
Early Christianity  First Years A.D. 30-100

1



Territories of the Roman Empire 
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Saul of Tarsus
(c.5-67 AD)

Saul: devout Jewish family Tarsus. 
Tarsus renowned for: 
v Largest trade centers
v University

Sent to Jerusalem to study with 
Gamaliel, one of most famous rabbis in 
history. 
The Hillel school noted for giving its 
students a balanced education; broad 
exposure to classical literature, 
philosophy, ethics.
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Tarsus
prosperity 5thc. BC-7thc. AD 
w/fertile soil, commanding 
position southern end of 
Cilician Gates (only major 
pass to Taurus Range), 
excellent harbor of Rhegma
(Tarus on Berdan River, 12 
miles to Mediterranean).
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Saul of Tarsus (c.5-67 AD) to Paul: 
conversion c. 35-36 ADActs 9: 

[1-2] “All this time Saul 
was breathing down the 
necks of the Master’s 
disciples, out for the kill. 
He went to the Chief Priest 
and got arrest warrants …. 
[3-4] …outskirts of 
Damascus, he was suddenly 
dazed by a blinding flash of 
light. As he fell to the 
ground, he heard a voice: 
“Saul, Saul, why are you 
out to get me?”

Caravaggio, Paul’s conversion à 5



St. Paul     “Apostle of the Gentiles”

[5-6] He said, “Who are you, Master?” “I am Jesus, the One you’re 
hunting down. I want you to get up and enter the city…[17-19] So 
Ananias went and found the house, placed his hands on blind Saul, 
and said, “Brother Saul, the Master sent me, the same Jesus you saw 
on your way here. He sent me so you could see again and be filled 
with the Holy Spirit.”
St.	Ananias	Chapel believed	house	where	Ananias	baptized	Saul
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St. Paul’s Missionary Journeys



Paul’s Missionary Journey & Letters
Paul’s letters à books NT

A. To Celts:
Galatians

B. To Greeks:
Ephesians
Philippians
Colossians
Thessalonians(2)
Corinthians(2)

C. To Romans:
Romans
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Josephus Flavius 
(95 AD) 
& Jesus

He claims important fact that James, brother of Jesus, was martyred. 

In Antiquities 20 v.9:
“…and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, 
whose name was James, and some others; and when he had formed an 
accusation against them as breakers of the law, he delivered them to be 
stoned.”
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Jewish–Roman War (66–73 AD)

Jewish rebellion in Judea against Roman Empire.
Crisis escalated due to anti-taxation protests & attacks upon Roman 
citizens by Jews.
Pro-Roman king Herod Agrippa II & Roman officials fled 
Jerusalem.
Siege of Jerusalem 70 AD: destroyed city & temple. 

Jewish towns destroyed, people displacement & land taken for 
Roman military use; above all: Jewish Temple destroyed.
Many Judaean Jews sold into slavery; others became citizens of parts 
of Roman Empire. Acts & other Pauline texts refer to large 
populations of Hellenised Jews throughout Roman world.
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Herod the Great built 2 
palaces on mountain of 
Masada (37-31 BC)

Josephus recorded 
siege of Masada 73-74 
ended in mass suicide 
of 960 Sicarii rebels. 
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Name for Early Church
Christians—”and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. And 
for an entire year they met with the church and taught considerable numbers; 
and the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch.” (Acts 11:26).

Sect of the Nazarenes--“For we have found this man a real pest and a fellow 
who stirs up dissension among all the Jews throughout the world, and a 
ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes.” (Acts 24:5).

Followers of the Way—”and [Saul who became Paul] asked for letters from 
him to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the 
Way, both men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.” (Acts 
9:2).

Sheep--“My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me; 28 
and I give eternal life to them, and they will never perish; and no one will 
snatch them out of My hand.” (John 10:27-28).
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Nazarenes
early Christian “sect” 1st –c. Judaism. Term 1st used in Acts where Paul is 
accused of being a ringleader of Nazarenes.
Term came to refer to sect of Jewish Christians who continued to observe 
Torah, in contrast to gentile Christians who avoided Torah observance.
Nazarene first applied to Christians by Tertullus (Acts 24:5) as well 
as Herod Agrippa II (Acts 26:28) for Christians, which first used at 
Antioch (Acts 11:26). 
Tertullian (c.160-c.220, Against Marcion, 4:8) says Jews called all 
Christians “Nazarenes” since Jesus was from Nazareth, & he also 
makes connection w/ Nazarites in Lamentations 4:7.
Jerome also records “Nazarenes” were Christians attending 
synagogues. 
Eusebius (c.311 AD) says name Nazarenes was used for Christians.
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Luke claims early Christians called themselves “the Way” 

Acts 9:1; 18:25-26; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22.
Term from Isaiah 40:3 (quoted Mt. 3:3; Mk. 1:3; Lk 3:4; Jn 1:23).
Evidence Jews at Qumran used Isa. 40:3 in similar manner, but “the 
way” was strict obedience to: 
Halakha= Law 
Tanach= Jewish/Hebrew Bible
Talmud= Judaism’s Oral Torah
Mishnah= study by repetition
Gemara= elucidation of Mishnah & related Tannaitic writings that 
discuss other subjects & expounds broadly on Hebrew Bible. 
Talmud may refer to either Gemara alone or Mishnah & Gemara
together.
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Jesus the Way
John 14:6 “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes 
to the Father except through me.” So Jesus did not follow “The 
Way”; he is “The Way.”
Hebrew tradition:
Torah= is the “way” [Hebrew “derek”= way]  
Torah= instruction, teaching, the Law 
Written Torah= 

a. first five books= Pentateuch
b. 24 books of Tanakh (Hebrew Bible)

POINT: Torah is inclusive or mind (law), heart, spirit, a totality of 
worship. 
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From earthly to heavenly understanding: 
bridges of understanding

John 4: Jesus begins w/physical water for woman at “Jacob’s well” in 
Sychar, Samaria.
Samaritans worshiped same God as Jews, but had own version of Law of 
Moses & own priests. Temple= Mount Gerizim. Jesus deliberately went 
through Samaria, crossing strict cultural boundaries of people w/differing 
gender & moral values.
“A woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, ‘Give me a 
drink’.”
Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying 
to you, ‘Give me a drink’,'you would have asked him, and he would have 
given you living water.”
Segue principle:  start w/normal visual human understanding & move to 
unseen spiritual reality. Early Christians will use this to explain Gospel.
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St. Paul in Hellenistic World
Paul engaged Greek philosophy; equated true “God” to Athenian statue 

“TO  THE UNKNOWN  GOD.”  

Acts 17:22-32: “what therefore you 
worship as unknown, this I proclaim
to you. The God who made the world

and everything in it, being Lord of 
heaven and earth, does not live in 
shrines made by man….” 

altar to Unknown god, Athensà
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St. Paul in Hellenistic World

POINT:  Paul reasoned w/people using current categories of 
understanding = bridges
Plato’s cave analogy offered powerful, meaningful language.

Paul: 1 Cor. 13:12: “Now we see through a mirror dimly (glass 
darkly), but then face to face….”
John: John 1:5: “The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness did not overcome it.” 

Qualifies reason:  Romans 8:6

“For to be carnally minded is death, but to be spiritually 
minded is life and peace.”
Thus, divine reason over human reason.
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Plato (c.429-347 BC)

Knowledge = recollection, not 
observation. 

Human mind has some connection to 
gods since soul is pre-existent.
Thus human body has soul w/ memory. 
Belief immortality soul & afterlife.

Parallel w/ Biblical principle that all 
persons are born in the Image of God 
(imago dei) that is something deep 
inside that knows right/wrong & can 
communicate w/ God.
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Plato’s Allegory of the Cave
1.world= cave, 2.people chained, watch shadows, thinking it’s Real, 3. only 
Philosophers see “diffused Sunlight”=Real; they must tell others.
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Early “church”= Ecclesia 

Ecclesia= Latin form of Greek ekklesia
Greek-speaking Jews used ecclesia to speak of Israel, the people of 
God
Appears in New Testament approximately 115 times
1. Acts 19 refers to ecclesia = town council/ civil body Ephesus. 
“ecclesia”= called-out(ones) “ECC”= out; “KALEO”= call. 

2. ekklesia (Greek)= principal assembly of democracy ancient 
Athens = all permanent residents could vote & be voted for. In 
highly ranked society ekklesia= radical reordering of society to create 
some quality.
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Early “church”= Ecclesia 
Over 40 communities by year 100, many in Anatolia/ Asia Minor, 
such as Seven churches of Asia.
Ephesus (Rev.	2:1-7)	labored	hard	&	not	fainted,	separating	from	wicked;	
admonished	for	forsaken	first	love	(2:4)
Smyrna (Rev.	2:8-11)	admired	for	its	tribulation	
&	poverty;	forecast	to	suffer	persecution	(2:10)
Pergamum (Rev.	2:12-17)	Satan's	seat/throne	is;	
needed	to	repent	of	false	teachers	(2:16)
Thyatira (Rev.	2:18-29)	charity,	whose	“latter	
works	are	greater	than	the	former”	held	
teachings	of	a	false	prophetess	(2:20)
Sardis (Rev.	3:1-6)	good	name;	must	fortify	&	
return	to	God	through	repentance	(3:2-3)
Philadelphia	(Rev.	3:7-13)	steadfast	in	faith,	
kept	God's	word	&	endured	patiently	(3:10)
Laodicea (Rev.	3:14-22)	lukewarm	&	insipid	(3:16)
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Early Christian Texts
Literary tradition in Roman Empire not at high point—better before.
“… 600 years before Christ, there were probably more persons 
accustomed to use familiarly the art of writing than in all the hosts of 
the Crusaders; for, even to those Crusaders who had learned to write, …

POINT: while Roman Empire very organized [administration its greatest 
strength—Greeks had been philosophers] already in 1st c. AD a decline in 
literary tradition. 
Its amazing what early Christian texts we have, especially Augustine by 
early 5th c. 

Ramsay, The	Letters	to	the	Seven	Churches	of	Asia	(1904),	Chapter	1:	Writing,	Travel,	and	
Letters	Among	the	Early	Christians https://ccel.org/ccel/ramsay/letters/letters.iii.html
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Travel in Rome =  Pax Romana
Roman Empire travelling done with an ease & certainty quite 
remarkable; travelling by sea & land was made on a great scale.

BUT, writers also speak as if travelling, especially by sea, were confined 
to traders who risked their life to make money, and as if the dangers 
were so great that none but the reckless and greedy would incur them.

Pax Romana  [Roman Peace]    27 BC -- 180 AD
Romans sailed East to acquire silks, gems, onyx, spices.
By 180 AD=70 million people;  1/3 world’s population!

24



Variety of Early Christianity Writings  
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Tacitus, The Persecution 
Pliny, Letters About the Christians
Didache
Apostles Creed
Ignatius, Letter to the Roman Christians
Letter of Polycarp 
Letter of Diognetus
Tatian, The Diatessaron 
Tertullian, Apology 
Tertullian, On the Trinity
Clement of Alexandria, About the Apostle John 
Muratorian Canon 
Origen, Why Christians Don't Go to War 
Cyprian, On the Unity of the Church 
Spurious Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew 
Gospel of St. Thomas

https://www.scrollpublishing.com/store/documents.html



Didache, or The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles 

Earliest Christian document c.50-c.70 AD.    
CHAPTER 1 
1 There are two ways, one of life and one of death, and there is a great 
difference between the two ways.  2 The way of life is this.  3 First of all, 
thou shalt love the God that made thee;  4 secondly, thy neighbor as 
thyself.  5 And all things whatsoever thou wouldest not have befall thyself 
neither do thou unto another.  6 Now of these words the doctrine is this.  7 
Bless them that curse you, and pray for your enemies and fast for 
them that persecute you;  8 for what thank is it, if ye love them that love 
you? Do not even the Gentiles the same? But do ye love them that hate 
you, and ye shall not have an enemy.  9 Abstain thou from fleshly and 
bodily lusts.  10 If any man give thee a blow on thy right cheek, turn to 
him the other also, and thou shalt be perfect;  
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Important Issue: Fasting and prayer
Apparently key issue. Luke 5:33-39  33 …“The disciples of John fast 
often and offer prayers, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but 
yours eat and drink.” 35 The days will come when the bridegroom is taken 
away from them, and then they will fast in those days.” 37 And no one puts 
new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will burst the skins 
and it will be spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. 38 But new wine must 
be put into fresh wineskins. 

Calvin: “Satan has a wonderful dexterity, no doubt, in laying those snares; 
and it is an easy matter to distress us about a trifle. But we ought especially 
to beware lest the unity of faith be destroyed, or the bond of charity 
broken, on account of outward ceremonies. Almost all labor under the 
disease of attaching undue importance to the ceremonies and elements of 
the world, as Paul calls them. 
… another evil arising out of fastidiousness and pride, when every man 
would willingly compel the whole world to copy his example.”
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Fasting and prayer
Didache 8:1: instructs Christians not to fast on Monday & Thursday as 
‘hypocrites’ do, but rather on Wednesday & Friday.  Practice continued 
into early 20th c. in Western Christianity & still current in East.

Christians fasted to: 
v prepare for baptism, 
v mourn & commemorate Jesus’ death 
v better resist temptation, 
v obtain revelation, 
v observance of stations, 
v response to persecution, 
v care for poor & address community needs; support community goals. 
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The Epistle of Barnabas

The Epistle of Barnabas (early 2nd century) has 2 passages on fasting. 

Barn. 3.1-5 quotes Isa 58:4-10, to God’s rejection of fasting that is not 
accompanied by humility, justice & generosity to the poor. 

Text used to show that OT God desired “guilelessness,” and the people of 
God in the new Christian community should not be “shipwrecked by 
conversion to their law,” that is, to revert to Judaism.
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Clement of Rome: Fasting Identifies with God’s People, 
Reflects Righteousness, Intensifies Prayer

First Clement 53.2: (end 1st century) refers to fasting of Moses 40 days on 
mountain that holds him up as a positive example of a leader identifying 
with his people in prayer & seeking forgiveness. 

First Clement 55.6: mentions fasting of Esther in context as a positive 
example of self-sacrifice. 

Second Clement 16.4 (middle 2nd century):
Almsgiving is therefore good even as penitence for sin; fasting is better 
than prayer, but the giving of alms is better than both; and love “covers a 
multitude of sins,” but prayer from a good conscience rescues from death. 
Blessed is every man who is found full of these things; for almsgiving 
lightens sin.

30



Polycarp: Fasting Aids Against Temptation

Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians 7 (ca. 150) warns against temptation of 
false teachers & heresy; believers urged in 7.2:

… let us turn back to the word which was delivered to us in the beginning, 
“watching unto prayer” and persevering in fasting, beseeching the all-
seeing God in our supplications “to lead us not into temptation,” even as 
the Lord said, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”
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St. Basil the Great, About Fasting

St. Basil the Great (ca. 330-379), famous 4th c. Cappadocian fathers & 
archbishop of Caesarea. Important for doctrinal contributions & leader of 
eastern monastic movements. 
Fasting = positive Christian virtue, purifies body & soul. Spiritually-minded 
Christian should welcome it, regarding it as an integral part of sanctification. 

Basil rejected extreme forms of asceticism, yet sought to promote the 
virtues of abstinence and self-control, not to “protect one from what is evil 
but rather to purify one’s disposition, mortify the passions and free the spirit 
from servitude to the flesh.” (Ascetic Works of Saint Basil, 244)
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Eschatology & Apocalyptic expectations
Eschatology= last times; final events of history or ultimate destiny of 
humanity.
Apocalypse = Greek meaning revelation or an unveiling or unfolding of 
things not previously known.

Jewish apocalyptic images & hopes had been growing.

First generation of Christians lived in expectation of Christ’s coming 
again, as well as in deep lamentations at his death.

By 2nd /3rd generation one could understand the newness of Christianity was 
gradually replaced by an awareness of Christianity as a pilgrimage in a still 
fallen world. This explains growing tendency toward asceticism.
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ApostolicTradition & Apostles Creed

“Apostles Creed” in essence very old, but oral & liturgical tradition used 
by Apostles.
Irenaeus (2nd c. bishop):  “We refer them to that tradition which originates 
from the apostles, which is preserved by means of the succession of 
elders in the churches. (Against Heresies III:2:2)
title Symbolum Apostolicum (Symbol or Creed of the Apostles) appears 1st

in a letter by Ambrose from Council in Milan to Pope Siricius.

Oldest statement: Matt. 28  19Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, …
SHOWS early understanding of the Trinity.
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Ignatius: Letter to Roman Christians

Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch (c.35– c.108/140 
AD)
CHAPTER 1 AS A PRISONER, I HOPE TO SEE 
YOU Through prayer to God I have obtained 
the privilege of seeing your most worthy faces, 
and have even been granted more than I 
requested; for I hope as a prisoner in Christ Jesus 
to salute you, if indeed it be the will of God that 
I be thought worthy of attaining unto the end. 

For the beginning has been well ordered, if I may 
obtain grace to cling to my lot without 
hindrance unto the end. 
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Ignatius: Letter to Roman Christians
Persecution growing by 2nd century
CHAPTER 2 DO NOT SAVE ME FROM MARTYRDOM
For it is not my desire to act towards you as a man-pleaser, but as pleasing 
God, even as also ye please Him. For neither shall I ever have such 
[another] opportunity of attaining to God; nor will ye, if ye shall now be 
silent, ever be entitled to the honor of a better work. 

Pray, then, do not seek to confer any greater favor upon me than that I 
be sacrificed to God while the altar is still prepared; that, being gathered 
together in love, ye may sing praise to the Father, through Christ Jesus, 
that God has deemed me, the bishop of Syria, worthy to be sent for from 
the east unto the west. It is good to set from the world unto God, that I may 
rise again to Him
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Ignatius: Letter to Roman Christians
CHAPTER 7 REASON OF DESIRING TO DIE
The prince of this world would fain carry me away, and corrupt my 
disposition towards God…. Do not speak of Jesus Christ, and yet set your 
desires on the world. Let not envy find a dwelling-place among you; nor 
even should I, when present with you, exhort you to it, be ye persuaded to 
listen to me, but rather give credit to those things which I now write to 
you. 

For though I am alive while I write to you, yet I am eager to die. My love 
has been crucified, and there is no fire in me desiring to be fed; but 
there is within me a water that liveth and speaketh, saying to me 
inwardly, Come to the Father. I have no delight in corruptible food, nor in 
the pleasures of this life. 
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The Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus [c.130]
Un-known author. “Mathetes” Greek for student or disciple.
Great source to know daily lives of early Christians.
Chapter 1: Reason for Epistle.
Mathetes possibly a catechumen of St. Paul or of one of apostle’s associates.
SINCE I see you, most excellent Diognetus, exceedingly desirous to learn 
the mode of worshipping God prevalent among the Christians,…, what 
God they trust in, and what form of religion they observe, so as all to look 
down upon the world itself, and despise death, 
while they neither esteem those to be gods that are reckoned such by the 
Greeks, nor hold to the superstition of the Jews; and what is the affection 
which they cherish among themselves; and why, in fine, this new kind or 
practice [of piety] has only now entered into the world, and not long ago; 
…
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The Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus
Chapter 5: Manners of the Christians
… Christians are distinguished from other men neither by country, nor 
language, nor the customs which they observe. For they neither inhabit 
cities of their own, nor employ a peculiar form of speech, nor lead a life 
which is marked out by any singularity. 
But, inhabiting Greek as well as barbarian cities, according as the lot of 
each of them has determined, and following the customs of the natives in 
respect to clothing, food, and the rest of their ordinary conduct, they 
display to us their wonderful and confessedly striking method of life. 
They dwell in their own countries, but simply as sojourners. As citizens, 
they share in all things with others, and yet endure all things as if 
foreigners. Every foreign land is to them as their native country, and every 
land of their birth as a land of strangers. 
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The Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus
They marry, as do all [others]; they beget children; but they do not 
destroy their offspring. They have a common table, but not a common 
bed. They are in58 the flesh, but they do not live after the flesh. 
They pass their days on earth, but they are citizens of heaven. They obey 
the prescribed laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives. 
They love all men, and are persecuted by all. They are unknown and 
condemned; they are put to death, and restored to life. 

They are poor, yet make many rich; they are in lack of all things, and yet 
abound in all; they are dishonored, and yet in their very dishonor are 
glorified. 
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The Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus
To sum up all in one word — what the soul is in the body, that are 
Christians in the world. The soul is dispersed through all the members of 
the body, and Christians are scattered through all the cities of the world. 
The soul dwells in the body, yet is not of the body; and Christians dwell in 
the world, yet are not of the world. The invisible soul is guarded by the 
visible body, and Christians are known indeed to be in the world, but their 
godliness remains invisible. 

The flesh hates the soul, and wars against it, though itself suffering no 
injury, because it is prevented from enjoying pleasures; the world also hates 
the Christians, though in nowise injured, because they abjure pleasures. The 
soul loves the flesh that hates it, and [loves also] the members; Christians 
likewise love those that hate them. The soul is imprisoned in the body, yet 
preserves that very body; and Christians are confined in the world as in a 
prison, and yet they are the preservers of the world. 
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The Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus
Chapter 12: Importance of knowledge of the true spiritual life
When you have read and carefully listened to these things, you shall know 
what God bestows on such as rightly love Him, being made [as ye are] a 
paradise of delight, presenting in yourselves a tree bearing all kinds of 
produce and flourishing well, being adorned with various fruits. …

Nor truly are those words without significance which are written, how God 
from the beginning planted the tree of life in the midst of paradise, 
revealing through knowledge the way to life, and when those who were 
first formed did not use this [knowledge] properly, they were, through the 
fraud of the Serpent, stripped naked. For neither can life exist without 
knowledge, nor is knowledge secure without life. Wherefore both were 
planted close together. 
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Tertullian: Apology Part 2 (c.200 AD)

Tertullian of Carthage (c.155– c.240?	AD)	
"the	father	of	Latin	Christianity”
Monsters of wickedness, we are accused of 
observing a holy rite in which we kill a little 
child and then eat it; in which, after the feast, we practice incest, the 
dogs…. 

We date the origin of our religion, as we have mentioned before, from the 
reign of Tiberius. Truth and the hatred of truth come into our world 
together. As soon as truth appears, it is regarded as an enemy. 

We are daily beset by foes, we are daily betrayed; we are oftentimes 
surprised in our meetings and congregations.
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Tertullian: Apology Part 2
[reports of ] crimes of Christians. This is the witness you bring against us 
— one that has never been able to prove the accusation… ; so that I 
confidently appeal to Nature herself, ever true, against those who 
groundlessly hold that such things are to be credited.

Chapter 20: … we point to the majesty of our Scriptures, if not to their 
antiquity. If you doubt that they are as ancient as we say, we offer proof 
that they are divine. …Your instructors, the world, and the age, and the 
event, are all before you. 
All that is taking place … fore-announced; all that you now see with your 
eye was previously heard by the ear. The swallowing up of cities by the 
earth; …theft of islands by the sea; wars,…; the collision of kingdoms with 
kingdoms; famines and pestilences, and local massacres, …
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Tertullian: Apology Part 2

… exaltation of the lowly, … humbling of the proud; the decay of 
righteousness, the growth of sin, the slackening interest in all good ways; 
the very seasons and elements going out of their ordinary course, monsters 
and portents taking the place of nature’s forms — it was all foreseen and 
predicted before it came to pass. While we suffer the calamities, we read 
of them in the Scriptures; as we examine, they are proved. Well, the truth 
of a prophecy, I think is the demonstration of its being from above. 

Hence there is among us an assured faith in regard to coming events as 
things already proved to us, for they were predicted along with what 
we have day by day fulfilled. They are uttered by the same voices, they 
are written in the same books — the same Spirit inspires them. 
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Cyprian (Bishop of Carthage, c.200-c.258)
Cyprian, The Unity of the Church, his greatest work, to counter Novatian 
schism. Pre-eminent Latin writer Western Christianity until Jerome & 
Augustine
5. We should all firmly believe in and maintain this unity, but especially 
those of us that are bishops, so that we may prove the episcopate to be one 
and undivided. 

Let no one deceive the brothers by false 
teaching: the episcopate is one, and each 
part is held to the whole body by each 
other part. 

The Church is also one, though spread far 
and wide by its ever-increasing fruitfulness. 
There are many rays of the sun, but one 
light. 
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Cyprian: On the Unity of the Church
There are many branches of a tree, but one strength from its mighty root. 
From one spring flow many streams, and though they are multiplied in rich 
abundance, yet they are still united in one source. You cannot separate a ray 
of light from the sun, because its unity does not allow division.
You can break a branch from a tree, but when broken, it will not be able to 
bud. Cut a stream off from its source and it dries up. It is the same with the 
Church. 

Filled with the light of the Lord, it shines its rays over the whole world, 
yet everywhere it is one and the same light that shines, and the body is 
not divided. The Church’s fruitfulness spreads branches over the whole 
world. 

47



Cyprian: On the Unity of the Church
6. The spouse of Christ cannot commit adultery. She is uncorrupted 
and pure. She knows one home, she guards with chaste modesty the 
sanctity of one bed. She keeps us for God. She appoints the sons whom 
she has born for the kingdom. Whoever is separated from the Church 
and unites with an adulteress, is separated from the promises of the 
Church. 

No one who forsakes the Church of Christ can receive the rewards of 
Christ. He is a stranger; he is profane; he is an enemy. No one can have 
God for his Father, who does not have the Church for his mother. It was as 
possible escape outside Noah’s Ark as it is to escape outside of the Church. 
The Lord warns us, “He who is not with me is against me, and he who does 
not gather with me scatters.” [Matt. 12:30]
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Cyprian: On the Unity of the Church
7. This sacrament of unity, this unbreakable bond of concord, is 
demonstrated in the Gospel, when the coat of the Lord Jesus Christ is not at 
all divided nor cut, but is received as a whole garment by those who cast 
lots for it. 

Scripture says, “Because the coat was seamless, woven in one piece from 
top to bottom, they said, ‘Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it.” [John 21:23-
24] 

That coat had a unity from the top down, that is, unity that came from 
heaven and the Father, that could not be torn by those who received and 
possessed it. It is whole and undivided. No one who splits and divides the 
Church of Christ can possess the garment of Christ….
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Controversy of “pure church”

Under persecution, many Christians denounced their faith or greatly 
compromised with Romans. 
Cyprian 
“Whoever is separated from the church and is joined to an adulteress 
[breakaway churches] is separated from the promises of the Church; nor 
can he who forsakes the church of Christ attain to the rewards of Christ. He 
is a stranger; he is profane; he is an enemy. 

He can no longer have God for his Father, who has not 
the church for his mother.
If anyone could escape who was outside the ark of Noah, then he also may 
escape who shall be outside of the church.”
Issue: is Christ’s real “church” invisible (true believers known to God 
alone) or also visible (an institution on earth with governing structure, like 
the roman Catholic Church)?
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Cyprian: On the Unity of the Church

10. This is why heresies often been started, and still continue to arise, 
because twisted faithless minds refuse to live in peace and unity. 

But the Lord permits this, while people still have free will, so that the 
Truth will test our hearts and our minds, allowing the sound faith of 
those that pass the test to shine out. 

As the Holy Spirit forewarned, “It is necessary for there to be heresies so 
that those of you who are approved can stand out from the rest.” [1 Cor. 
11:19] 
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Cyprian: On the Unity of the Church
14. Even if people like this become martyrs for the name of Christ, their 
stain is not washed away. 
The unforgivable grievous sin of discord is not purged by suffering. 
You cannot be a martyr outside the Church. You cannot enter the 
kingdom when you shun those that will reign there…. 
Those who fall out cannot receive the rewards of Christ. He said, “This is 
my commandment: love one another as I have loved you.” [John 15:12] 
No one will receive Christ who has violated the love of Christ by faithless 
dissension. He who does not have love does not have God. 

YES, BUT à Cyprian did NOT want to receive Christians who had denied 
the faith but were convicted later to confess their sin.

PROBLEM: is the Church filled with just saints or also sinners.

52



Westminster Standards
Chapter 25, “Of the Church”:
“The catholic or universal church, which is invisible, consists of the whole 
number of the elect, that have been, are, or shall be gathered into one, under 
Christ the Head thereof; and is the spouse, the body, the fullness of him that 
filleth all in all. 
The visible church, which is also catholic or universal under the gospel (not 
confined to one nation, as before under the law), consists of all those 
throughout the world that profess the true religion; and of their children: 
and is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family of God, 
out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation" (sections 1, 2).

1 John 2:19-20: “They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if 
they had been of us, they would have continued with us; but they went out 
that they might be made manifest, that none of them were of us. But you 
have an anointing from the Holy One, and you know all things.”
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Cyprian: On the Unity of the Church
Study Questions:

• What do you think were the rights & wrongs of disagreement about whether 
to readmit repentant apostates to the church? Should all repentant sinners 
be welcomed back to the church? Or is it not for us who have been spared 
such trials to judge?

• Cyprian brings out his big guns, insisting that no one can be saved outside 
the one true church. Are you convinced by this argument? 

• Is it harder to accept these days when there are so many more different 
churches? In Cyprian’s day, big cities like Rome had several house churches; 
so his argument was not against meeting in a separate building but against a 
deeper disunity.
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Cyprian: On the Unity of the Church

• How can we tell a true church from false? Do you think your answer would 
be the same as Cyprian’s?

• “Wherever two or three are gathered together in my name, I am there 
among them.” How is this text misused, according to Cyprian? How do 
you understand it yourself?

• There have been instances in which an unsaved person in a remote region 
has heard or read God’s word, believed it and led others to Christ, who then 
worship together without a bishop or any connection to any other church. 
Are they part of the church? How do they fit in Cyprian’s theory?
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