tahie
ideas together, “One baptism for the remissionrd.$Well, what about later sins? That was a big
problem. The church wrestled with that and evehjuwame up with the system of penance, as we will
eventually see in the medieval church.

What about the mode of baptism? We can find eviddéoicsprinkling, evidence for pouring, and
evidence for immersion. The Didache says that taemshould be running water, not still water, and
that it should be cold, not warm. | am not suréhefreason for those restrictions, but there mage h
been some meaning implied in all of that. And ifyam little water was available, the Didache insted
them to just pour the water three times on theqgresshead. Does that mean if there was a lot oérvat
they could immerse and if there was a little wétery could pour? It seems to say that. Tertullran i
North Africa said “A person is dipped in water aagprinkled and then rises again.” This seems to
indicate both immersion and sprinkling. HippolytndRome says, “A candidate stands knee-deep in
water while a deacon pours the water over his loegadesses his head down into the water.” | think
putting all that together you have to come up \thign idea that it just really did not matter. Asdaas
water was applied in some way the early churchtifelt it was effective baptism. You can imagine the
drama of the scene when a person who had been Bawed mystery religion or paganism, after long
years of preparation and nights of fasting and atg; finally made it to Easter Sunday. That person
was baptized and given a white robe in Rome to s§idbthe cleansing from sin, and then was ushered
into the waiting church for his or her first panpiation in the Lord’s Supper. Whatever the theologit
all, it certainly was a dramatic and impressive reatrnn the lives of Christians.

What about infant baptism? Well, | wish we couldnbere clear on this, but let me say what | think is
there in terms of evidence from church historyihk it is quite clear that infant baptism was an
uncontroversial practice very early on. How earty we cannot really say. But the first mentions of
infant baptism, such as by Hippolytus in the edlyd century, did not report it as something néw.
was not an innovation; people had not just stadttedg this, rather it had been done for a long time

The first clear opposition to infant baptism camanf the person you might expect it come from,
Tertullian. He opposed it in about the year 200 8Dt he did not oppose it as a novel practice. ide d
not say, “This is something that is just started mrtherefore to be opposed.” But he opposeddabse
he thought it was a good idea to delay baptismdidenot really oppose infant baptism as an invalid
form of baptism. It is real baptism. But if it cleses sin it is better to have it delayed becaus@ady is
an age of innocence. Many of the church fatherdlsaty and that puzzles us because Tertullian did
believe in some form of original sin. But perhagswas thinking of infancy as a period of innoceimce
terms of actual sins.
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Later people like Augustine would dispute that. Asigne thought the actual sins start right at bitthat
it does not take long for a baby to sin. But Téidalhad a different idea. So infant baptism was re
baptism, but it was also risky in light of seriquest-baptismal sin. Not only did Augustine have a
different idea about that but Cyprian, the famowstN African church father between Tertullian and
Augustine, said, “Baptize quickly.” He did not eweant to wait eight days as some people were
suggesting because of the analogy with circumcisiBaptize quickly, because of original sin, so the
baby does not run the risk of dying in sin.” IntfaCyprian thought that as the baby was born asudest
crying, that was not crying because of the shoakoafiing into this world or of hunger or something
else. The crying was because of the understanditigeahild that he or she was a sinner, cryingfout
God’s grace. That first cry of a baby is a cry@wd’s grace, according to Cyprian.

Well, the question about infant baptism in theigtitr age, it seems to me, was not whether to.do it
was being done, and it was being done early. Buteéhson for doing it early became the big debate.
Someone has said that the practice was in searlthelogy. Now, that is not the only time thas ha
happened in church history. Sometimes the churattise can help develop the theology. Prayer can
lead to doctrine, as well as doctrine to prayeusTit was not necessarily wrong that the church was
practicing infant baptism before it could clearkp&in what it was doing in that practice. We vgdle
this developed later on in different ways. With Astne it will be linked very, very tightly to oiirgal

sin. With the Reformers of the 16th century, likeiZgli, the idea of the covenant and circumcisisen a
analogous to baptism will be emphasized. This vedsinknown in the early church, but it was not
emphasized until the rise of covenant theologyhe16th century. These become explanations foninfa
baptism. But early on it was practiced. How eakly@ do not know. Exactly why the church was doing
it was a kind of mystery. It took a long time fbettheology to catch up with the practice.

Now, let me move quickly to other aspects of lifghe early church for the early Christians. Wd wil
talk about sex and marriage, and then the Christidiin the world, in community. Many other things
could be added, but we have to limit these lectsoessehow. On Christian marriage: Christians reat an
believed Hebrews 13:4, “Marriage should be hondmedll and the marriage bed kept pure.” There are
two ideas there, and | think the early Christiaekl Hirmly to these two ideas, that marriage shdadd
honored by all. Some Christians, of course, chaséanmarry based on the advice of Paul. | thin& on
reason for avoiding marriage was the unsettledgjrtiee possibility for martyrdom, and the crisiatth
Christian communities faced time and time agaieary church history. So, as Peter Brown puts it,
“Marriage and children demanded a peculiar andssasg brand of Christian courage.” It may have
taken as much courage if not more courage to geiadaand have a family than to go to the stake,
because in those times that was a calling Christemored, so many did get married. But it often
ended, of course, in disaster as far as this wert@ncerned. Families were broken apart and father
and mothers were killed for the sake of their faBht the early Christians honored marriage. Clamen
of Alexandria said, “By all means, then, we mustmpéboth for the sake of our own country and foe t
succession of children and for the completion efwlorld, in so far as it pertains to us.”

Within marriage, but within marriage only, the gadhristians believed sex is proper, right, anddyoo
and is to be practiced and honored. Christiangl limea world with two extremes. There was the anti-
body, anti-sex world of the Gnostics. Because tidybs bad and the material world is bad, sex just
traps more souls in material bodies. Thereforeadtlone aspect of Gnostic thinking was to deny the
body and to avoid sexual union that would produdulien. On the other hand, it was a very licergiou
world. Thus you could get two conflicting worlds)erejecting the material and the other reveling in
sexual orgies and immorality of all kinds. Chriagaavoided both of those. Sex was good and proper,
but, as Clement of Alexandria along with countlegeers said, “Sexual activity is to be limited to
marriage and is to be undertaken as a purposeftdrent endeavor.” This is very interesting way tha

© Summer 2006, Dr. David Calhoun & Covenant TheicigSeminary



Ancient & Medieval Church History Lesson 8, page 7

he says that. Sex is to be within marriage, amlatreverent and purposeful endeavor between
Christians. Of course, it was not long before therch, before Christian people, began to see nggrria
as not quite so good or at least not the highest.fdsceticism and celibacy become elevated in the
monastic movements—more in the East than in thet Mdascertainly in the West as well. The ideal
was no longer marriage and a family but celibaay sexual abstinence as the marks of the complete
Christian. | think Hebrews 13:4 began to be readentiois way: “Marriage should be honored by all
[but celibacy even more!].” And eventually it beaar{Celibacy should be honored by all, and
marriage tolerated.]” But that takes us far beytiralimits of our lesson today.

Let me close by saying a few words concerning @hridife in society. Christians read the wordsha
Bible that they were to be “in the world but nottleé world.” Christians in the early church struggyto
put this in practice. Diognetus explains it thispwaVe belong to this world, we are citizens ofsthi
world, we do everything like other people do thatean within the limits of our faith, but at thersa
time we are aliens.” So Christians were both atéamd not at home in the world. | will give juste@
examples of life in society. Early Christians hadag respect for life. They were pro-life. They oped
abortion and they opposed infanticide, which wahg@eas an even more frequent practice then. The
practice was to expose infants, to simply let theniborn and place them outside to die. A husband in
Alexandria wrote to his pregnant wife in about ylear 1 BC. He obviously loved his wife; it is ayer
warm letter, but it has this chilling note becaske is expecting a baby and he is away some ptice.
says, “If it is a boy, keep it. If it is a girl, put out.” This means, expose her. Put her out tnash heap
to die or to be picked up by someone. That wasinobmmon. Girls were not as wanted as boys
because of economic considerations, but both boggals were exposed.

Abortion, too, was practiced, but less commonlyaose of the danger of death to the mother in that
case. But it was routine in Greco-Roman culturetierwelfare of state and family to be placed above
the welfare or rights of the unborn or even thenlaild. The child was not really a part of the figm
until the decision was made to keep it. Then itabee part of the family. The Christians totally oppd
all that. Not only did Christians not practice infizide or abortion, but Christians picked up mafhy
the children who were abandoned and raised the@hastian children in Christian homes.

Compassion for the needy was also a theme we ghe garly church. The church took care of orphans,
widows, and the poor. | did not mention when weentaiking about the worship services that
collections were made, people brought money and gifthe church. And in those days with no
buildings to keep up, no pastors to pay (sincegpastere not full-time pastors like we often have
today), and no staff to employ, all the money cayddo charitable purposes. Thus the money that was
collected went to the poor, the prisoners, the anghand others in need.

Christians also lived in light of a concern for dacy. There were many activities, even public
activities, that were marked by obscenity and wutgapublic festivals and celebrations of diffeten
kinds. Christians would absent themselves fronofaihat in order to take a stand for purity andedey
in culture. There is a book call@the First Urban Christianswvhich describes all of this in some detail.
It has two main points: radical purity and radigaherosity. It seems to me to be a wonderful caithih
and tribute to those early Christians who practi@etical separation from the world in purity, exaen
they lived in the midst of an impure world, andicatlgenerosity in being willing to reach out andeg
to others. Now, | do not mean to say in this legban all Christians were perfect or anywhere close
it. Many of them fell away in the persecutions, amahy of them fell into sin. We will talk about alcth
discipline later on. But as | have described tresgdy Christians today, | have described many eifrth
who really lived for the Lord in their time.
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“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 owtsfor
(Hebrews 12:1).
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