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Christianity Book

Dear Reader:

Baptized a Catholic, raised in Anglican schools in Canada, and having attended Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian, and Episcopal services as an adult, I may have one of the most eclectic Christian backgrounds of anyone I know. I guess I’m just a good example of religious diversity and tolerance in North America today. In fact, my mother jokingly listed me as a Druid in an elementary school roster once and giggled herself all the way to the mailbox. My parents were all about diversity, not to mention humor!

My father, an historian and scholar, may have been my greatest teacher of all things Christianity—after all, he seriously considered becoming a Jesuit in his youth! However, instead of choosing a life in the church, he surrounded himself with Jesuits in some of the finest learning institutions in the country and was certainly one of the best teachers I ever had. It would have been amazing to have had his input while writing The Everything® Christianity Book, but I’m sure he was watching me from his well-deserved seat in heaven. He was the inspiration behind my research.

One thing my father always loved was the ritual of Christian services, the more traditional the better—the incense, a good Latin mass, perhaps a Gregorian chant or two … he loved it all. I’ve noticed through my own Christian experiences that the major differences from service to service are their degrees of formality and ritual. For example, you will not find any incense waved through the pews of a Lutheran service, nor will you see images of Jesus on the cross in a Presbyterian Church. The one thing you will find they all have in common, however, is devotion to Jesus Christ.

Despite all the differences, the years of persecution, burnings, hangings, corruption, and general chaos, Christians in most parts of the world eventually came back to the very thing that united them in the first place—the man and his message.
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Top Ten Protestant Reformers and Reform Movements


	John Wyclif (1328–1384): Led English Bible translation movement.


	John Hus (1369–1415): Critic of Roman Catholic Church practices.


	Martin Luther (1483–1546): Founder of Lutheranism; credited with starting the Protestant movement.


	John Knox (1505–1572): Founder of Presbyterianism.


	John Calvin (1509–1564): Founder of Calvinist movement.


	Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531): Founder of the Anabaptist movement.


	Henry VIII (1491–1547): Established the Church of England.


	William Tyndale (1494–1536): Translated Bible into English.


	John Wesley (1703–1791): Founder of the Methodist movement.


	Charles Wesley (1707–1788): Cofounder of Methodism with brother John Wesley.





Introduction

[image: ] IT IS REALLY QUITE REMARKABLE that a country so diverse with multiethnicities and cultures is capable of maintaining a structure that includes religious tolerance. Americans live in a society of Christians, Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, those of Jewish faith, and many more religions, yet we manage to live in harmony, for the most part. Of course, there are problems that arise—no society is perfect—but overall, in a world where religious warfare is status quo, the United States remains true to the original intention of the colonists. After all, it is the air of religious freedom that inspired the American leaders to write the Declaration of Independence, to which we still adhere.

As you delve into the world of Christianity and the Protestant Reformation in this book, you will not only see why this is true, but you’ll also learn the chronology of events that brought us to this point. It all began with a man named Jesus and a handful of his followers. While most European countries still lean toward one particular faith, the ideal of religious tolerance has taken hold in most portions of Western society. For example, the Church of England still dominates England, but you will also find Methodists, Lutherans, and Presbyterians—just like you do in the United States.

The Protestants and Catholics still struggle with one another in some regions of the world, but great strides have been made to find peaceful solutions. Of course, it will take work, time, and a change of mind-set, but nothing is impossible, as you will learn from the struggles the Christians have faced over the last 2,000 years.

If you look around the world in which you live, you will see Christian influence everywhere. There are churches and cathedrals on almost every street corner, Western governments have established national holidays around the Christian rituals, and we live by a calendar that measures time by “before” and “after” the life of Christ. Some might argue that these are the markers of a noninclusive society—and they are most likely correct—but the more we understand about each other and our various faiths, the more chance we have of keeping the peace. [image: ]
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Chapter 1

Early Christianity

In the sixteenth century, the Christian church went through a religious revolution, or Reformation, from Catholicism to what we now refer to as Protestantism. It was a gradual change with origins often credited to a man named Martin Luther. But in order to understand its effect on the Christian world today, we need to go all the way back to the beginning of Christianity itself.

In the Beginning

The birth of Christianity goes back to the time when Jesus traveled the Middle East region of the world teaching the word of God. Although Jesus has been referred to as “Jesus of Nazareth,” the town of Nazareth was in the green, mountainous region of Galilee, so he was also called a “Galilean.” It is actually in the region of Galilee that Jesus chose to begin his ministry.

Jesus Christ

According to the Bible, Jesus was born to Mary (daughter of Anne and Joachim), who was chosen by God to bear His son. The Bible states that Angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and announced: “You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus” (Luke 1:31, NIV). In a state of grace, Mary accepted God’s will.

Mary was engaged to an older man, the carpenter Joseph. At that time, bearing a child outside of wedlock was considered disgraceful. Joseph considered leaving Mary, but an angel appeared to him to explain that he would be head of a household in which Mary would bear the son of God. And so Joseph too accepted his role.
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 Roman Catholics believe in the doctrine of “Immaculate Conception,” which recognizes that Mary was sinless (or without sin) when she conceived Jesus. Other Christians simply believe that Jesus’ birth was a miracle.



The Roman Empire

Jesus was born during the time of the Roman Empire (about 400 B.C. – A.D. 476), under the rule of the Roman emperors. At least 200 years before he was born, and for at least 200 years after his death, what we know today as Europe, the Middle East, and parts of northern Africa were ruled by the Romans. As the Roman armies swept across the region, they toppled existing cultures and governments by violent means, installing their own societal and governmental influences in their wake. So whatever belief systems existed in many of these areas were buried with their civilizations.

However, this time period was also surprisingly a time of relative peace—a time referred to as “Pax Romana.” The Romans developed cities by establishing water and sewage systems, public baths, and theatres. However, despite the growth and development of the time, there was still a great deal of religious unrest resulting in an outpouring of spiritual prophets. Many considered Jesus to be one of them, but he was not simply a prophet. He was the Son of God, and his influence took hold and became one of the biggest religions of all time.

Christian Influence

Today, it’s hard to imagine what the Western World would be like without the dominating influences of Christianity: We see it in our schools, in our jobs, and even in our politics.

Our calendar year is based on the birth of Jesus; we live in the twenty-first century (which really means twenty-one centuries after the birth of Christ); and to help us put history in comprehensible perspective, we refer to events or dates as being A.D. (anno Domini or “in the year of our Lord”) and B.C. (or “before Christ”).

So if it all started with Jesus, why do we have so many different factions of Christianity today? What does it all mean? Catholic? Protestant? Evangelical? Born Again? How did so many different beliefs come from the humble beginnings of one man and a group of his followers? The only way to make sense of any of it is take a step back into history.
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 Although many refer to Jesus as “Jesus Christ,” Christ wasn’t his last name, but a title. In Hebrew, “The Christ,” means “The Messiah” and serves as the root of the word Christianity. In his time, Jesus would have been referred to as Jesus of Nazareth— the area in which he was raised.



Religion Before Jesus

Human beings have always relied on some sort of belief system to help them understand the world mysteries. It’s hard to believe that the earth is here merely by luck and that we are born, live, and die for no good reason at all. Religion, myth, and legend have always been comforts to help people find answers to questions that would otherwise be unanswered.

While Eastern culture developed many different “universal” belief systems several centuries older than Jesus, Western Civilization did not have a universal religion. Before Jesus, Judaism was the predominant religion in Palestine, which was part of the Roman Empire.

Judaism was also around long before the Romans conquered the region, but Roman leaders did not see the Jewish people as a threat—they chose to keep to themselves and helped maintain law and order within their societies. Besides, if they continued to pay their taxes to the Caesar, the Emperor of Rome, the Romans had no reason to feel they would cause any kind of trouble for the Empire.

The Pagans

The roots of paganism are the fertility cycle of nature and the existence of gods that were reborn every spring. The Greeks, for example, had an entire belief system built on a society of gods that represented different aspects of their culture.
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 What is a pagan?

By dictionary definition, a pagan is a label given to someone who is not Jewish, Muslim, or Christian. However, “paganism” is really a host of various different belief systems based on native societal and cultural rituals and traditions.



Many of the pagan beliefs held to the basic principles that applied to the message of Jesus: the rejection of immorality (sin) and resurrection (rebirth), for example. As word spread of Jesus’ miracles—for example, his ability to feed thousands of hungry people with only five loaves of bread and two fish—so did the intrigue surrounding him. Because he changed lives, people continued to gather around him and listen to his teachings.

Judaism in the Midst of Change

The people of the Jewish faith, who represented about half the population of Palestine (about 1 million) felt threatened by the pagan factions that sprang up all over the region. The Jewish people held onto the voice of their past prophets, predicting that one day God would deliver them from pagan influences by sending a Messiah, who would bring an end to corruption and establish the kingdom of God throughout the world. The evil ones would be condemned and the righteous would spend eternity in paradise. With further influence of foreign lords and pagan practice, it was time for the Messiah to arrive.

Politics and Jewish Factions

It’s important to understand the society in which Jesus lived in order to realize the magnitude of what he started and his followers continued. At that time, Jewish society was divided into several different political and religious factions, and the one thing these groups had in common was their dislike of the Romans.

Here is a list of the various Jewish power factions:


	The Pharisees: A group of staunchly restrictive Jewish leaders.


	The Sadducees: A conservative political group that represented the aristocracy of the Jewish society.


	The Zealots: A group that believed in armed conflict against the Romans.


	The Essenes: A group that was neither politically active nor violent, but that took to the wilderness to study religious writings.




Jesus and His Apostles

Jesus was Jewish—he was raised in the Jewish tradition under Jewish law. Together with a group of his disciples (students), Jesus traveled the region of Palestine to spread the word of God. At a time when people suffered spiritual suppression and craved religious leadership and guidance, Jesus offered them hope of salvation and renewed faith. The message he projected was one that the people desperately needed to hear.
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The word “apostle” comes from the Greek word “apostello,” which means “to dispatch.” Another Greek word, “apostolos,” means “one who is dispatched” or entrusted with a mission— a sort of ancient-day ambassador.



The Message

Jesus’ message had come from Jewish roots, but it was also new, because he preached “a new and living way” (Hebrews 10:20, NIV). He taught the people the word of God, which would lead them to salvation, and that God wanted them to live their lives in goodness, love, and simplicity—which is more important than living life according to laws made by powerful politicians.

The Followers

To help him spread his message, Jesus chose twelve friends to be his closest disciples (also called “apostles” or “followers”). However, he also had many other disciples who set off ahead of Jesus on his travels to help prepare his way.

Here is a list of Jesus’ twelve apostles:


	Simon: From Bethsaida; Jesus gave him the name of Peter (Greek) or Cephas (Aramaic), both of which mean “rock”; he is often considered the leader of the twelve.


	Andrew: From Bethsaida; Simon Peter’s brother; he and John were the first disciples Jesus called.


	James (son of Zebedee): John’s brother; he was killed in A.D. 44 by Herod Agrippa I and is considered the first apostle to die as a martyr.


	John (son of Zebedee): James’ brother; one of the closest friends of Jesus; the author of the Gospel of John.


	Philip: From Bethsaida, as Peter and Andrew.


	Matthew: The tax collector; also known as Levi; the author of the Gospel of Matthew.


	Thomas: He has the nickname “Doubting Thomas” because he wanted to actually see and touch Jesus’ scarred body after his resurrection; Didymus is the Greek version of his name.


	Bartholomew: From Cana; one of the disciples to whom Jesus appeared at the Sea of Tiberias after his resurrection.


	James (son of Alphaeus): He is also known as James the Younger, or James the Less; the author of John’s epistle.


	Thaddeus: Also known as “Judas, the brother of James.”


	Simon: Also known as the Zealot; evangelized Persia and Ethiopia.


	Judas Iscariot: The only disciple not from Galilee; the one who betrayed Jesus and then committed suicide after Jesus was condemned to die.




The Miracles

Christians believe that one of the reasons the message of Jesus was so powerful, spread so quickly, and had such a lasting and profound impact has to do with word of mouth and the witnessing of miracles. In his day, many people believed Jesus was the Messiah—the Savior who came to save the Jews as predicted in the Old Testament. Later Christians found even more answers to the miracles he performed by the belief in the Trinity, the idea that the Godhead is a three-in-one entity: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

But what did Jesus do that made people think he was a divine being? The miracles are almost too many to count, and some of them have become so much a part of our culture that they are instilled in our language. For example, where did we get the expression: “to walk on water,” which has become a metaphor meaning that a person is some kind of exceptional human being?

Well, Jesus is believed to have truly walked on water, and this is how the story goes: Jesus was separated from his apostles when he went to a mountain to pray. When he finished praying, Jesus headed for the sea where he saw the apostles in a boat. He began to walk to them across the water. The apostles thought he was a ghost at first, but Jesus calmed them down and told them to not be afraid. The apostles had faith in his words, and Jesus joined them in their boat.

The bigger message in this story is that walking on water was Jesus’ way of helping the apostles keep their faith in him. Although it is impossible for a human being to walk on water, by performing the seemingly impossible, Jesus demonstrated that placing your faith in God means anything is possible. If the apostles let him into the boat, it was because they had faith that it was really Jesus and not a ghost that was walking toward them.

In another story, Jesus is believed to have fed 5,000 hungry people with just five loaves of bread and two fish, and, afterward, there were enough leftovers to fill twelve baskets. Here, Jesus once again showed that with faith in God, anything is possible. The food is actually a symbol of spiritual enrichment. Receiving Jesus’ spiritual message and accepting knowledge are all food for the soul.

The Parables

The Bible is a teaching tool. It explains to Christians how the world began and answers questions about life’s greatest mysteries. How does it do this? Quite simply: through the telling of stories, which enables a spiritual truth to be more easily understood. Here’s an example from the Gospel of Matthew 13:31–32 (RVNS):


“He put before them another parable: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches.’”



What is Jesus saying? What is this mustard seed to which he refers? How is God’s kingdom like a mustard seed? Well, you can interpret it however you want, but most theologians believe Jesus’ message is that faith begins as the smallest seed in the hearts of human beings. When the seed is sown and nurtured, it grows into something bigger, stronger, and more beautiful. To sow the seed is to accept the word of God, which in turn will transform the person from within in the same way that the seed is transformed into a plant or a tree.

This is just one example of how Jesus spread his message. There are parables like this one throughout the New Testament of the Bible—stories told by Jesus and repeated in the scripture that still hold great meaning for Christians today.

Politics and Religion

Jesus’ message touched the hearts of the masses, and stories of his healing powers spread through the region like a brush fire. Although the presence of the Messiah brought hope to the people, it also brought fear to the ruling Jewish factions. Jesus had become too powerful—too influential—and as result threatened the status quo. Additionally, he seemed to undermine the Jewish faith by violating Sabbath laws and denouncing the validity of other governmental laws. This obviously made the Pharisees and the Sadducees very nervous, especially since undermining the Jewish laws was considered a direct threat, not only to the religion itself, but also to the political bodies that set and enforced them. As a result, the Sadducees and Pharisees formed an alliance against Jesus, and they called for his arrest, trial, and execution.

The Betrayal and the Trial

Ironically, the Sadducees and Pharisees found the way to Jesus through one of his apostles, Judas Iscariot. There are many stories as to why Judas betrayed Jesus, but most distill it down to one fact: He was greedy. According to the Bible, Judas was paid “thirty pieces of silver” to turn in his friend to the authorities in what would become one of the most legendary betrayals of all time.
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Many Roman leaders let the Jewish people take care of their own, which is why Pontius Pilate was in the picture to begin with. The Romans gave Pilate control over the fate of Jesus and, fearful of the pressure from Rome, Pilate turned Jesus over to the soldiers for crucifixion.



Jesus was arrested quietly for fear of riots and was put on trial as a traitor to Rome. It was Pontius Pilate, a Roman governor, who tried him. When the word had spread that Jesus had been arrested, Pilate was afraid of the masses that gathered outside the palace fortress. Pontius Pilate did not believe Jesus had done anything wrong, but in an effort to appease Caesar, he ordered him flogged and then put to death by crucifixion.

The Last Supper

The night before his arrest, Jesus shared a meal with the twelve apostles—an event that has come to be known as “The Last Supper.” At this meal, Jesus told his followers to drink the wine and eat the bread (some Christians interpret these as actually being or representing his blood and his flesh): “Do this for the remembrance of me,” he said. This event is known today as “the new covenant” and is one of the things that set one Christian branch apart from another after the Reformation. The tradition of taking “communion” became one of the first sacraments of the Catholic Church, and the ritual of taking the bread and wine at the altar would come to be known under many names, including the “Holy Eucharist.”
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 Did Jesus mean the wine and bread should be actually transformed into his blood and flesh?

The answer depends on to which branch of Christianity one ascribes. The ritual known as “transubstantiation” is still enacted in Christian churches today, but the actual meaning of the holy rite would become an issue during the period of the Reformation.



Jesus Is Crucified

Jesus was crucified on the cross on a hill outside of Jerusalem. Over his head, the Romans inscribed the letters “INRI” (Latin translation: “Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum”) meaning “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.” Since Jesus was still seen as the leader of a Judaic sect, the inscription on the cross was to serve as a warning to the Jewish people and any potential future “trouble-makers.”

In the days that followed Jesus’ death, hopelessness seemed to prevail among his followers, with the lingering question: How could Jesus be the Messiah? He was gone and the people still lived under the same Jewish leaders in the same Roman Empire.

Resurrection and the Pentecost

Hope was renewed as rumors started to spread that Jesus had risen from the dead. His tomb was empty and several people reported that they had seen him, which was enough proof to the followers that Jesus was divine and that he truly had been sent by God to redeem his people.
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Mary Magdalene, a friend and follower of Jesus, was the first to see him after he had been resurrected. It is a tale told in all the Bible gospels, and here is one version from the Gospel according to John, Chapter 20: “ … she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?’ …” (John 20:14–15, NRSV).



Mass Conversion

As the apostles celebrated the Jewish Feast of Weeks (known as Shavuot in Hebrew and Pentecost in Greek), the Holy Spirit came down upon them and the apostle Peter announced the resurrection of Jesus to a huge crowd, claiming it was prophesied in the Old Testament. Having received a message from Jesus, the apostles told the people to go and be baptized in the name of the Holy Spirit. So in about A.D. 33, over three thousand people were baptized—an event that is considered the start of the Christian Church and celebrated by some Christians during Pentecost.

Following in Jesus’ Footsteps

After Jesus’ death, the apostles continued to spread the word of Christ—the Messiah—calling him their Lord and their Savior. Jesus had been sent to the people to spread God’s word of love and redemption, and was then sacrificed to save the souls of all people. Those who would believe in him, accept his message, and be baptized in Christ would be redeemed and their souls would spend eternity in paradise. [image: ]
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Chapter 2

The Early Years of the Catholic Church

As you’ve learned so far, Christianity began as a branch of Judaism that spread quite rapidly to pagans and Gentiles in highly tumultuous times. When Jesus was crucified, he left behind a host of followers, who continued his work by traveling vast regions and spreading the news of his life and resurrection.

The Spread of Christianity

It would be impossible to talk about the growth of Christianity without mentioning the apostle Paul, who was not one of the original apostles. In fact, Paul was an outspoken opponent of Jesus’ teachings at first, both during Jesus’ life and after his death. It is then a surprise that Paul became a vigilant missionary after he was strangely blinded on the road to Damascus. According to the Bible, the Holy Spirit visited Paul and returned his sight, which then led Paul, as a new convert, to spread the message of Jesus and establish Christianity throughout the world—at least the parts he could reach in a lifetime.

Paul’s Mission

Paul became the perfect ambassador for Christianity and was able to bridge the gap among Jews, Romans, and Greeks. He had been raised strictly in Judaism; he spoke fluent Greek; and he was a Roman citizen. He was also educated in Greek literature and thought and could, therefore, express the doctrines and teachings of Jesus to the Gentiles. As a Roman citizen, he had certain freedoms that allowed him to travel and continue the work that Jesus began. Paul managed to bring his message to areas of the world that Jesus never reached, such as Turkey (then known as Asia Minor) and Greece.

According to the scriptures, in particular the Book of Acts in the New Testament, Paul made three major trips during his life:


	Palestine and Antioch (Syria)


	Thessalonica (ancient Macedonia)


	Philippi and then on to Corinth and Turkey (Asia Minor)




However, it wasn’t long before authorities caught on to Paul and his continuing Christian teaching. Upon his return to Jerusalem, after he opened a church in Ephesus (a city in the country we now call Turkey), Jewish authorities arrested Paul, fearing an uprising of Jesus’ followers and the possible undermining of Judaism. Paul appealed his case to Rome, where he spent the rest of his life awaiting trial. In A.D. 64, Emperor Nero decided to eradicate the Christians from Rome, and Paul was never seen or heard from again.

New Christian Ground

After the fall of Jerusalem to the Romans (about A.D. 70), the seat of the Christian faith was forced to find new ground. By that time, Christianity had gathered thousands of followers and was powerful enough that finding a new home did not take very long. The second home of the Christian faith became, not surprisingly, Antioch in Syria, where Paul had spent a good amount of time preaching. It seemed the most likely place for the new church home, but it didn’t stop there.
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On his travels, Paul managed to convert many Gentiles to the teachings of Jesus Christ and during his third trip, he wrote his famous letter to the Thessalonians, which later became a book in the New Testament.



Paul Leaves His Mark

Christianity found its way to India and northern Africa, as Paul made his way to Italy and Spain. By the end of the fourth century—400 years after the birth of Jesus, there were about 500,000 people living in Antioch and half the population was Christian. By the middle of the third century, there were 30,000 Christians living in Rome.

However, Christianity did not spread as quickly to the West as it did to the East. France (or Gaul as it was known then) only had one known church, based in Lyon, by the middle of the first century, and there were only a few churches in Spain, despite Paul’s work.

The New Testament

When Paul got word of newly formed churches that were struggling with certain Christian issues, he wrote many letters to explain the various teachings of Jesus Christ. In an effort to spread the word of God, the Christian leaders often struggled with putting the ideas into effect in a way that everyone could understand. Paul’s letters—combined with the writings of apostles Peter, James, John, and Jude, as well as the books written by Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John (the Gospels)—formed the foundation of the new Christian Bible.
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The word “Bible” actually means “book.” It is a French word that originates from the Latin world “biblia” and the Greek word “biblios.”



Letters and Unity

There were at least thirteen letters, which were highly valued and passed around for about 150 years after they were written. Paul’s letters, along with the four Gospels and other writings, served as highlights to the Old Testament, and were eventually compiled into the New Testament. Christian leaders passed the letters from region to region, using them as preaching tools in an attempt to form a church with universal beliefs and laws—the beginning of Christian unity. The writings of the apostles were passed around so much after the death of Christ that it wasn’t until the end of the first century that the books and letters of the New Testament were completed.
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 What did they use for writing material in these times?

The most commonly used “paper” was papyrus, which came from the papyrus plant, an expensive product that only the rich could afford—but then again, only the rich could read and write, anyway. The papyrus plant grew in regions of Syria and Egypt and was shipped throughout the Middle East via the Syrian port of Byblos.



Some believe that it would not have been possible to finish the writings because the early Christian followers were awaiting Christ’s second coming, which is prophesied in the Old Testament. As time went by, however, and Christians realized that the second coming might not be imminent, they completed the writings of the New Testament.

Combined Written Works

The word “gospel” in Greek means “good news,” and the good news of Jesus Christ was depicted by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in their various accounts of the life and work of the Messiah. Each story takes a different perspective. Mark wrote of the persecution of Christ; Matthew explained that Jesus was the Messiah and was here to fulfill Jewish prophecies as indicated in the Old Testament. The gospel according to Luke expressed the good news that Jesus, the Savior, does not discriminate against any group of people—especially race and class; and John’s gospel explained the divinity of Jesus—perhaps the hardest concept for people to grasp.
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The first time the term “Catholic” was used in relation to Christianity was by Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch. The bishop said, “Wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church.” He used the word “catholic” with its original connotation in mind, meaning “universal.” The term caught on, and by the end of the second century, the Christian Church was referred to as the Catholic Church.



In the ever-increasing desire to establish Christian unity, several different meetings were held and the scripture changed several times over the centuries. By A.D. 100, there was no definitive scripture—church leaders studied from the various writings of the apostles; by A.D. 200, there were more writings added, and the New Testament began to take shape. Finally by the fifth century, meetings of Christian bishops were held in Carthage and the New Testament was fixed for the West. The result of the Carthage meetings was the agreement that twenty-seven books were to be proclaimed the Christian “Scripture.”

Canonization of the Scriptures

In an effort toward unity, church leaders worked furiously to define Christianity in terms of scripture, but it was not an easy road. With Gnosticism and other schools of thought springing up on the church’s doorstep, the fate of Christianity was in the hands of its argumentative leaders. How did Christian leaders determine which writings would make up the new scriptures (i.e., the New Testament)? They could not fully rely on the books of the Old Testament if the Messiah had already come and gone, so they needed a scripture. There were many church councils held over the early centuries of Christianity to try to put the issue to rest, but the books and writing that were accepted changed repeatedly over a 400-year span.
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After Jesus’ death, the Christians had relied on about twenty writings: the Four Gospels, the Book of Acts, Paul’s thirteen letters, First Letter from Peter, First Letter from John, and John’s Revelation.



By the late fifth century, twenty-seven books were finally accepted as part of the New Testament, including: Paul’s letters; the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John; the Book of Acts; and Revelation.

The Major Canonization Councils were:


	The Council of Laodicea (about A.D. 363): All books of the New Testament were accepted, except the Book of Revelation.


	The Council of Carthage (A.D. 397): This council was chaired by Augustine, an early church leader and theologian. All twenty-seven books were accepted at the council.


	The Council of Hippo (A.D. 490): This council validated the decision of the Council of Carthage.




The decision-making process was not easy. There were arguments that took over a century to work out. The debate over the texts fell into two categories: the homolegoumena—those in favor of the texts—and antilegoumena—those against them.

The Foundation of Christian Thought

The formation of the New Testament may have been the final step in the division of Christianity from Judaism. After all, the New Testament is based on the belief that the Messiah had come and that He was Jesus of Nazareth. Those who didn’t believe that the Messiah had arrived were bound to the Old Testament. The Christians, therefore, faced two choices: to remain a sect of Judaism or to define Christianity as a separate religion. By combining the writings of the founders of the religion, they were able to define themselves, and as a result separated from Judaism.

Christians Versus Pagans

In the early days of Christianity, there was a certain purity in the acts of Christ’s followers. In the absence of Jesus himself, Christians took over his good works of helping the sick and feeding the poor. Because they practiced a new religion, their ways were seen as odd, and they were forced to disassociate from mainstream pagan society in order to practice their beliefs. As a result, even as word of their good deeds spread, so did fear. The pagans considered Christians to be atheists and, therefore, a direct threat to pagan worship.
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Christians negated the importance of pagan worship by virtue of their own belief in monotheism (the belief in one god). The pagans’ worship was based on polytheism (the belief in many gods/goddesses).



The unconverted pagan worshippers felt that Christianity was an enemy. Not only did such a sentiment breed fear, but it also caused a great deal of social animosity between the two groups. A Christian, for example, could not attend a pagan feast—and an unaccepted invitation was considered rude. The Christians wanted to set their own standards of living in accordance with their own beliefs, which meant they had to ignore certain social and economic ways of life that had previously been the norm. This was just the beginning of the widespread hatred of Christians to come.

Persecution

The Romans set out on a fierce mission to eradicate Christianity, since it was a threat to their pagan belief system. Christianity was growing and was a direct threat to Rome and its emperor. The Christians did not recognize the emperor as a deity and didn’t acknowledge more than one god—meaning they were not obeying the laws of the Roman Empire.
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The Holy Trinity is the Christian belief that God is three-in-one (three “persons” in one): The Father, The Son, and the Holy Spirit. The Trinity can be understood in this way: “The Father” indicates the personal relationships Christians can have with God; “The Son” represents the human (flesh and blood) aspect of God through His Son, Jesus Christ; and the “Holy Spirit” represents the divine aspects of the deity.



Rome in Flames

In A.D. 64, Rome burned to the ground, and some speculated that Emperor Nero had set the fire himself. In an effort to divert the allegations from himself, Nero used the growing fear of the Christians. He blamed the Christians for setting the fire to destroy the Roman way of life, and this marked the beginning of Christian persecution. Christians were arrested, tortured, and murdered in hideous ways.

It is believed that Peter and Paul were both executed during this time of Christian persecution. It is said that Peter was crucified, but he demanded to hang on the cross upside-down because he was not worthy of dying by the same means as Jesus. Since Paul was a Roman, he is believed to have been beheaded rather than crucified. This may have been the worst era of Christian persecution. There were times later in history when the Christians were left alone, but the threat of another onslaught of persecution was continuously present.

The Early Heretics

The writings that eventually culminated in the New Testament were critical to Christian unity. As the Christians struggled to put together the foundation of Christian thought and avoid the sword of persecution, there were plenty of false documents floating around Christian societies. The mission of the Gospel writers was to formulate one Christian message—that Jesus came to the people “in the flesh” but was a divine being—a holy spirit. In so doing, the apostles condemned all false news that tried to impose Jewish and/or Roman legal requirements.

Fighting False Gospels

The four Gospels of the New Testament were written to define the terms of Christianity and to dispel any false depictions of Christ. John may have had the toughest job in his Gospel, because he had to convince believers who upheld two different schools of thought.
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A Jewish-Christian sect, the Ebionites, was amongst those who believed that Jesus was a mere man and was made the Messiah by his acts, while Docetism became the philosophy that Jesus appeared in the image of man but was not flesh. In a way, these two groups were the earliest Christian heretics. The root of the word “docetism” comes from the Greek verb: “to seem.”



There were those who thought of Jesus as having come to earth as God, in the image of man, but not actually as a human being with flesh and blood. Part of the Christian thought was the miracle that not only was Christ a flesh-and-blood man, he was also a holy spirit. As an explanation, John wrote of the crucifixion. Even in the Catholic Church today, the depiction of Christ’s bloody wounds and the pain he endured while he died on the cross are critical to outline this point of view.

There were others who believed that Jesus was just a man and that by virtue of his work on earth, he became the Messiah. John had to dispel this notion as well.

The Gnostics

Of all the break-away Christian factions in the early years, Gnosticism may have had the biggest effect on the development of church scriptures. The Gnostics believed that Jesus was divine and not made of flesh. In fact, the Gnostics believed that Jesus, as a divine being, could not be made of anything as base as matter. Matter was evil to a Gnostic and therefore could have nothing to do with God.
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 If the Gnostics didn’t believe in matter, then how could they explain their own existence?
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