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			Introduction

		

		
			Quick quiz. Why are there so many different kinds of churches? Drive through any town in America and you will pass Baptist churches, Methodist churches, Presbyterian churches, Catholic churches, and probably a dozen others. They all read the same Bible. They all claim to follow the same Jesus. So why are there so many of them? Why don’t they all just meet together?

			And while we are asking questions: Why does the pope exist? Who decided that ministers should wear robes? Where did Christmas traditions come from? Why do some churches baptize babies and others only baptize adults? Why do some churches have organs and choirs and others have rock bands? Why do some churches call their leaders “Father” and others call them “Brother” and others just use first names?

			If you have ever wondered about any of that, this book is for you.

			Most Christians know the story of Jesus and the early church from the New Testament. And most Christians know what their own church looks like today. But between those two points sits roughly two thousand years of history that almost nobody talks about. It is as if someone handed you the first chapter and the last chapter of a novel and said, “Good luck figuring out the middle.”

			This book is the middle.

			It covers the story of the church from the death of most of the apostles (around AD 70) to the early 1800s, when a group of believers in America began asking a radical question: what if we threw out all the human traditions and simply went back to the Bible? That is roughly eighteen hundred years of drama, and it includes some of the most important events you have probably never heard of.

			What You Are About to Read

			Here is a roadmap of where we are headed.

			Chapter One picks up right where the New Testament leaves off. The apostles are dead. The church has to learn to survive without them. You will meet the men who carried the faith forward and discover how the simple, house-church worship of the New Testament began to change almost immediately.

			Chapter Two covers nearly 250 years of Roman persecution. Christians were arrested, tortured, burned alive, and thrown to wild animals for refusing to say three words: “Caesar is Lord.” You will meet real people who chose death over denial, and you will learn why persecution made the church grow faster, not slower.

			Chapter Three tells the story of what happened when the most powerful man on earth became a Christian. Emperor Constantine ended the persecution and showered the church with money, buildings, and political favor. It sounds like a happy ending, but it might have been the most dangerous thing that ever happened to the church.

			Chapter Four takes you into the battles over what Christians actually believe. False teachers tried to turn Jesus into something less than God, and the church had to fight back. You will learn how the great councils produced the creeds, how the books of the New Testament were formally recognized, and why getting the identity of Jesus right mattered more than anything else.

			Chapter Five follows the church as it splits in two. The Western church, led by the pope in Rome, and the Eastern church, centered in Constantinople, drifted apart over centuries until they formally broke in 1054. You will also learn how monks preserved learning in a crumbling world and how missionaries carried the faith to Vikings, Slavs, and the farthest corners of Europe.

			Chapter Six brings you to the medieval church at the height of its power. Popes commanded kings. Armies marched to the Holy Land in the name of Christ. Cathedrals taller than thirty-story buildings rose across Europe. And a barefoot beggar named Francis of Assisi tried to remind the church that Jesus never carried a sword or wore a crown.

			Chapter Seven introduces the voices that spoke up before the Reformation. John Wycliffe in England and Jan Hus in Bohemia saw the corruption and said so out loud. One had his bones dug up and burned. The other was burned alive. But their ideas refused to die.

			Chapter Eight is about Martin Luther and the moment that split Western Christianity wide open. A troubled monk discovers that salvation is a gift, not a paycheck, and the most powerful institution in Europe will never be the same.

			Chapter Nine follows the Reformation as it ripples outward. John Calvin builds the foundation of Presbyterianism. Henry VIII breaks with Rome for reasons that have nothing to do with theology. The Anabaptists push further than any other group and get persecuted by everyone. And the Catholic Church fights back. By the end of the chapter, the one church has become many.

			Chapter Ten crosses the Atlantic. Different denominations claim different colonies. Quakers settle Pennsylvania. Congregationalists build New England. John Wesley’s Methodists ride horseback into the frontier. The Great Awakenings sweep the nation with waves of revival. America separates church and state for the first time in Western history. And in the midst of all that diversity, a growing number of believers start asking the question that will give birth to the Restoration Movement: what if we just went back to the Bible and nothing else?

			Why This Matters

			

			You might be thinking, “That is a lot of history. Why should I care about stuff that happened hundreds of years ago?”

			Because you are living in the middle of it. The church you attend, the way you worship, the Bible you hold in your hands, the freedom you have to believe whatever your conscience tells you—none of that dropped out of the sky. Every bit of it was shaped by the decisions, the debates, the courage, and the failures of Christians who came before you.

			Understanding their story helps you understand your own. It helps you see why the church drifted from the New Testament pattern and how that drift happened: not in one dramatic moment but in hundreds of small, gradual steps over many centuries. And it helps you appreciate the men and women who gave everything they had to pull the church back toward the truth.

			More than anything, this story will remind you that the Bible is enough. Every problem the church has faced over the past two thousand years can be traced back to the same mistake: adding human traditions to God’s word. Every recovery has come from the same solution: going back to what the Bible actually says. That pattern repeats itself in every century, on every continent, in every generation.

			Including yours.

			Before You Start

			A few things to keep in mind as you read.

			The story moves through a lot of time. This book covers eighteen centuries. Some chapters span hundreds of years. We can’t cover everything, so we will focus on the turning points: the moments when the church changed direction in ways that still affect us today.

			The history gets messy. The story of the church is not a neat, clean progression from good to better. It includes corruption, violence, betrayal, and failure alongside courage, faithfulness, and sacrifice. The Bible does not sugarcoat the failures of God’s people, and neither does this book. But even in the darkest chapters, God is at work.

			This points somewhere. Every chapter in this book is heading toward the same conclusion: the Bible contains everything the church needs. No pope, no creed, no human tradition can improve on what God has already revealed. The call to go back to the New Testament is not a call to live in the past. It is a call to build the future on the only foundation that will last.

			The apostle Paul wrote that there is “one body and one Spirit, one Lord, one faith, one baptism” (Ephesians 4:4–5). This book is the story of how that one faith became many, and why a growing number of believers decided it was time to make it one again.

			The story begins on the day the last apostle closed his eyes for the final time and the church had to figure out how to keep going without him.

			Turn the page.
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			After the Apostles

		

		
			Thirteen-year-old Brian Robeson is stranded in the Canadian wilderness. His pilot has died of a heart attack, the small plane has crashed into a lake, and Brian is completely alone. No phone, no map, no adult to tell him what to do next. All he has is the hatchet his mother gave him before the trip. In Gary Paulsen’s novel Hatchet, Brian must figure out how to build shelter, find food, make fire, and survive day after day with no one to guide him. The people who had always taken care of him are gone. Everything he learned from them is still inside his head, but now he has to put it into practice on his own.

			The early church faced something like Brian’s situation. For roughly forty years after Jesus rose from the dead, the apostles had been there. They were eyewitnesses of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. They had walked with him, eaten with him, and heard his teaching straight from his lips. When questions came up about what Christians should believe or how churches should be organized, the apostles could settle the matter. They wrote letters that circled among the churches. They traveled from city to city, preaching and teaching and correcting problems. They were the living link between Jesus and his followers.

			But by the end of the first century, that link was gone. One by one, the apostles died. James was executed by King Herod. Paul was likely beheaded in Rome. Peter, according to early tradition, was crucified upside down. John, the last surviving apostle, died near the end of the first century. The generation that had known Jesus personally was passing from the scene.

			So what happened next? Did the church fall apart? Did it lose its way? Or did it find a path forward? The answer to those questions fills the rest of this book. But this chapter focuses on the very first stretch of that journey: the years between roughly AD 70 and AD 150, when the church had to learn how to stand on its own.

			A World on Fire

			The year AD 70 was a turning point for both Jews and Christians. That year, the Roman army marched into Jerusalem and destroyed the Jewish temple. The temple had stood at the heart of Jewish life for centuries. It was the place where sacrifices were offered, where priests served, and where God’s presence was said to dwell. When the Romans burned it to the ground, an entire way of life collapsed along with it.

			For Christians, the destruction of the temple confirmed something Jesus himself had predicted (Matthew 24:1–2). But it also meant that the old world they had known was disappearing. Christianity had been born in the soil of Judaism, and many of the first believers were Jewish. Now that soil had been scorched. The church would have to grow in new directions.

			And grow it did. By the end of the first century, churches could be found scattered across the Roman Empire: in modern-day Turkey, Greece, Italy, Egypt, and North Africa. Some of these churches had been planted by Paul or other apostles. Others had been started by ordinary believers who carried the gospel with them as they traveled for work or fled from persecution. Christianity was not a movement that depended on a single leader or a single city. It was spreading like seed carried on the wind.

			The Men Who Came Next

			When the apostles died, leadership of the church did not disappear. It passed to a new generation of men who had known the apostles personally or had been trained by them. Historians often call these men the “apostolic fathers” because they were so closely connected to the apostles themselves. Three of them stand out.

			Clement of Rome was a leader in the church at Rome near the end of the first century. Around AD 96, he wrote a letter to the church in Corinth. That church was having problems (just as it had when Paul wrote to them decades earlier). Some younger members had pushed out the church’s established leaders, and the congregation was in an uproar. Clement’s letter urged them to restore order, to practice humility, and to remember that God is a God of order, not chaos. What makes Clement’s letter so interesting is what it tells us about the early church. Even after the apostles were gone, churches were still writing to each other, still correcting each other, and still trying to follow the pattern the apostles had laid down.

			Ignatius of Antioch was a church leader in Syria. Around AD 110–115, he was arrested by the Roman authorities and sent to Rome to be executed. On his journey to Rome, he wrote seven letters to various churches. These letters are passionate, urgent, and deeply personal. Ignatius knew he was going to die, and he wanted to use his last days to strengthen the churches he loved. He wrote about the importance of unity, the reality of Jesus’ humanity (against those who claimed Jesus only appeared to have a body), and the courage it takes to remain faithful under pressure. Ignatius is one of the earliest examples of a Christian leader who saw his coming death not as a defeat but as an opportunity to honor Christ.

			Polycarp of Smyrna had been taught by the apostle John himself. He served as a leader of the church in Smyrna (in modern-day Turkey) for decades. Late in his life, around AD 155, the Roman authorities arrested him and demanded that he deny Christ. According to the account of his death, Polycarp replied, “Eighty-six years I have served him, and he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” He was burned at the stake. Polycarp’s long life bridged two eras. He had known an apostle face to face, and he died as a witness to Christ in a world where all the apostles were long gone.

			These three men show us something important. The church after the apostles was not leaderless. God raised up faithful men who carried the message forward. But these men did not claim to be apostles. They did not write new Scripture. They saw themselves as servants whose job was to guard and pass along the teaching the apostles had already delivered.

			How the Early Church Worshiped

			What did a church gathering look like in the early second century? It was probably simpler than most people imagine. There were no church buildings yet. Christians met in private homes, sometimes in rented halls, and occasionally in outdoor spaces. There were no stained-glass windows, no organs, and no choirs in matching robes.

			An early Christian document called The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles gives us one of the earliest glimpses of Christian worship outside the New Testament. Written sometime in the late first or early second century, it describes how early Christians practiced baptism, observed the Lord’s Supper, prayed, and fasted. The instructions are remarkably simple. Baptism was to be done in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, with flowing water preferred. The Lord’s Supper was observed with prayers of thanksgiving. Christians were expected to pray regularly and to live honest, generous lives.

			Other early writings confirm this picture. When Christians gathered on the first day of the week, they sang hymns, read from the writings of the apostles and the Old Testament, heard a message from one of the church’s leaders, prayed together, and shared the Lord’s Supper. Offerings were collected to help the poor, widows, and orphans. There was no elaborate ritual. Worship centered on the word of God, prayer, and fellowship.

			This simplicity is worth noticing because, as we will see in later chapters, worship practices gradually became more complex over the centuries. Ceremonies, rituals, and traditions were added layer by layer until the simple gatherings of the New Testament church looked very different from the ornate services of later centuries. But at the beginning, the church worshiped in a way that would have been recognizable to anyone who had read the book of Acts.

			Organizing for the Long Haul

			The apostles had given the churches a basic structure. Each congregation was led by elders (also called shepherds or overseers) and served by deacons. This pattern shows up clearly in the New Testament. Paul told Titus to “appoint elders in every town” (Titus 1:5), and he described the qualities these leaders should have.

			After the apostles died, this structure continued. But over time, changes began to creep in. One of the most significant changes was the rise of a single leader in each congregation who held more authority than the other elders. Ignatius’ letters, for example, speak of “the bishop” as a single leader who oversees the elders and deacons beneath him. Ignatius was describing something that had developed after the deaths of the apostles (and was not practiced in the book of Acts). By the middle of the second century, many churches were being led by a single overseer, or bishop, rather than by a group of elders who shared authority equally.

			This shift happened gradually, and it happened for understandable reasons. When false teachers threatened a congregation, it was easier for one recognized leader to speak with authority than for a committee to debate. When persecution came, churches needed decisive leadership. But the long-term consequences of this change were enormous. The simple, shared leadership of the New Testament slowly gave way to a more centralized system. Over the centuries, this trend would eventually produce the office of the pope. The seeds of that development were planted in this very early period.

			A Faith Worth Dying For

			One of the most remarkable things about the church in this period is that it grew even though being a Christian could get you killed. Rome did not launch a full-scale, organized persecution against Christians during these earliest decades, but local outbreaks of hostility were common. Christians were viewed with suspicion. They refused to worship the Roman gods. They refused to offer incense to the emperor. They met in private, which led to wild rumors about what they were really doing behind closed doors.

			Despite all of this, the church continued to spread. New believers kept coming. Why? Partly because the message of the gospel was compelling on its own terms: forgiveness of sins, the hope of resurrection, and a God who loved ordinary people. Partly because the way Christians lived their lives attracted attention. They cared for the sick. They took in abandoned children. They shared their resources with the poor. They treated each other as family across ethnic and social lines. In a world where life was often brutal and cheap, Christians offered something different.
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