Lecture 2

The Primitive Church
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1. Introduction

We looked last time at the larger cultural background within which Jesus lived, and into which the fledgling church was born.  Hellenistic culture, Roman rule, and Jewish hopes for freedom from both infused Palestine with a mixture of elements that were fertile soil for revolution.  Eventually, these conflicting forces would tear the region apart, and would result in the scattering to the far corners of the Empire not only Jews, but Christians with their message of the gospel.  But before the great watershed of 70 AD, when the Roman forces under the command of Emperor Vespasian’s oldest son Titus would breach the walls of Jerusalem, destroying the degenerated forces of the zealots, sack the city, and burn the Temple to the ground, Christianity would expanded perhaps as far west as Spain, and maybe even as far east as the Punjab.  What happened between 31 AD and 70 AD will be our topic in this lecture.

2. The Jesus Movement

A. The First Church Historians
· In the late 60’s of the first century, Luke, a gentile convert and follower of the apostle Paul, wrote two volumes recounting the life of Jesus and the beginnings of the early Church.  They comprise our first real ‘history of the early Church’ and are known together as Luke-Acts.  

· Luke was a doctor, and was therefore trained in the arts of what was then considered science and philosophy.  His approach to both the life of Jesus and the early Church is factual and descriptive.  

· He lacks the passion of Mark, and the mysticism of John, but he somehow conveys authority with his precise accounts and collection of information.  

· “Many have undertaken to draw up an orderly account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they have been handed down to us by those who from the first were eye-witnesses and servants of the word.  With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught” (Lk. 1.1-4).
  

B. Lucan dates

· Luke records that Jesus was born under the reign of Emperor Augustus, under the governorship of Quirinius in Syria.  

· Though he conducted a census of the deposed Archelaus in 6 AD, it is possible that he also served as governor of Syria at an earlier date, before the death of Herod in 4 BC, since he fought a long police action in southern Galatia from BC 12 to 2 AD, likely from Syria.  

· Luke’s geneology of Jesus goes back to Adam, and his interest in the Magi, the Samaritans, and the Roman centurian indicate his interest in Jesus’ global appeal.

3. First Century Judaism

A. Jewish Society in Luke-Acts 


· Luke introduces us to more of the Pharisees and Sadducees, the Herodians and the Zealotes. 

· This diversity in what is called Second Temple Judaism has led some to speak not of ‘Judaism’ at the time of Jesus, but of ‘Judaisms’.  

· The Sadducees represented the conservative leadership in Jerusalem, and mainly consisted of priests (Sadducees being related to Zadok, the priest, at least morphologically).  They accepted the Torah, but not the prophets, nor the oral tradition.  They did not believe in Angels, nor in the resurrection of the dead, and hence, were less prone to be swept away by the apocalyptic hopes of many Jews who didn’t share their privileged caste.  

· Pharisees were not priests, but were conservative elements drawn from the masses, usually artisans and the like, and held much of what we call the OT today to be their topic of teaching.  

· They were the rabbis, of whom Jesus might be counted one, and believed in the hope of Israel, that a messiah would come and deliver them in power.  

· Sadly, they should have been Jesus most fervent devotees, but ended up hounding him to death. 

·  The Herodians were basically Jews that had adopted a synchretistic Hellenism, and were prepared to work with the Romans to keep the status quo.  Herod was an Idumean, a half-Jew, like Samaritans, and his sons ruled with Rome’s consent.  

· The Essenes not mentioned by Luke.  

· They had abandoned Jerusalem, and had built communes in the desert where the penned the Dead Sea Scrolls and hoped for the coming of a ‘Teacher of Righteousness’. 

·  Josephus, the Jewish historian, tells us about them and the ‘Theraputae, of whom we really know nothing other than that they were also a commune of desert mystics.

· Outside of Palestine, a large diaspora existed.

· One million in Parthia, and a half a million in Alexandria.  They existed in smaller numbers throughout the Mediterranean such as in Tarsus in Cilicia, where Paul came from, and though less stringent than Palestinian Jews (they read the LXX instead of the Hebrew Scriptures), they formed a distinct identity abroad.  

· Earlier on the Christians themselves become one of the many groups of Jewish faith, known as the Nazaraeans, by the Jews after the defeat and fall of Jerusalem.    

B. Jesus’ Life

· Jesus own ministry followed in the footsteps of John the Baptist, who may have been an Essene, or influenced by them, and harkened back to the prophetic spirit of Elijah and the Israelite prophets of old.  

· When Jesus was baptized and began his ministry, he viewed it as fulfilling the prophetic hopes of Isaiah, and announced the good news of the drawing near of the kingdom of God. 

· “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor, he has sent me to proclaim freedom to the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour’ (Lk. 4.18-19). 

· Jesus went about Galilee teaching, preaching, healing and exorcising.  He gathered a group of disciples, and confronted the religious leaders.  

· Yet he consolidated no intentional movement, left no directions about how to build the church, and committed none of his thoughts to writing.  

· His whole ministry spanned no more than three years, and he operated almost exclusively out of Galilee, and only occasionally ventured beyond it, dying in the end in Judea.  

· And yet within a generation, news about him had reached Spain, perhaps Britain, and India.

4. The Acts of the Apostles


A. Subject of the History
· While the Gospels reflect on the figure of Jesus, the Acts of the Apostles focus on his influence, through the Holy Spirit, upon the men and women who had encountered him.  

· In a sense, Acts is also about to Apostles: Peter, apostle to the Jews, and Paul, apostle to the Gentiles.  

· Like concentric circles expanding from the initial impact of Jesus, Acts tells how the gospel encompassed people from various backgrounds, extending from heart of Temple Judaism in Jerusalem to the capital of the Gentile world in Rome.

B. Analysis of Acts
· The book of Acts is our first window into the early history of the Church.  The first 10 chapters deal primarily with the early evangelism that issued from the Mother-church in Jerusalem and is oriented towards the east.  Although John, Stephen and Philip feature in this account, Peter stands out as the main character.

· Acts 2:14-47- Peter and the disciples witness to the crowds in Jerusalem who are gathered from all parts of the Roman Empire. This may have been the first major movement of the message of the gospel outside of Jerusalem. (Persecution)

· Acts 6-7- The gospel is shared with Hellenistic Jews resident in Jerusalem.  Stephen and the 7 deacons entrusted with care of the poor among this second major group among whom the gospel is preached. (Persecution)

· Acts 8- Luke records the beginnings of the dispersion of the gospel among pseudo-Jewish groups, such as proselytes and Samaritans. (Paul begins to persecute Samarians).

· Acts 9:1-31- Conversion of Saul and his work among the Hellenistic Jews in Jerusalem. Paul’s false start ends with his being sent back to Tarsus.

· Acts 10-15 is oriented towards Antioch, and Asia Minor and begins the transition period when the Church starts to expand into the Gentile world. This section begins with Peter, but also includes Barnabas and the first missionary journeys with Paul.

· Acts 10-12- The momentous step of extending the Church to the Gentiles is characterized by two elements: Peter is the messenger, as at Pentecost, and the Holy Spirit is the witness, that assures the testimony of the Jesus.  This can be seen as the second founding of the Church, from which we all, as sons and daughters of ancient polytheistic tribes, trace our spiritual lineage.  Peter shares the news with Jerusalem, which becomes a sort of a sort of validating center for the new churches.

· Acts 13-14- Paul and Barnabas’ first missionary journey, notably commissioned not from Jerusalem, but Antioch, is spearheaded into Cilicia, Paul’s home province.

· Acts 15- Turning-point in the book; Jerusalem validates the Gentile mission of Paul and Barnabas at the Jerusalem Council.  The key question was whether Gentiles needed first to become Jews in order to receive the promises of Christ, and the decision against this opened the gospel to the world.
· Acts 16-28 Is oriented towards the west, and is focused primarily on the ministry of Paul to the gentiles.
· Acts 16-20- recount the miraculous adventures of Paul and the gospel, as he plants Churches throughout Asia, and then in Europe.  Although the orientation is westward, there is a final return to Jerusalem that looms large in Paul’s journeys.

· Acts 21-23- Focuses on Paul’s final journey to Jerusalem, and his final confrontation with the Jews, who reject his gospel.

· Acts 24-28- Focus on Paul’s interaction with Roman officials: Felix, Festus and Aggripa, and ends with his journey to Rome, where Luke ends the narrative with Paul teaching from his domicile in Rome, one last time to the Jews, and then finally to the Gentiles.  The final word of the book is the Greek word, (((((((, unhindered.

C. Loose Ends

· Luke leaves Paul in Rome, preaching the Gospel, but within years he would be dead, along with Peter, and Christianity will have made its first, ominous register in the public records of the pagan world.  

· Accused by emperor Nero of starting a fire in Rome, they were rounded up, tortured, and fed to the beasts.  The first Roman persecution of Christians had begun under the rule of an Emperor some believed to be the antichrist. 

· The last years of the 6th decade of the first century were momentous for the Church.  

· It’s chief leaders, save John, had perished, the Temple and Jerusalem had been destroyed, the national dreams of the Jews had been shattered, the Jerusalem Church had left the old city and was increasingly a Jewish minority church within an expanding Gentile Christian movement, Christians had become an identified and hated group of people, and the Jews were increasingly militant in their relations with them.  

· As the first generation of eye-witnesses began to age and pass on, it would be left to a new generation to take up the cause.  

· We can well imagine Paul’s apprehensions as he passed on the mantel to Timothy and Titus, men who had never seen Christ, and who were young and inexperienced.  

· The Primitive church was primarily Jewish, with a sprinkling of gentiles, but in the next two generations, the Church would become primarily Greek, and the Jews will have consolidated themselves into a new movement, based on the Pharisaic Rabbis who met in Yavneh’ in the late 80’s to gather together the pieces after the Jewish Wars had ended.  

· Jews and Christians would increasingly find themselves faced off as enemies, and while the Jews would be finally crushed by the Romans in 135 AD, Christians would endure persecution to convert the Empire by 321 AD.

