Foreword

Socrates said that the unexamined life is not worth living. This book seeks to help us examine the
reality of the Christian existence centred on the abundant life offered by faith in Christ in the first
500 years of the history of the Church. This first 500 years of the life of the Church richly illustrates
why Christians believe that life lived as believers in Christ is worth living.

The writing and publication team of this book has a vision of local Christian families comprising
children and their parents coming to a better understanding of their Christian heritage. Their
intention is to strengthen the faith of the Christian believer through knowing the roots, richness
and tested traditions of the Church. In this way, the faith of both young and old believers in Christ
will be further buttressed to withstand the gale force winds of opposition from forces outside. The
Church will learn how to face and “answer” the contemporary situation by examining the way the
earlier generations of our spiritual ancestors lived out their faith successfully in a real world of crises
and challenges. It is the hope of the team that our churches will teach and use church history as an
invaluable complementing resource in the spiritual formation syllabus, without rivaling the central
place of the Bible.

The writing and publication team also intends that this book will help seekers and students of
religions to understand the Christian faith through a more orthodox and visual source such as this.
Their vision and intention have been captivatingly and most effectively conveyed by a method that is
substantive yet interesting, simple yet profound, illustrative yet not shallow. The facts are made alive
by the real-life touches of biographies and vignettes woven into the text, making it most readable and
informative. This book has excellent visuals and is intentionally designed to be an easy-to-read book
which can be a “primer” that could lead to further investigations and research.

May God grant His blessings to those who use this significant book — in schools, church, home or
elsewhere. It is indeed an important contribution for us, our children and our children’s children.

Bishop Ong Hwai Teik
The Methodist Church in Malaysia
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Beginnings

t all began in what we now call the first
I century AD. In the great Roman Empire
that spanned three continents of the world
was a tiny province called Judea. The Romans
largely ignored the inhabitants of this nation, a people
called Jews, because their country was too small to

be important to the empire. But one day everything
changed. Something earth-shattering took place in
this insignificant little province that would shake the
whole Roman Empire.

It started with a handful of Jews walking from town
to town declaring that God had good news for

everyone in the world. They claimed that
a man called Jesus Christ had died for the
sins of the world and been raised from
the dead by God. Through Jesus’ death
and resurrection, men and women can

But when the time had fully
come, God sent His Son, born
of a woman, born under law, to
redeem those under law, that we
might receive the full rights of
sons.

Galatians 4:4-5
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Classical stained glass art of the apostles preaching the good news from St. Giles
14 Cathedral in Edinburgh, Scotland.
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now have a relationship with the God who
created them. This startling never-heard-of-
before message caused quite a stir. Many people
believed and these followers of Jesus became
known as Christians, Christ’s people. This good
news spread quickly to the rest of the Roman
Empire and beyond. The greatest movement in
the history of the human race had started.

By the end of the third century, this faith in
Jesus, which came to be called Christianity, had

Whois this jesus ?

Jesus was led to the palace of
the Roman Governor Pilate.
John 18:28

Sometime in the late 20s of the first century
AD, something unusual took place in Judea.|
Up and down the country, people were
talking about a man named Jesus from the
village of Nazareth. They had never seen
anyone like him before. They called this Jesus
a mighty teacher, a prophet and even a miracle-
worker. He healed their diseases, exorcised
evil spirits, forgave sins and taught people about
God in a way that they had never heard before.
Like a movie celebrity, he attracted huge crowds
of thousands wherever he went.

spread to almost every Roman province, to the
neighbouring Persian Empire and as far east as
India. By the fourth century, it had become the
official religion of the Roman Empire. And it has
continued to spread across the world right down
to this day. What was this mighty movement all
about? How did it manage to spread so fast?

To answer these questions, we must begin
by looking at Jesus and the world into which
Christianity was born.

But not everyone was excited about Jesus.
The Jewish religious leaders were upset with
him because he called them hypocrites. Jesus
accused them of being more concerned about
practising the outward forms of religion than
about having the right heart before God. They
took offence at Jesus for claiming that he was
the Son of God. To them, that was blasphemy?
because for the Jews, there is only one God,
their God Yahweh.

! Judea, which derived its name from the ancient Israelite kingdom of Judah, became a Roman province in AD 6. It included the regions of

Samaria and ldumea as well.

2 ‘Blasphemy’ means expressing something that is disrespectful to God.
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The Jewish political leaders were
jealous and afraid of Jesus because
he was becoming more popular
than them. People were looking to
him as their saviour who would free
them from Roman rule. The political
leaders became fearful that this would
greatly upset the Roman authorities
who might then step in and clamp
down on their power. Together with
the religious leaders, they plotted to
get Jesus arrested. They rigged the
trial and had Jesus condemned to
the cruelest death sentence ever —
crucifixion, a punishment reserved
by the Romans for the meanest of
criminals and troublemakers.

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, the women went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from
the entrance. Matt 28:1-4

DIDYOU
KNOW...

the person crucified was
often stripped

naked and left to

decay on the cross?

Crucifixion is a very old method of execution
where the criminal is tied or nailed to a large
wooden cross. The person crucified is often
stripped naked and his legs broken to make sure
he dies more quickly. After death, the body is
left on the cross to decay and for vultures and

other birds to eat. According to ancient tradi- du

tion, you must be buried for people to consider
that you have died honourably. So the Romans
used crucifixion to let people die in shame.

If Jesus had been an ordinary human being,
his death would have been the end of the
matter. His followers, or disciples as they
were called, would remember him as just
another man who wanted to save the world
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but could not because he died. But three
days after his crucifixion and death, stories went
around that his grave was empty. His body was
gone.
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Over the next forty days, Jesus appeared to his
disciples again and again. He was alive! God had
resurrected him from the dead. Jesus taught
his disciples that his death on the cross was
the ultimate act of God’s love for the human
race. He took the punishment for the sin

that separates every human being from God.

Everyone who believes in Jesus can now live
forever in a new relationship with God.

Before he returned to heaven, Jesus told his
disciples to go out into the world and share this
good news. His disciples obeyed him and went
around boldly witnessing to all that Jesus had
taught them. They were willing to suffer and
even to die for believing in him.

When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted
up his hands and blessed them. While he was blessing them, he
left them and was taken up into heaven. Luke 24:50-52

What GOd Had Prepared

Many people did not think much of this
good news of God, or the ‘gospel” as it was
called. One Greek writer Celsus* went so
far as to say that if Jesus were really the
Saviour of the world, then God must have
been silly to send him to an unknown nation
tucked away at some corner of the world.
But the early Christians disagreed with him.
They did not believe that the place and time of
birth of Jesus had been left to chance. They saw
God’s hand in all the events, the people and the

circumstances surrounding the birth of Jesus
and the spread of the gospel. To them, nothing
was a coincidence or a mistake in God’s overall
plan for the redemption of the world.

To understand this more clearly, we must look
at what God had set in place: the Roman world,
the Greek culture, and Judaism, the religion of
the Jewish people.

3 The term ‘gospel’ comes from the Greek word ‘euangelion’ that basically means ‘good news’.
* See W. G.Young’s Handbook of Source Materials for Students of Church History, quoted by John Foster in The First

Advance, p. |.
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the Roman World

The Roman Empire

The first followers of Jesus lived at a time
when there was only one superpower in
their region — Rome. The Roman Empire
during the first century AD stretched across
almost the entire Mediterranean region and
covered huge areas of three of the world’s

great continents - Asia, Europe and Africa.

From Britain to Africa and Spain to Syria, one in
every four people on earth lived and died under
Roman law.

In this great Roman Empire, at the place where
the northern and southern parts met, was Judea.
It might be a small nation but it occupied a very
strategic position. There was no country more

The Roman Empire
at lts Height

central to all the five continents of the world
than this Jewish nation. Celsus was wrong when
he said this insignificant country was located in
some small corner of the world. It was right
in the centre of the empire, at the crossroads
linking the continents of Asia, Africa and Europe.
God had chosen well because Judea was in the
most strategic position for Jesus’ followers to
take the gospel to the rest of the world.

Fact File

The Roman Province of Palestine

In his effort to wipe out the identity of the Jews,
Emperor Hadrian combined the provinces of Judea
and Galilee in AD 132 and named this new territory
‘Palestine’. Sometimes scholars use ‘Palestine’ and
‘Judea’ interchangeably to refer to Jesus’ homeland.
The Roman province of Palestine covered what is
now modern-day Israel, the Palestinian territories,
and parts of Syria Lebanon and Jordan.

At its peak in mid 2™
century AD, the Roman
Empire controlled about
9.5 million square km (or
2.3 million square miles)

most of the civilized
world of its time.

D Roman Empire

of land. This encompassed
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Roman Peace

In 27 BC, Augustus, the grandnephew of
Julius Caesar, became the first Emperor
of Rome. He had quashed a number of
civil wars,” destroyed Rome’s enemies
and united the whole Roman Empire.
Because he was a very capable emperor, he
brought peace and prosperity to the whole
region. He kept an incredibly large and well-

trained army stationed all over the empire to keep
the peace. This peace, the Pax Romana (the peace
of Rome), lasted for over 200 years and allowed
many people, including Christians, to travel freely
all over the empire without having to be afraid of
robberies or civil wars.

Travel by sea was now safe because the Roman navy
had defeated the pirates who had terrorized the

seas before. The only setback was that you had to

Fact File

The Romans and their Famous Roads

Drainage ROMAN ROADS Did you know that Roman roads were

carefully built to slope down from the
middle to ditches on either side? In this
way, the rain would drain away and not
make the road too muddy. When building
roads in marshy places, they would
construct the foundations with sticks and
sheepskins to stop them from sinking.

[ Paving Stones
[ Pebbles and Gravel
[ Foundation

The Romans would also bury their dead along the roads leading away from the
towns. They hoped that in this way, the ghosts would not return to their old
homes.

travel on merchant ships
with all the cargo and
animals because there
were no passenger ships
as yet.

Travel by land was
easy and no longer
dangerous. The Romans
were great engineers
and very proud of
their  roads. They
planned their network
of roads carefully and
constructed them
so that they were as
straight as possible.
They built them with
stone foundations that
have lasted even till
today.  Although the
main function of the
roads was to enable
soldiers to move any-

where quickly to defend their country, they also allowed citizens and merchants to travel without

fear.

The Pax Romana and the extensive road systems and excellent ports allowed Jesus’ followers to travel
freely and safely throughout the Roman Emepire to share the gospel (as we shall see in Chapter 2).

God’s timing could not have been more perfect.

® ‘Civil wars’ refer to wars between groups within the same country.
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DIDYOU KNOW...

the phrase ‘all roads lead to Rome’
has some historical truth to it?

During his rule, Emperor Augustus built a
magnificent monument called the Golden
Milestone in the centre of Rome (called the
Forum). All roads to the chief cities of the
empire were considered to begin from the

Golden Milestone and all distances were
measured relative to that point. This system
of highways radiating from Rome greatly
helped in the spread of the gospel to the
different parts of the empire. Today, if you
visit Rome, you can still see the base of this
monument.

20
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The Golden Milestone in the centre of Rome called the Forum.
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True or False?

Soldiers who were not doing
their duties were punished.

retire in comfort.

9 A soldier could become richer by robbing the people
*  defeated by the Roman army.

’ 0. The army took two parts of every seven a soldier
earned in wages and saved it for him so that he could

True Tales
The Good, the Bad and the Funnies about the Roman Army

There are facts and there are facts about the famous Roman army. Below are some things you would never find in
most history books. Check them out and see how much you really know about life in the Roman army.

You cannot become a soldier in the Roman army if you were
under 5ft 4 ins (163 cm) tall.

Soldiers could not marry until they
had left the army.

A soldier’s uniform, weapons, food
and burial were paid for by the
emperor.

Instead of toilet paper; a Roman
soldier would use a sponge on the
end of a stick dipped in cold water.

A Roman soldier would
use a sponge.

The spear (pilum) of a Roman
soldier had a metal head that would snap off after it hit some-
thing.

The centurion (officer-in-charge) would carry around a cane to
punish soldiers who were not doing their duties properly.

For running away in a battle, a soldier would be put to death
by stoning.

For rescuing an army under siege, a soldier would be rewarded
with a crown of gold.

21



1 The Beginnings

I.  True. A soldier had to be between 163 cm
(5 ft 4 ins) and 183 cm (6 ft) tall. This rule
was sometimes broken when the army was
desperate for men.

2. True. However, many often had a wife
outside of the camp. Because life in the
army could be quite lonely, some Roman
mothers would send their sons letters and
parcels to stop them feeling homesick.

3. False. A soldier had to pay for all these
out of his wages.

4. True. And they would share it with
everyone else in the public toilets.
Sometimes they would use a lump of moss
but that would be thrown away.

5. True. This was so that the enemy could not
pick up the spear and throw it back.

6. True. Discipline was very important for the
Roman army. So soldiers were punished for
even the slightest offence.

7. False. The soldier would be put to death by
beating. However, if he put his unit in danger,
he would be stoned to death and his fellow
soldiers in the unit would do the stoning.

8. False. He would be rewarded with a crown
of plaited grass. A crown of gold would only
be given if he were the first soldier over the
wall of an enemy town.

9. True. He could take money, animals, or
even prisoners to be sold as slaves.

10. True. A soldier would be given all his
savings plus a piece of land to retire in
comfort, that is, if he lived that long. A
soldier would serve for 25 years in the
Roman army.

The Religious Climate

The Romans were not exclusive in their
religious beliefs. Apart from the worship of
their traditional gods (like Jupiter and Mars),
the Romanauthorities were tolerant of other
religions as long as they did not threaten
public order. The empire was a world full of
gods because each time the Romans conquered
a new land, they adopted its gods as well.

In different parts of the empire, however, many
were losing faith in their own gods because they
felt the deities had not protected them from
being conquered by the Romans. They no longer
believed in the fantastic stories about their
quarrelling and immoral gods and goddesses.
People were eager for something new and

exciting to believe in.
The Near Eastern®
mystery religions
like the Egyptian
cult of Isis and
the Persian cult of
Mithras became
immensely  popular.
They were called
‘mystery  religions’ o

because they involved Zeus, the Greek King of the gods,
secret ceremonies Wwho was also known as Jupiter
known only to their ™ ¢ Remans.

followers. Many people were fascinated by
these cults because of their many mysterious
rituals.

¢The Ancient Near East refers to the regions which correspond to modern day Middle East — Mesopotamia, Persia, Asia Minor,

22 Syria, Palestine and Egypt.
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Because of all these factors, the religious climate
was conducive for the spread of the gospel.
Any new news was welcome, and Jesus’ offer
of salvation and new life was not just new news
but also good news. The mystery religions also
paved the way for the coming of Christianity
because their followers believed in some kind
of salvation and the promise of immortality as
well. However, for them, these could only be
received through some secret rites. In contrast,
the gospel stressed salvation from sin and
eternal life for everyone through an act of God
that was not hidden, and that became more
attractive to many.

Fact File

The Lure of the Mystery Religions

The Romans
loved to
embrace all sorts
of new ideas and
religions. They
were particularly
fascinated by all
that came from
the Near East,
especially from
Egypt and Persia.
The Persian

cult of Mithras
was especially
popular with

the military.

The Egyptian
Isis, goddess of
motherhood
and fertility and worshipped as the ideal mother
and wife, was attractive to all classes of people.
Both cults flourished in the empire until the
fourth century when Emperor Theodosius

made it illegal to practise any religion other than
Christianity.

Photo by: Peter C.T. Lim

Fact File
The Romans and Their Household Gods

Each Roman household had their gods called Lares
(not unlike Taoist homes which have the Kitchen
God) to protect them and their food supply. They
had a little altar in the home where they placed
offerings of food, flowers, incense, oil or even wine.
Richer homes would have small statues or paintings
of the household gods and goddesses. They believed
it was important to keep the gods happy with gifts
and statues. They even had a god of the store
cupboard Penates to make sure nobody sneaked out
food for midnight feasts, and a two-faced god Janus
to watch people coming in and out of the house.

In contrast, Christians did not have statues to
represent God or offerings to keep Him happy.
They did not need to fear a God who had sacrificed
Himself for them and who now lived in their lives.
Many thus abandoned their gods for Jesus.

DIDYOU

that the Romans had a /
postal service? g

Sad to say, the postal service
was not for ordinary citizens.
It was used only for adminis-
trative purposes and then only
certain officials had the right to use it. For the
common people, letters were a favourite method
of communication but they were only carried by
private couriers, friends or anyone going in the
right direction. Christians who travelled from
city to city would carry letters for distribution
among the early churches. Usually the postal
service did not cover more than 36 miles (58
km) a day. So news moved very, very slowly in-
deed compared with the Internet today.

e
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the Greek Culture

The Greeks also contributed in making the
world ready to accept the new Christian
religion through their language and ideas.
Alexander the Great and his armies made
the Greek or Hellenistic culture — Greek
art, Greek ideas and the Greek language —
popular wherever they went. The Romans
were greatly influenced by Hellenistic culture,
especially in the arts and literature. Many
Roman citizens were literate and receptive to
the exchange of ideas, a carryover from the
Greek tradition of free debate. This made them
open to hear the early Christians as they shared
their faith. When the apostle Paul was in Athens
(Acts 17:16-34), we find him debating with the
citizens there and being invited to share with
them about his new teaching.

The Greek language was one of the greatest

contributions of the Hellenistic culture to the
ancient world. Although Latin was the official
language of the Roman Empire, Greek’ was the
common language used, especially in the eastern
provinces, just like English is today. Most people
would know Greek as well as their own dialect.
So unlike our modern missionaries who have to
spend sometimes years learning the language of
the country they are going to, the early believers
could speak to any group of people about Jesus
in Greek wherever they went in the empire.
This one common language greatly helped in
the spread of the gospel message. In the early
period, the major centres of Christianity were in
the Greek-speaking eastern part of the empire.

All the writings which later formed the New
Testament were written in Greek. There was
even a Greek translation of the Old Testament,
the Septuagint,
for the Greek-
speaking or
Hellenistic Jews
living outside

Is It TRUE...

that the Septuagint (LXX) was
translated by 70 scholars in 72 days?

The Septuagint, the Greek version of the
Old Testament, was translated at Alexandria,
Egypt,around 250 BC. The name Septuaginta
comes from the Latin septuagint which
means ‘seventy’ because of a story that says it
was completed by 70 scholars commissioned
by King Ptolemy |l Philadelphus of Egypt. It
is often written simphy as LXX; i.e. seventy,
because the Roman numerals Land X refer
to the values of fifty and ten respectively.
There are other stories but to the Jews, the
Septuagint was inspired by God, whatever
the stories. It was used by the Hellenistic
Jews and Christians and is still used in the
Eastern Orthodox Church today.

True Tales
The Chicken and the Liver

Can you lose a battle if you are impatient with your
chickens? Apparently the Romans thought so! The Roman
army had their own gods and superstitions as well. A
general might look at the liver of certain animals for signs
as to how the battle would go. They might also look at the
way their sacred chickens ate their food.

The story was told of a certain naval commander Claudius
Pulcher who took his sacred chickens to sea when he was
fighting against the Carthaginian navy in the Punic War.
When some of his chickens did not eat (perhaps they were
seasick), he ordered them to be thrown overboard with
the words, “If they will not eat, then let them drink!” He
went on to lose the battle and his soldiers blamed him
because he had drowned the sacred chickens.?

Judaism in the First Century

ju.dea who The greatest preparation for the coming of Jesus was in Judaism, the religion of the Jews,
ﬁ;db not krfl?hw God’s chosen people. Over the centuries God had given them prophets to teach them about
eprew. €

who He is and how to live as a nation bearing His name. The Jews

zealously worshipped this one God and waited for the promise that

He would raise up a Messiah (means ‘Anointed One’ in Hebrew)
from among them to deliver them from their sins. They had been

waiting for this Messiah or Christ (Greek for ‘Anointed One’)

for a long time. At God’s appointed timing, Jesus was born

into the Jewish lineage to fulfil his mission as the Christ,
hence his name Jesus Christ.

whole of what
is now our Bible
was first available
in Greek and
opened the way
for people to
be able to read
God’s Word for
themselves.

The Jews, over the course of their history as God’s
nation, had dispersed to many countries outside
Judea. At the time of Jesus, there were more

V'S V'S

Apollo (son of Zeus, the King of the gods), In Greek mythology, Hermes, another son of Zeus, is a messenger from the
Greek god of rationality. gods to humans and guardian of travellers. Hermes is also known as Mercury
Photo by: Peter C.T. Lim to the Romans.

Photo by: Ps Chris Choo

This is how a synagogue would have looked like from the inside during
4 the time of Jesus. Picture taken from the Children’s Bible Explorer Series,
The Gospel Volume 1.

24 7This Greek is called koine’ Greek (koine means ‘common’in Greek). It arose as a common dialect within the armies of Alexander the Great. 8According to Polybius, a Greek historian in the second century BC. 25
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of them living outside than in their homeland.
They were called the Diaspora Jews and were
found all over the Roman Empire and beyond.
They had their own school and synagogue, a
place where they gathered for prayers and to be
taught the Scriptures as well as to worship God
on their Sabbath. As a result, Judaism became
widely known to the people around them.
Many non-Jews, or Gentiles as they were called,
were dissatisfied with their religion and their
many gods. They were attracted to the Jewish
religion with its one God and His teachings
about living an upright moral life.

Because of this, many Gentiles became
proselytes, i.e. converts to Judaism. There were
also those who believed but did not want to
convert. They became known as the Gentile
God-fearers and they worshipped together
with the Jews in the synagogues. Many among
this group of people were ready to believe
when the gospel was shared to them because
they already knew about the story of God and
His promises.

Fact File

Family Tree of the Diaspora Jews

Diaspora Jews (also called Jews of the Dispersion)
(they lived outside Judea and many did not know Hebrew, their mother tongue)

Jews captured by the Jews who migrated as traders, Jews forced to become soldiers
Assyrians and Babylonians farmers and others for better by their conquerors or taken into
several centuries earlier and opportunities, especially after slavery as prisoners of war; they
never went back to the time of Alexander earned their freedom but continued
their homeland the Great to stay in these countries
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Consider your country ...

In what ways do you think God has prepared your country for
being part of His plans to spread the gospel?

Some thoughts:

‘ For example, Malaysia and Singapore are strategically
located between the Middle East, India and China, and
South-East Asia.

@ Coming from a multicultural context, most Malaysians
or Singaporeans would have less problems adapting
to the cultures of the nations around, as compared
to missionaries coming from the western part of the

world.

The Launch of the .leSUS Movement

By the first century AD, the world around
Judea, especially the Roman Empire with its
Roman and Greek culture, had been made
ready for the coming of Jesus. In the fullness
of time’, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came
into the world to carry out God’s plan to
make the world and all humanity right again
with Him.
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The rest of this book continues the story of God
at work as His good news spread and impacted
the lives of people and nations through the first
500 years of its history. With the coming of
Jesus, the stage is now set for the dramatic birth
of the New Testament church to which we turn
in the next chapter.

Facing the Challenges

Never ever underestimate the power of smallness or insignificance.
The Greek writer Celsus thought God was silly to send a Savior to a small
unknown province but history shows that God knows better. Palestine
stood at the crossroads of the known world and became the centre for the
spread of the gospel.

Trust that God is in sovereign control over the whole sweep of history.
He had put in place everything, including peoples and nations that were
critical for the birth and spread of Christianity. Even when you might not
understand what is happening in the world or in your life, trust that this
same God is working behind the scenes and is always in charge.

Make use of everything available for the sake of the gospel. The
earliest missionaries made use of the opportunities provided by the world
of their time — the good communications network, the Pax Romana, and the
freedom to travel — to spread the good news. What are the resources and
opportunities that are available today that the church can make use of?
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