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Lesson 34 CHURCH HISTORY: Beginnings of the Church (AD 33–312) 

Part I: The Lens of History 

1. Defining History

• History involves	facts AND interpretation
• Quotes remind us history is often shaped by perspective
• Goal:	Avoid extremes

o Cynicism	– only seeing failures
o Hagiography	– over-glorifying heroes
o Sectarianism	– tribal, biased narratives

2. Purpose of Studying Church History

• The Church is a	woven fabric:
o Warp (vertical):	unchanging truths
o Woof (horizontal):	lived experience

• Why it matters:
o Apply the past to the present
o Remember real people in real situations
o Stay connected to our spiritual roots

3. Biblical Lens

• Great Commission	– Matthew 28:18–20
• Empowered by the Spirit	– Acts 1:8
• The Church as a	fragile but faithful movement, not an empire

Part II: The Parting of the Ways (Christianity & Judaism) 

4. Early Relationship with Judaism

• Judaism protected under Roman law (religio licita)
• Early Christians initially sheltered under this protection
• Theological continuity:

o Same God, Law, Revelation, Salvation

5. The Breaking Point

• Judaizers & the	Council of Jerusalem	(Acts 15)
• Key question:	Must Christians become Jewish? 
• Persecution & martyrdom:

o Stephen, James, James the Just
• Jewish War (AD 66–73) and destruction of Jerusalem
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• Christianity loses Jewish protection → cultural limbo 

Part III: Building the Fortress of Truth (Defining Orthodoxy) 

6. The Need for Definition 

• Growth required clarity about	what Christianity is NOT 
• Threats from within the Church 

7. Major Early Heresies 

• Marcionism	– rejected Old Testament 
• Gnosticism	– salvation through secret knowledge 
• Ebionism	– denied Christ’s divinity 
• Church response: 

o Affirmed Scripture, Incarnation, Trinity 
o Early theologians defended apostolic truth 

8. Formation of Tradition 

• Christ as cornerstone (1 Peter 2:4–5) 
• Apostolic authority & eyewitness testimony 
• Early canon formation 
• Creeds & catechumenate (discipleship before baptism) 

Part IV: In But Not Of (The Roman Conflict) 

9. Christianity and Rome 

• First Way:	Roman state religion 
• Second Way:	Judaism (distinct, tolerated) 
• Third Way:	Christianity (indistinguishable yet different) 

10. Opposition & Apologetics 

• Philosophical critics attacked Christian beliefs 
• Apologetics emerged as a defense of truth 

11. Persecution & Martyrdom 

• Waves of persecution under Roman emperors 
• The Great Persecution (AD 303–313) 
• Martyrs: 

o Polycarp 
o Perpetua 

• “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church” 
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Part V: The Pivot & Growth 

12. Constantine & Legal Freedom 

• Battle of Milvian Bridge (AD 312) 
• Edict of Milan (AD 313) 
• Christianity legalized, not imposed 

13. Why the Church Grew 

• Explosive numerical growth 
• Radical charity: 

o Caring for the sick 
o Rescuing abandoned children 
o Defending the vulnerable 

• Conduct worthy of the Gospel (Philippians 1:27) 

Conclusion: The Fabric of the Church 

Warp (Unchanging) 

• Centrality of Jesus 
• Scripture & apostolic teaching 
• Creeds, catechesis, apologetics 

Woof (Lived Out) 

• Faithful lives 
• Courage under persecution 
• Love in hostile cultures 

Reflection Questions (For Discussion) 

1. Are Christians today visibly different in	ethics, not just symbols? 
2. Are we prioritizing	discipleship depth	over speed? 
3. What happens if we disconnect the Old Testament from the Gospel? 
4. Can marginalization strengthen Christian witness? 
5. What kind of charity can	only	the Church provide today? 

 

 

 




