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The Rise of Christianity

Let’s begin the story of the development of Christianity with the fact that Jesus was a Jew.  But his preaching diverged from the mainstream of Judaism in significant ways.  “Where the long tradition of the Hebrew prophets promised the coming of a Messiah who would establish the Kingdom of God on earth, Jesus seems to have preached that there would be no kingdom but instead a day of judgment coming very soon when the wicked would be punished and the righteous rewarded.  And so the message was:  abandon all sin while you still have the time.”  (Eugen Weber)  He emphasized the love and mercy of God, the love and brotherhood of men of good will, the unimportance of worldly wealth and power, and the promise of a final redemption. Some historians and theologians contend that Jesus may have been influenced by the Essenes, an ascetic sect of Jews who were in conflict with the Jewish establishment and withdrew to the desert near the Dead Sea, where they practiced an extreme asceticism. They lived in hope of an apocalyptic deliverance from the world of the flesh and he devil.


Jesus, in contrast, did not withdraw from the society but went out to teach and preach among the humble and poor, to help and heal the sick and the destitute, in other words, to change conditions in this world as well as to give men hope for a hereafter. He taught the observance of ancient Jewish law but said that the law was made for men, not man for the law.  Most Jews did not accept Jesus as the promised Messiah (or in Greek, Christos). Many orthodox Jews regarded his claim to be the Son of God carrying the authority to forgive sins and promise salvation as blasphemous. Caught between the Jewish religious authorities and the Roman secular state and under suspicion from both, he was arrested and crucified, a common Roman penalty for criminal activities.  

Christians and Jews:  The First Generation


The basic question facing the church was simply one of self-definition. What is a Christian?  James the “Just”—who headed the Church of Jerusalem, insisted that to be a follower of Jesus, required strict adherence to the Law—which, for reasons of ritual cleanliness, forbade close association with Gentiles—and circumcision, the visible sign of God’s Covenant with the children of Abraham.  According to Christian tradition, James was the brother of Jesus and a rigid orthodox Jew.  He was an extreme ascetic who never bathed or cut his beard, and spent so much time praying in the temple that his knees became as hard as those of a camel.  (Parkes, p. 402) Although the New Testament is very obscure on this point, it seems that James and the other Judaizers either pushed the original Apostles aside or co-opted them—the primary example of this process is St. Peter who often appears vacillating between the two Christian groups.  


At stake was the question of whether Christianity would be an independent faith or a sect within reformed Judaism. If Christianity were to remain a sect of reformed Judaism, it would lose the opportunity to convert large numbers of Gentiles. On the other hand, if the Church were to abandon these customs and open itself to everyone, Jew and Gentile alike, it would lose much of its appeal to Jews. As St. Paul complained: “The Jews require a sign and the Greeks seek after wisdom; but we preach the Christ crucified—unto the Jews a stumbling block and unto the Greeks foolishness.”  (I Corinthians I, 23, 15:14) 


Paul of Tarsus (St. Paul, d. 67 AD) 

Paul was the man who changed Christianity from a Jewish sect to separate religion.  For Paul, the central fact about Jesus was that he had died and been resurrected.  He cared little about Jesus the historical personality and still less about Jesus the Jewish Messiah.  To Paul, Jesus was the Christ, “the anointed one” God become man to save all humanity from sin.  And all mankind was inherently sinful for everyone had been conceived through Original Sin—sexual intercourse.  (Reams, p. 74) In simple terms, Paul retained much of the moral teachings and prophecies of the Hebrew tradition, but interpreted Christ as a universal redeemer, not the culmination of the Covenant between God and his chosen people. Paul was a member of the Jewish priestly sect of the Pharisees but he was also a Roman citizen by birth at a time when there were few Roman citizens in the eastern provinces. Paul’s affiliation with the Pharisees was important in a political rather than religious sense, because many Pharisees regarded the Roman state as God’s instrument to suppress wrongdoers.  Initially a persecutor of the Christians; he never saw Jesus until his vision along the road to Damascus. From that point forward, he used his formidable energy to promote the growth of the Church.  

Paul preached that Jesus was not merely a Jewish prophet nor exclusively the Jewish Messiah, but the Savior of all humanity.  He made the crucial decision to preach the faith among Gentiles and not to require Jewish observances other than the basic ethical teachings of the ancient Hebrews.  As he put it:  “There is no distinction between the Jew and the Greek:  the same Lord is Lord of all and bestows his riches upon all who call upon him.”  (Parkes, p. 401) Paul’s decision changed everything.  “He enlarged [the scope of Christianity] by recruiting outside the limited group of people who obeyed the Jewish law.  He wrote in the Greek koine, a dialect spoken throughout the Roman world—the Old Testament had been translated into Greek two centuries earlier and the New Testament appeared in Greek from the beginning.  Why did he not insist on circumcision and the Mosaic Law?  He was in a hurry.  If the world is coming to an end and the final judgment is on the way, it is not necessary to worry over trifles.”  (Eugen Weber) 


We can see the imprint of Paul on the New Testament and all subsequent Christian theology.  “All the gospels display a strong desire to dissociate the new religion from Judaism, to demonstrate that it was never a threat to Roman authority, and to blame the Jews rather than the Roman authorities for the crucifixion.”  (Parkes, p. 388)  To the Jews, the Christians were heretics.  To the Christians, the Jews were willfully blind to what was so evident and evidently holy. (Eugen Weber)  In Acts, Paul comments on Jews “Who both killed Lord Jesus, and their own prophets, and have persecuted us; and they please not God, and are contrary to all men: forbidding us to speak to the gentiles that they might be saved.” Paul has been called “the second founder of Christianity,” and the historian Michael Grant described his biography as “the most significant human life ever lived.”  


 Here is the New Testament account of Paul's reception in the Syrian city of Antioch:


And the next Sabbath day came almost the whole city together to hear the word


of God.  But when the Jews saw the multitudes, they were filled with envy, and

`
spake against those things which were spoken by Paul, contradicting and 


blaspheming.  Then Paul. . .waxed bold, and said, It was necessary that the word


of God should first have been spoken to you:  but seeing ye put it from you, and


judge yourselves unworthy of everlasting life, lo, we turn to the Gentiles.  For so


hath the Lord commanded us, saying, I have set thee to a light of the Gentiles, that


thou shouldest be for salvation unto the ends of the earth.  (Acts, 13, 44-47)
In fact, it was in Antioch where the word Christian was first used to distinguish the  Christian community as an independent group—separate from orthodox Jews and the Jewish followers of Christ in Jerusalem.  The Antioch Christians built the first Christian church in a cave outside the city walls.  (Klingaman, p. 257)  


To say that relations were strained between these two groups is an understatement When the Apostle Peter visited the city of Antioch, he refused to eat with uncircumcised Christians, citing Scriptural prohibitions that forbade Jews to sit at table with Gentiles.  Paul rebuked Peter as a hypocrite:  


You are a Jew, yet you live as a Gentile and not like a Jew.  How is it, then, that


you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs?  We who are Jews by birth and not


“Gentile Sinners” know that a man is not justified by observing the law but by


faith in Jesus Christ.  I do not set aside the Grace of God, for if righteousness


could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing.”  (Galatians, 2:14-21)

Nevertheless, Peter would ultimately side with Paul on the important question of gentiles having access to salvation. A council was held at Jerusalem to debate the issue. Peter made the decisive speech against the hard-liners. he said that Gentiles as well as Jews had been given the Holy Spirit. God “made no distinction between us and them, cleansing our hearts by faith. Now wherefore tempt ye God, that ye should put a yoke upon the neck of the disciples? We believe that we shall be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, in like manner as they.” The only requirement to be made of Gentiles was that they “abstain from the pollution of idols, and from fornication, and from what is strangled, and from blood.” (Acts 15-20) The first two were intrinsic aspects of Christian ethics; the dietary rules were minor concessions that most Gentiles ignored. (Moynihan, pp. 26-27) 
Paul’s epistle to the Galatians should bring other historical problems to mind.  Paul’s rejection of Jewish Law and his insistence on “justification by faith” would inspire Martin Luther in his struggle to reform the Catholic Church in the 16th century.  During the age of the Protestant Reformation, the peoples of Europe formed armed camps based on varying interpretations of Paul’s comments on “justification”—i.e. salvation.  Paul was thus one of the most creative and influential thinkers in all of western history:  truly the “second founder” of Christianity. 

So within 20 years of the Crucifixion, Christianity was virtually divided into 2 hostile camps.  It is hard to say just how this quarrel would have been resolved.  Then politics intervened.  

The Great Jewish War


In 66 AD all of Judea exploded into open revolt against the Roman Empire. The Roman response was overwhelming. The Romans destroyed the Temple of Herod and carried off the treasures of the city to Rome.  The only thing left standing was one portion of the Temple foundation, called the “Wailing Wall.”  Christians were deeply affected by what happened.  As a result, two things happened. First, Many Christians were left with an abiding hatred of secular power.  On the other hand, the power of Orthodox Judaism temporarily collapsed and the Christians found it easier to break free.  The earthly Jerusalem had been destroyed and now the ideal version could be better projected into heaven without having to worry about real nations and real governments. On the eve of the revolt, in 62, the High Priest of the Sanhedrin Ananias II arrested James the Just. He was executed by the Temple authorities for the crime of blasphemy—i.e. insisting the Jesus was the Messiah. (Klingaman, p. 296) His followers were reduced to minor sect that did not survive into the modern world.  The followers of St. Paul distanced themselves as far as possible from these terrible events. 
Paul and the Roman State


In fact, Paul began a great process of fusion between Christian theology and pagan philosophy. This fusion is literally the beginning of Western Civilization and the importance of this process cannot be overstated. Paul led the way in trying to convince the Romans that they had nothing to fear from the new church. He taught his followers that the proper concern of a Christian was to prepare for return of Christ, not to dabble in political or revolutionary activity. Paul also had deep respect for Roman authority and he provided the great scriptural verses praising earthly authority that have been used to justify monarchy for centuries:  


Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers.  For there is no power but of 


God:  the powers that be are ordained of God.  Whosoever therefore resistetth


the power, resisteth the ordinance of God:  and they that resist shall receive to


themselves damnation.  For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the


evil.  Wilt thou then be afraid of the power?  Do that which is good, and thou


shalt have praise of the same.  (Romans, 13: 1-3) 

Paul did not live to witness the outbreak of the Great Jewish revolt. He returned to Jerusalem in 58 AD and was arrested and charged with blasphemy and with inciting a riot. The Roman military authorities took him into protective custody and moved him away from Jerusalem. Finally Paul invoked his right as a Roman citizen to demand an audience before the emperor. His appeal was granted. He sailed to Rome and disappeared from history.  According to Christian tradition, in 64 AD a great fire broke out in the poorer sections of the city and much of Rome was burned. The emperor Nero saw the small Christian community at Rome as a convenient scapegoat to avoid public criticism. Both Paul and Peter perished during this persecution. Nero’s cruelty and the Great Jewish War both worked to make Rome, not Jerusalem the capital of the new religion.  

Many, but not all, Christians came to believe that service to the Roman State equated to service to Satan. In the Book of Revelations, St. John assigned “Babylon, the harlot of the seven hills” to destruction and damnation:


Her sins are piled as high as heaven, and God has not forgotten her crimes. Pay 


her back in her coin, repay her twice over for her deeds!. . . .and a mighty angel


took up a stone like a great millstone, and cast it into the sea, saying Thus, with


with violence shall that great city Babylon be thrown down, and shall be found


no more at all. . . The kings of the earth who committed fornication with her and


wallowed in her luxury will weep and wail over her, as they see the smoke of her


conflagration. (John, 18: 5-23)

Other Christians, following Paul, regarded the Roman state as the obvious tool of God.  The Romans may sometimes persecute the faithful, but who could deny that Rome was playing a vital function in God’s design? Tertullian, a man who combined Christian faith with a strong respect for Roman authority preached, “There is another need, a greater one, for our praying for the Emperors, and for the whole estate of the empire and the interests of Rome.  We know that the great force which threatens the whole world, the end of age itself with its menace of hideous suffering, is delayed by the respite which the Roman Empire means for us.”  (Tertullian, p. 155)  However, most early Christians refused to serve in the Roman army. It would take several centuries for the Church to develop the theory of the just war:  a war in which a Christian could fight. Bishop Paulinus argued against Christians serving in the Roman army: 
Do not love this world or its military service, for Scripture’s authority attests that whoever is a friend of this world is an enemy of God.  He who is a soldier is

the servant of death, and when he sheds his own blood or that of another, this is his reward for service. He will be regarded as guilty of death either because of his own death or because of his sin, because a soldier in war, fighting not so much for himself as for another, is either conquered or killed, or conquers and wins a pretext for death—for he cannot be a victor unless he first sheds blood.  (Grant, p. 187))  
Bishop Basil of Caesarea declared that a soldier who killed a man in battle was guilty of murder and must be excommunicated.  St. Martin of Tours asked to be released from the army because, “I am Christ’s soldier; I am not allowed to fight.”   He offered instead to stand in front of the enemy armed only with a cross.  (Grant, p. 186)

Despite the reservations of both Christians and pagans, a fusion between the two soon began. Christian thought was deeply influenced by Greek concepts of ethics and logic. Christian theology proved to have much in common with the ethical teachings of Socrates and Plato. There was also much common ground between the Christians and the Stoics. For example, the Stoics stressed human brotherhood. Stoics believed the universe to be infused by a Logos, a Word, and active principle of that, like the Holy Spirit of the Christians lives in the world and determines it. Humans embody a spark of the Logos, deriving from it knowledge of matters human and divine. The openings lines of the Gospel of St. John—“in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John, 1:1) shows a familiarity with Stoic thought that Paul also shared. The Stoic philosopher Seneca spoke of the human soul in terms that any Christian might find familiar:  “The body is not a permanent dwelling, but a sort of inn (with a brief stay at that) which is to be left behind when one perceives that one is a burden to the host.” (Moynihan, p. 29) Seneca memorably wrote: “Live among men as God beheld you, speak to God as if men were listening.”  Even Tertullian conceded, “Seneca often speaks like a Christian.” (Ibid) 

Why did Christianity survive and grow into a world religion when the other mystery cults and the Roman civic cults faded away?


Part of the answer lies in the universality of the missionary work of the church. The Christians welcomed everyone while other competing cults were more or less aimed at specific social groups.   The urban poor of the empire found it easy to accept a savior who had worked as a carpenter, had surrounded himself with fishermen, ex-prostitutes and other humble people; had been crucified by the Imperial authorities; and promised salvation to all who followed him, rich or poor, free or slave, man or woman. The Church demonstrated an impressive ability to organize. Conversion to Christianity meant joining a Church that practiced charity and shared its wealth freely. The Scriptures may not have provided a clear denunciation of slavery in so many words, but, in practice, Christians worked to do what could be done to improve the condition of individual slaves.  Christian funds were sometimes used to purchase the freedom of slaves and prisoners of war.  Some freed slaves rose to become bishops.  The Church recognized marriages between free citizens and slaves.  This activity in itself was enough to convince many aristocratic Romans that the Christians were dangerous. The Roman Emperor Julian complained, “These godless Galileans feed not only their own poor but others, while we neglect our own.”  (Richard, p. 228) 
Tertullian on the Church


One of the best sources for the growth of the Christian Church as well as the views of the Christians themselves, comes to us from the writings of Q. Septimus Florens Tertullian (c. AD 150-225) the most systematic of early Christian writers.  Tertullian was a Roman’s Roman: the son of a soldier and a man educated as a jurist and trained in classical philosophy.  He began as a Stoic and then converted to Christianity as a young man.  His two great works—Apology and De Spectaculis provide us with a logical argument for Christian faith as well as a savage indictment of the beliefs of the pagans.  Here is how he defined the Church:  “We are a society with a common religious feeling, unity of discipline, a common bond of hope.”  (Tertullian, Apol, p. 175) Here he is writing like a lawyer.  Now observe his religious description of a Christian meeting:


We meet in gathering and congregation to approach God in prayer, massing our


forces to surround Him.  This pleases God.  We pray also for Emperors, for their


ministers and those in authority, for the security of the world, for peace on earth,


for postponement of the end. (Ibid) 

Clearly, he is here answering the common accusation that Christians are poor citizens.  On the contrary, he argued Christians are the best of citizens.  “We, on behalf of the safety of the Emperors, invoke the eternal God, the true God, the living God.  We pray for them long life, a secure rule, a safe home, brave armies, a faithful senate, an honest people, a quiet world—and everything for which a man and a Caesar can pray.”  (Ibid, pp. 151-153)  Then, in a remarkable passage, he goes on to describe Christian organization and charity: 


Every man once a month brings some modest coin—or whenever he wishes, and


only if he does wish, and if he can; for nobody is compelled; it is a voluntary


offering.  You might call them the trust funds of piety.  For they are not spent 

banquets; but to feed the poor and bury them, for boys and girls who lack property and parents, and then for slaves grown old and shipwrecked mariners; and any who may be in the mines, islands or prisons for the sake of their [confessions of faith].  We are your brothers. So we, who are united in mind and soul, have no hesitation about sharing property.  All is common among us—except our wives. At that point, we dissolve our partnership!  (Ibid)
He then joked that the Christians are the reverse of the rest of Roman society, where most people shared nothing else!  After a Christian dinner meeting, Tertullian continued:  “Then we break up; but not to form groups for violence; but to pursue self-control and chastity, as men who have dined not so much on dinner as on discipline.” (Ibid, p. 181)  In other words, Tertullian is teasing the Romans and reminding them that it is the Christians who are living up to the values of the old republic, not the pagans. 


As early as the year 200 AD, the writer Tertullian warned that the Christians were numerous, wealthy and powerful enough to paralyze the empire by passive resistance alone:

We could take up the fight against you without arms merely by passive resistance. With our numbers, the loss of so many citizens in the far corners of the empire would be enough to undermine your empire, our mere defection would hit you hard. Imagine the horror you would feel at finding yourselves thus deserted, in the uncanny stillness of a dying world.  (Tertullian, Apol, p. 171)
By a century later, the faith had spread so far that even old senatorial families were becoming Christians. The church had a solid basis of support in the cities and in the Roman Army.
As the church grew and attracted converts from every class of Roman society, it would just be a matter of time before an emperor would be converted or decide to try and enlist the Church as an ally. Tertullian was entirely correct in his analysis; the triumph of Christianity as much as the fall of the Roman Empire brought the ancient world to an end

