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Preface






THE FIRST EDITION of Williston Walker’s A History of the Christian Church, published in 1918, quickly became a standard, highly serviceable textbook. Walker, professor of ecclesiastical history at Yale University, achieved a rare combination of directness, competence, and balance in this work, which became an unparalleled success as a basic one-volume treatment of church history from the first to the twentieth century. After forty years, its usefulness in providing a concise coverage of the sweep of Christian history was still widely recognized. Hence, when the second (1959) edition of the work was undertaken, the aim of the revisers, Cyril C. Richardson, Wilhelm Pauck, and Robert T. Handy of Union Theological Seminary in New York, was primarily to revise those parts where some errors of fact had come to light or where the interpretation had become seriously out of date, and to do a more thorough reworking of the section on modern Christianity, where much research had been done since Walker’s time. The third (1970) edition was little changed except for additions to take account of important developments of the 1960s, with particular reference to the Second Vatican Council and the spread of the ecumenical movement.


Since then, continuing historical research and methodological changes have led to important new discoveries and to fresh interpretations of the earlier periods, necessitating a much more thorough revision. This fourth edition undertakes this. The basic outline of Walker’s original text, previously modified only for the last period, has proved to be sound, and with some emendations has been generally followed again, but there has been extensive reconception, recasting, and rewriting of the content of many sections, incorporating the result of recent scholarly work in these areas. The work was divided as follows: Professor Norris has rewritten the sections from the beginning through the early Middle Ages (Periods I-IV). Professor Lotz has recast and extensively rewritten the sections treating the later Middle Ages and the Reformation (Periods V-VI). Professor Handy has further edited the sections covering the years from Puritanism to the present (Period VII). Cross references in the text are indicated by citing the appropriate period and chapter numbers in parentheses. For example, “(see I:2)” refers the reader to period one, chapter two. For the reader’s convenience, period and chapter numbers run along the top of right-hand pages in the book. The bibliography has been redesigned; following a listing of selected general works, attention is focused on the seven main periods of the text. It is our hope that our labors wil perpetuate and add to Walker’s original achievement in his revised and considerably rewritten work.


RICHARD A. NORRIS


DAVID W. LOTZ


ROBERT T. HANDY


Union Theological Seminary, New York


September 1984





Preface to the Third Edition






A NUMBER of significant events in church history took place in the 1960’s. Therefore, though it was not advisable fully to revise this useful volume again so soon after the thorough revision of 1959, it was decided to make some changes in the latter part of the book, to add an additional chapter, and to update the bibliographical suggestions. It is instructive to observe how much of the history that is recounted in this long-standard work has been reconsidered again in the epoch-making deliberations and actions of the Second Vatican Council and the Third and Fourth Assemblies of the World Council of Churches.


ROBERT T. HANDY


Union Theological Seminary


September 1969





Revisers’ Preface






FOR NEARLY half a century Walker’s History of the Christian Church has been a standard textbook. It was written by a scholar of ripe learning, who profited especially from the rich fruits of German historical scholarship in the later 19th and early 20th centuries. Its rare combination of clarity, compactness and balance has been responsible for its unparalleled success. Moreover, despite the advances made in historical scholarship, the main text of Walker has held up remarkably well. Nevertheless, sections have inevitably become out of date, and especially in the later portions has extensive rewriting been necessary. It has been the aim of the revisers to retain the main structure of the original, and only to revise those parts where there were errors of fact or where the intepretation was seriously questionable. Occasionally sections have been added to introduce a better balance or to take note of modern discoveries. In the modern period a more radical reworking of the material has been necessary in order to bring the text up to date.


The division of labor between the revisers has been as follows: Professor Richardson has been responsible for the work to the early Middle Ages (pp. 1–215), Professor Pauck through the Reformation (pp. 219–401), and Professor Handy from Puritanism to the Modern Day (pp. 402–545). Grateful thanks are due Dr. Edward R. Hardy of the Berkeley Divinity School, New Haven, for his scholarly help on the section dealing with the Greek Orthodox Church. It is our hope that by bringing the text up to date we have added to its usefulness and so prolonged the life of a worthy and popular volume.


CYRIL C. RICHARDSON


WILHELM PAUCK


ROBERT T. HANDY


Union Theological Seminary


September 1958








Period I









FROM THE BEGINNINGS TO THE GNOSTIC CRISIS






Chapter 1






The General Situation


AT THE BIRTH OF CHRIST, the lands which surrounded the Mediterranean Sea were under the political control of Rome, whose empire embraced not only the coastal territories but their hinterlands as well. Bounded by the ocean and by the Rhine and Danube rivers to the north of the Mediterranean, it encompassed North Africa and Egypt and stretched in the East to the borders of Armenia and of the Persian Empire.


In the century and a half before the appearance of Christianity, the sway of the Senate and People of Rome was extended from Italy to include not merely Gaul, Spain, and North Africa in the West, but also, in the East, the Hellenistic monarchies which had succeeded to the empire of Alexander the Great. This time of expansion coincided with an era of growing conflict and instability in the social and political life of the Roman republic. The assassination (44 B.C.) of Julius Caesar, carried out by a party which feared his subversion of traditional republican institutions, was followed by civil wars which affected all parts of the territories ruled by Rome. It was generally with relief and hope, therefore, that people greeted the final triumph of Octavian, Caesar’s nephew and adopted son, whose task it became to reconstitute the Roman state and to reform the administration of its provinces. Preserving the form of republican institutions, Augustus (as Octavian was officially and reverently named in 27 B.C. by the Senate) eventually concentrated all effective power (imperium) in his own hands, receiving lifetime status as tribune of the people and then as consul, with the title “leading citizen” (princeps). Acting with this authority, he brought order to the government of the provinces and relative peace to the whole of the Mediterranean world.


The imperial system which Augustus thus established embraced peoples of many languages and cultures. In most regions of the empire, the basic political and social unit was—or came to be—the polis, a term commonly but inadequately translated into English as “city.” This was a corporation of citizens tending the affairs of a modest territory whose heart was an urban center of greater or smaller size. Under Roman aegis, such civic corporations—which were ruled oligarchically for the most part—were responsible for their own local affairs as well as for the taxes which supported the imperial establishment and its armies. Each city thus provided for the worship of the god or gods who were its patrons, for the administration of justice, and for the welfare of its citizens and other residents. Each was a focus of local pride, with its economic roots in the surrounding countryside.


Put together as it was out of a multitude of ethnic, cultural, and religious groupings, the empire was held together by a common political allegiance, by economic and commercial interdependence, and by a shared higher culture. Politically, everything depended upon Rome, its emperor, and its armies, both for the maintenance of internal order and for the protection of the outer frontiers of Mediterranean civilization, where most of the legions were stationed. Within the empire, the principal source of wealth was the land and its products, and agriculture was the chief industry. Communities distant from the Mediterranean and its tributary rivers lived for the most part on local produce, but the cities of the seacoast—and especially great cosmopolitan centers like Rome—were dependent on a lively trade in the staples of life: grain, wine, and olives. North African grain fed the population of Rome as, at a later period, Egyptian grain transported from the seaport of Alexandria sustained the inhabitants of Constantinople. Italy itself was a center of viniculture, and its wines were exported extensively. The Mediterranean cities, then, which were the core of the empire, were increasingly bound together in a nexus of commercial relationships.


The unity and cohesion of the empire, however, depended also upon the existence of a common higher culture—the “Hellenistic” culture which grew up in the wake of the conquests of Alexander the Great (356–323 B.C.), as Greek language, education, and civic institutions were diffused through the eastern Mediterranean world. Even Rome, in the century and a half before the birth of Christ, became a cultural and intellectual tributary of the Greek tradition. As Greek became the daily speech of city-dwellers in the East, it also became a normal second language for educated persons in the West, where Latin was the common tongue. Other languages—Aramaic, Coptic, Punic—by no means disappeared, but they tended more and more to become languages of the uneducated and of the rural population. In this way, Greek science, Greek religious philosophy, and Greek art and literature enriched and were enriched by other traditions and created the possibility of a shared world of cultural and religious values for the urban civilization of the Mediterranean area.


In this complex, variegated, and remarkably sophisticated world, religious concerns, beliefs, and practices were central in the lives both of individuals and of communities. At the same time, however, the religious currents of the time were diverse. To speak in general terms, one can distinguish three broad categories of religious belief and observance. First, there was the traditional religion of the family and community gods—what one might call the “civic religion” of the Roman-Hellenistic world. Second, there were the so-called “mystery cults.” These were for the most part oriental cults which had their mythic roots in local fertility rites, but which, in the cosmopolitan world of the Greek-speaking empire, underwent a transformation and became voluntary brotherhoods which offered their initiates salvation from the trammels of Fate and Fortune. Finally, there was the way of life which sought human fulfillment and blessedness through the pursuit and practice of philosophical wisdom: a wisdom founded upon criticism of the traditional gods of the Greek pantheon, but capable, as time went on, of offering a “demythologized” version of traditional religion. In practice, these different styles of religion coexisted peacefully, and some individuals were, to one degree or another, involved in all three of them. They responded, however, to different needs, and to some extent they presupposed differing perceptions of the human situation.


On one matter, however, the various types of religion were at one. People in the Roman world were acquiring—had, indeed, for the most part already acquired—a new picture of the cosmos. Gone was the flat earth and overarching heaven of ancient myth. Educated and half-educated persons alike now saw the earth as a sphere set motionless at the center of things. Around it in their orbits moved the seven planetary spheres, and around this whole system moved “the heaven,” the realm of the fixed stars. To the ancients, however, this cosmos was no mere machine. They perceived it rather as an ensouled—that is, a living—thing, in which orderly change and motion were maintained by divine Mind. The world was pervaded by life, and the gods who inhabited the heaven and the planetary spheres were the manifestations or representatives of the ultimate divine Power which extended to all things, even to affairs in that sector of the cosmos—earth—which was farthest removed from the divine realm.


Traditional religion in the Roman-Hellenistic world was a public and social affair, an affair of family and community. Since human well-being depended at every moment on the good will of the gods, the cosmic powers, religion sought their help for the common concerns of life: the growing of crops, the conduct of business, the difficult enterprises of war and diplomacy. Its rites were age-old and traditional, seldom rationalized, and conducted by the normal leaders of the community: the head of the family or the elected magistrates of the city. It used divination, dream, and oracle to seek the will of the powers; it used prayer and sacrifice to gain their alliance.


It is in the setting of such traditional religion that one must understand the phenomenon of emperor worship or worship of the state that grew up in the Roman Empire. The triumphs of Roman arms and the benefits which the imperial order conferred on the Mediterranean world convinced the Romans themselves, and most of their subject peoples too, that Roman power was a manifestation of the power of the gods—that Rome had a divine mission. Augustus himself, conscious that the imperial city’s destiny could only be fulfilled if she maintained her covenant with the gods, undertook a revival of traditional religion. Furthermore, just as he erected an altar to the goddess Peace in the Senate-House in Rome, so he followed earlier eastern precedent by encouraging a cult of the goddess Roma—the divine power manifested in the conquering and ordering work of the Roman state. A similar outlook lay behind the establishment and growth of the cult of the divine emperor—whose actual origins lay in the East and not in Rome itself. When first permitted in Italy, this cult took the relatively modest form of veneration of the “genius” of the emperor (that is, of the divine alter ego of the human ruler), or else of the “deification” of an emperor after death. Roman sensibilities did not originally permit the declaration that an ordinary human being was himself a god; only an acknowledged madman like Caligula (37–41 A.D.) could have taken such a step. In the provinces, however, and especially in the East, such restraint was less common. There, following age-old custom, worship was offered to the emperor in his own person as a living manifestation of the divine. This cult evoked no deep personal piety, widespread and carefully organized as it eventually was; it belonged to the realm of formal civic religion, and its role, as people generally recognized, was political. It did, however, represent a real conviction: that the basis of political order lay in the divine realm.


This traditional religion, however, was in many if not most cases irrelevant to personal needs and longings. Its rites, carefully maintained as they were, were impersonal, and its concern was with public order and public welfare. Hence the ordinary people of the cities turned to other religious cults to achieve personal security, prosperity, and a sense of having a place and a positive destiny in a confusing and impersonal world.


The cosmos as these folk experienced it was not a perfectly ordered and harmonious whole. The earth of their experience was far removed from the blessed realm of the gods. It was the realm of chance and necessity, and one in which demonic powers, whose territory was the lower region between Earth and Moon, worked their unpredictable will. Much popular religion, therefore, was concerned with understanding and control of the nonhuman powers which—often capriciously, it seemed—ruled human life. The practice of magic—the use of charms, spells, and amulets—was rife. There was also a great vogue of astrology, imported in Hellenistic times from Babylonia and diffused throughout the Mediterranean world. To consult the stars was to gain some insight into one’s destiny. It was also to confess that one’s destiny was in the hands of alien forces.


It is this situation which makes the popularity of the mystery cults comprehensible. These, as we have seen, were oriental “nature religions” which, in Hellenistic times, were diffused through the Mediterranean world as religions of salvation. The most popular of them were the cults of the Great Mother, which originated in Asia Minor; of Isis and Serapis, which derived from Egypt; and of Mithras, which spread at a later time from Persia. Rome originally viewed such religions with suspicion. They involved enthusiastic, even orgiastic, rites which seemed inconsistent with public decorum and morality. Nevertheless, it was the Roman authorities themselves who, at a time of crisis in the wars against Carthage, had introduced the worship of the Great Mother (suitably cleansed of its excesses) within the sacred enclosure of the Roman gods (204 B.C.); and by 80 B.C., the cult of Isis was established in the vicinity of Rome, though it endured long governmental opposition. In time, these cults were accepted even in the West as a normal element in the religious life of populace and rulers alike.


What did they offer? For one thing, they offered, in their rites of initiation and in worship, an experience of the Divine which touched and evoked deep emotions of awe, wonder, and gratitude. The initiates of these secret mysteries “saw” the god and entered into fellowship with a divine being who had reached out to care for them. At the same time, these cults offered the gift of a blessed immortality in fellowship with the gods. Rooted as they generally were in the myth of a dying and rising god, they provided an experience of rebirth to a new quality of life. The initiate, become a sharer in the life of the god, was raised above the earthly realm controlled by fate and chance and so was liberated for the immortality proper to those who enjoy fellowship with the Divine. The mystery cults, then, were religions of salvation which both drew and fed on a sense of the transcendent.


A third way which people could follow in their search for a fulfilled and happy life was the way of philosophical wisdom. In the Roman-Hellenistic era, “philosophy” was not the name of an academic discipline concerned with a special range of abstract questions. Rather, it denoted the quest for an understanding of the cosmos and of the place of humanity within it—an understanding which was achieved only by participation in a certain way of life and which issued in happiness or beatitude. The philosopher’s vocation, then, was not for everyone. It entailed a life of intellectual and moral discipline which only the few could pursue. On the other hand, the pictures of the world and of the human situation which philosophy evolved had a way of turning into commonplaces of popular religion and morality. In the end, philosophy provided the framework of understanding which made sense of the myths and rituals of religion.


The origin of the Roman-Hellenistic philosophical schools is found in the fourth century before Christ, in the movement of inquiry and speculation stimulated by the teaching of Socrates at Athens. This movement had its first great leader in Plato (d. 347 B.C.), whose ideas were communicated in popular form in his series of dialogues. The Academy which he founded—and which was finally closed only in 529 by the Christian emperor Justinian—was the first of the great “schools” of Hellenistic philosophy. Plato’s pupil Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) broke away from the Academy after Plato’s death and became the founder of the Peripatetic school, but the influence of Aristotle’s teaching was most strongly felt in the Christian era, after the republication of his scientific and philosophical works in the first century B.C. Subsequently, there appeared the school of Epicurus (342–270 B.C.) and that of the Stoics, so named from the Porch (stōa), a public hall in Athens where its founder, Zeno (d. ca. 264 B.C.), originally taught. Each of these schools became, in effect, a continuing brotherhood which expounded and developed its founder’s teachings. The differences among them involved a wide range of issues: epistemology, cosmology, and theology as well as ethics. The focal problem which was debated in the Hellenistic age, however, was that of the nature of the “happy” or fulfilled human life.


The school of Epicurus taught that pleasure—in the negative sense of absence of mental disturbance (ataraxia)—was the highest human good. The good life is the life which maximizes pleasure by minimizing the pain attendant upon unnecessary desire and anxiety. Thus, paradoxically, the greatest pleasure is attained by a life of quiet, retirement, and restraint: a life characterized essentially by self-control. Epicurus and his followers regarded religion—fear of the gods and anxiety about an afterlife—as one of the principal sources of disturbance and pain. They believed, however, that all such religious fears were baseless. The gods exist, they taught, in an empyrean world of their own and have no responsibility for, or interest in, the affairs of human beings. Death, moreover, marks a mere end to human existence and is therefore not evil, since with death awareness of pleasure and pain disappears. This doctrine admirably fitted the Epicurean conviction that the cosmos is formed, as Democritus (d. ca. 380 B.C.) had earlier taught, by the fortuitous and ever-changing combination of eternally existing atoms within the Void. This philosophy enjoyed a brief vogue in the first century B.C. in aristocratic circles at Rome and its greatest literary product is the brilliant poem De rerum natura of the Roman Lucretius (d. 55 B.C.). In Christian times, Epicurus’s doctrines were not influential or widespread, but they were often unfairly pilloried, by Christians and others, for polemical purposes.


Much more influential, especially in the Latin West, was the philosophy of the Stoics with their teaching that the sole human good is virtue or “the life according to nature.” The doctrines of Zeno, expanded and developed by his successors Cleanthes (d. ca. 232 B.C.) and Chrysippus (d. ca. 207 B.C.), found notable western exponents in Lucius Annaeus Seneca (d. 65 A.D.), the former slave Epictetus (d. ca. 135 A.D.), and the emperor Marcus Aurelius (121–180 A.D.). Like the Epicureans, the Stoics were materialists. Roughly speaking, they conceived the cosmos to be composed out of two kinds of “stuff” or “substance”: a passive matter, and the active, fiery “spirit” or “breath” (pneuma) which transfuses matter, forms it, and causes it to cohere. This pneuma functions in the cosmic body much as soul does in the human body; that is, it is the source of life and of harmony. Called “God” or “Fate” or “Reason” (logos), this “spirit” is the indwelling divinity whose outflowing powers are the gods of popular religion. The human soul, itself rational, is a spark or portion of the divine Reason.


The good for human persons, then, consists in their being fully what they are—that is, in living and acting according to their interior nature and identity, which is logos. Only such a life is the excellent (or, in other words, virtuous) human existence. What is more, only the virtuous life is free, for it alone is within people’s power to achieve, and it alone lets people be truly themselves. Whatever depends, therefore, on external circumstance—health, for example, or worldly success, or sensual pleasure—is no essential part of the human good. In fact, dependence on external circumstance alienates the person from himself. It is a sickness of the soul which the Stoics called “passion” (pathos), because the person who is subject to it is passive in relation to influences stemming from outside and to that degree unfree and unfulfilled. This outlook led the Stoics to the view that differences of rank and status are secondary. All persons are ultimately equal, fellow citizens with one another and with the gods in a cosmic city.


In the Hellenistic era, it was Epicurean and Stoic teachings which were most widespread. The future, however, was to belong to Platonism, which underwent a revival in the first century before Christ, though in a significantly altered form. The teaching of Plato was based ultimately on his distinction between that-which-is (Being) and that-which-comes-to-be (Becoming). Searching for the true basis of order in the moral, political, and natural realms, Plato discerned it in the system of Ideas or Forms—the models or originals of empirical reality. These Forms were characterized by two essential qualities. First, they were seen simply to be, unchangeably, self-identically, and hence eternally. Second, they were seen to be intelligible, capable of being grasped by mind. In contrast to this realm of Being and Intelligibility, Plato saw the visible world of immediate experience as a realm of continual Becoming—a world about which it was impossible to have stable knowledge because it was always slipping through one’s mental fingers.


These two realms of Being and Becoming, however, were not in Plato’s view divorced. The empirical world images and participates in the eternal world of Being. That it does so, moreover, is owing to the activity of living, self-moving soul, which is a denizen of both spheres. As soul contemplates and internalizes intelligible Being, conforming its own life to that truth, it orders and harmonizes the world of Becoming, so that the temporal order becomes “a moving image of eternity.” The cosmic order is thus the product of the contemplation and action of the Soul of the World; the vocation of human beings, themselves rational souls, is to imitate that contemplation and action: to rise to knowledge of the Forms, of that-which-is, and in that knowledge to confer moral and political order on human affairs.


Plato’s immediate successors in the Academy carried on his tradition of thought and the mathematical inquiries which had arisen out of his theory that the Ideas or Forms were archetypal “numbers.” With Arcesilaus (315–241 B.C.), however, and Carneades (213–128 B.C.), the Academy took a new turn. Convinced that Socrates and Plato had never propounded a positive, “dogmatic” system but had always examined issues from all sides without reaching firm or final conclusions, these thinkers taught the doctrine of “suspension of judgment” (epochē). In this spirit, they mounted critical attacks on belief in the gods and on the dogmas of other philosophical schools (especially those of the Stoics), teaching that the wise man finds in probability, not certainty, the only “guide of life.” This spirit of “Academic doubt” much impressed the Roman philosopher Cicero (106–43 B.C.) and through him the young Augustine of Hippo.


In the end, however, skepticism did not reign in the Platonist Academy. In the first century before Christ—and at roughly the same time as Aristotle’s philosophical and scientific works were rediscovered and beginning to circulate—a movement, generally known as “Middle Platonism,” appeared which sought a return to the positive teachings of Plato, especially as those were set out in the dialogue Timaeus. It was typical of this movement, however, which in the course of the first and second Christian centuries rose to virtual dominance, that its understanding of Plato fused his ideas with themes drawn from Stoicism and, increasingly, from Aristotle.


Thus Middle Platonism took over from Aristotle the idea of formless matter as the ultimate substratum of all visible things, as well as the conception of a transcendent God understood as Mind (nous). This God had the Platonic Forms as the content of his thought and so was identified with Plato’s realm of Being. The visible cosmos is shaped as the eternal World-Soul, formed and enlivened by its contemplation of God, in its turn confers form and harmony on formless matter. It follows from this account of things that the philosopher who seeks self-fulfillment by conforming his way of being with ultimate reality must take the cosmos and its order as the starting point of his search, for the cosmos is the image and reflection of eternal truth. In the end, however, he must transcend the visible world. He must rise in his thought to its original, the everlasting Good. There the multiplicity of the time-and-space world is harmonized in an ultimate unity, and there the rational soul finds its proper companion and the fully worthy object of its love. For the soul, too, is eternal and immortal, and its natural affinity is not for the passing world of time and space, but for Being. Thus the end of the philosophical quest is “likeness to God”: a knowledge of God which amounts to a sharing in the divine way of being.


As has already been said, this philosophic quest was not for everyone. The philosopher’s way to self-fulfillment involved not only long education and study, but also a moral discipline (askēsis) designed to cleanse the soul of the passions which prevented it from being its true self. Yet the philosophical quest as it was understood in the era of the early empire had more than a little in common with the mood of popular religion, especially as the latter was expressed in the vogue of the mystery cults. Both sought a kind of salvation from the changes and chances of life on earth. Both envisaged this salvation as a liberation—whether from the passions which bound people to the space-and-time world or from indifferent or hostile cosmic powers. Both, finally, saw the human person as capable of a transcendent destiny in the fellowship of the Divine. It is no surprise, therefore, that a Platonist philosopher like Plutarch of Chaeronea (d. ca. 120 A.D.) should be able and willing to make philosophical sense of the myth of Isis and Osiris—to see it as an allegory of humanity’s situation and destiny. No more is it surprising that when another oriental religion of salvation—Christianity—began to make its way in the social and cultural milieu of the Hellenized cities of the Roman Empire, it should find sympathetic resonances in the philosophy and the religion of that era.




Chapter 2





The Jewish Background


IN THE SIX CENTURIES prior to the birth of Christ, the Jewish people were subjected to the rule of the series of empires which controlled Syria and Palestine. After Israel’s deportation to Babylonia by Nebuchadrezzar (586 B.C.), a portion of the people returned to Judaea under Ezra with the blessing of the new Achaemenid (Persian) monarchy, and there, under the authority of a local satrap, was left undisturbed in the practice of its own religious customs and under the rule of its own law. This tolerant policy of the Persians was continued by Judaea’s Hellenistic rulers, the Ptolemies of Egypt, and then, after 200 B.C., the Seleucids with their power bases in Syria and Mesopotamia. Judaea in the Hellenistic period thus had in effect the political status of an “ethnarchy,” ruled in domestic affairs by a hereditary high priest and his advisers. It was a tiny state, isolated both by geography and by culture from the increasingly Hellenized areas along the seacoast and to the north, and it had at first little share in the prosperity of its neighbors.


This same period—in particular the centuries of Ptolemaic and Seleucid rule—saw a marked expansion in the number of Jews who lived outside of Judaea in the so-called Diaspora. Since the conquest of Jerusalem by Nebuchadrezzar, there had been a substantial community of Jews in Babylonia, and even prior to that time there had been small settlements in Egypt. During the Hellenistic era, however, both the Ptolemies and the Seleucids discovered the Jews to be useful subjects and able soldiers and gladly settled them, or allowed them to settle, outside their heavily overpopulated homeland. Thus Egypt, Asia Minor, and Syria came to have large Jewish populations. By the first Christian century, perhaps as much as a third of the population of Alexandria was Jewish, and there were settlements not only in the East but in Rome and other western cities as well. Diaspora Jews did not ordinarily become citizens of the towns where they settled, for to do so they would normally have had to participate in the worship of the civil gods. They retained their national and religious identity and formed specially privileged communities of “resident aliens” (metoikoi), or else, as in Alexandria, a politeuma—that is, a civic corporation within a larger community. Their relative isolation caused them to be objects of interest and sometimes of envy and distrust to other inhabitants of the cities where they settled.


The foci of Jewish identity were the temple at Jerusalem and the Law of Moses, which functioned not only as a religious but also as a civil code. Jews of the Diaspora paid an annual tax to the temple until its destruction (70 A.D.), and temple worship was the formal center of national life. In Judaea as well as in the Diaspora, however, the functioning bulwark of Israel’s identity, its sense of being a separate people dedicated to the Lord in holiness, was the Law. To study, understand, and keep the Law was the calling and the delight of the serious Jew.


This overriding concern to understand and keep the practical wisdom of the Law found outward expression in two institutions. The synagogue, whose origins probably go back to the exile, was typically an assembly of all the Jews in a given district, presided over by a group of “elders” who often had a “ruler” (archōn) at their head. This assembly gathered to pray and to bless the name of God, but also to read and interpret the Law and the Prophets. The officials of the synagogue were responsible for the administration of the Law and thus for the punishment or excommunication of offenders. Further, however, the need to interpret the Law and to sanctify the community’s life by bringing all aspects of it under the Law’s rule produced a class of religious functionaries called “scribes,” of whom Ezra himself was counted the first. These men, who in Judaea and elsewhere became the real religious leaders of the people, sought both to expand the range of the Law’s application and to guard against its violation by interpreting it in the most cautious and stringent way possible (“building a fence around the Law”). Consequently, they gradually evolved an oral tradition of interpretation (to be incorporated much later in the Talmud), whose content was for practical purposes treated as part of the law itself. It was out of these scribal circles that the Hasidic and Pharisaic movements subsequently arose.


The great crisis of Jewish life in the Hellenistic age arose in the middle of the second century B.C. out of a conflict within the Judaean community itself, a conflict which had both economic and religious sources. One party in the community, drawn from the landowning aristocracy in Jerusalem, sought and gained, from the Seleucid monarch Antiochus IV Ephiphanes, permission to alter the constitutional basis of Jewish life by making Jerusalem a Greek-style city, with the new name of “Antioch.” In accord with this policy, Greek educational institutions—a gymnasion and ephebeion—were established to train new citizens; but above all, the Mosaic Law, under this arrangement, lost its status as the constitution of the community, since legislative power was now lodged in the newly created (and no doubt carefully restricted) citizen body. This attempt on the part of the monied classes to bring Israel up to date enjoyed no support from the common folk of Jerusalem or of the countryside, and certainly not from the scribes and devotees of the law. It was destined to fail, with tragic consequences. When the reforming party made the mistake of replacing the high priest, the people rose. Their successful rebellion, however, compelled the intervention of Antiochus IV, who to assure the safety of his realm took the strongest possible line by way of punishment. He abolished the practice of Judaism and installed the worship of Zeus Olympios in the Jerusalem temple.


In this way, a religious struggle over Hellenization among Jews in Judaea became tied in with the larger political problems of the weakening Seleucid Empire. Antiochus’s abolition of Jewish worship provoked the revolt of the Maccabees (167 B.C.), whose guerrilla tactics ultimately compelled him and his successors, distracted as they were by war and by dynastic struggles, to compromise with the Jewish leaders. The final result of all this was threefold. The worship of the Lord was restored in a cleansed and rededicated temple, and with it the traditional constitution of the Jewish ethnarchy. The Hasmoneans—that is, the family of Judah the Maccabee—who in the person of Judah’s brother Jonathan assumed the high priesthood with Seleucid support (152 B.C.)—became after 140 B.C. the hereditary rulers of Judaea. At the same time, the Jewish state, which in 142 B.C. had become effectively independent, grew in military power until, under John Hyrcanus (135–105 B.C.), it came to control the whole of Palestine. In this process, however, the aims of the original rebellion were frustrated. The high priesthood itself grew into a Hellenistic monarchy, and the religious forces which had impelled and supported the revolt against Antiochus found themselves in growing opposition to the Hasmonean dynasty.


This era of the Maccabean revolt and Hasmonean rule was the matrix of the religious parties and the religious ideas that dominated Palestinian Judaism in the time of Jesus. The advent of the Romans in 63 B.C. under Pompey the Great changed the situation only by rendering the internal conflicts more acute. Rome began by intervening to settle a struggle over the succession in the Hasmonean house. It solved the problem by putting most of the Jewish kingdom under the rule of its propraetor in Syria, but Jerusalem itself was constituted a temple-state, its domestic affairs governed by the Hasmonean high priest. This system might have worked, had Rome not changed its mind and violated Jewish sensibilities by installing Herod, called “the Great,” as a vassal king (37–4 B.C.) over the former territories of the Hasmoneans. An Idumaean whose people had been forcibly converted to Judaism in the days of Hasmonean power, Herod was almost universally hated, in spite of his magnificent reconstruction of the Jerusalem temple, his contributions to the material prosperity of the land, and his occasional interventions at Rome to protect Jewish interests. His very presence as king violated the Jewish people’s traditional theocratic constitution. He was, moreover, not only a foreigner but a manifest if sometimes cautious Hellenizer. Above all, however, his taxation impoverished the peasantry, drove more land into the possession of the great landowners, and forced many common folk into beggary or brigandage. Rome tried to retrieve its error by making Judaea a province under a Roman procurator (6 A.D.), but the damage was done. The religious, political, and economic strife which had been triggered under Antiochus IV and continued under the Hasmoneans was only exacerbated by Roman policy. It is no wonder that the first response to the Roman census of 6 A.D. was a local rebellion led by the founder of the Zealot party, Judah the Galilean.


It is against this general background that one must understand the division which arose in Hasmonean times between an aristocratic, priestly party and a popular, devout, and religiously more exclusive party: the Sadduces and the Pharisees. The former were the group with which the Hasmoneans gradually became associated. This was an essentially worldly party, whose attitudes were determined more by an interest in political and commercial expansion than by strong religious conviction. Most of the religious principles it stood for were simply conservative. The Sadducees were loyal to the Law, for example, but would not accept the oral tradition of the scribes. They denied recently popularized doctrines of resurrection or immortality, and they rejected the notion of good and evil spirits. Though very influential politically, they were unpopular with the mass of the people, who saw them as representing economic oppression, as open to foreign influences, and as lax in their attitude toward the Law.


Over against this group stood the Pharisees—“the Separated.” This party stood in the tradition of the ancient scribes and of the Hasidim, who had originally rallied to the support of the Maccabean revolt. Its primary concern was with the sanctification of life through a minute and joyous observance of the Law. It evinced no great interest in political action (though the party of Zealots, who advocated rebellion against the power of Rome, seems to have sprung out of the Pharisaic movement), yet it did take stands on issues affecting political life. The Pharisaic party not only broke with the Hasmoneans over the latter’s policy of national expansion, but also questioned their title to the high priesthood, the very basis of royal power. The Pharisees were influential and widely admired, so much so that the Hasmoneans were eventually forced to give them representation on the Sanhedrin, the high priest’s council of advisors. Nevertheless, they were not numerous, since most people lacked either the education or the leisure to devote themselves utterly to the Law. They stood for certain popular beliefs that had grown naturally out of Jewish religious experience since the time of the Exile. They held strongly to the existence of good and evil spirits and to a doctrine about angels and Satan which was partly the product of Persian influence. By the same token, they taught belief in resurrection of the body and in future rewards and punishments: eschatological beliefs which, together with messianic hopes, flourished in the intense and troubled era of the two centuries before the birth of Christ.


Connected with the Pharisaic party in its opposition to the Hasmonean settlement of religious (and therewith political) affairs were the Essenes. The teachings of this sect are known to us chiefly through a library of scrolls discovered at Qumran, on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea. There one community of the sect lived a quasi-monastic life in isolation from the rest of Israel. The origins of the movement are obscure. Previously it was known only from reports of Philo, Josephus, and Pliny the Elder, writing in the first century A.D. The community at Qumran, however, whose buildings possibly date back to around 135 B.C., seems to have assembled as the result of a conflict over the high priesthood. Its members looked back to a “Righteous Teacher” as their founder and set him in opposition to a “Wicked Priest”—perhaps an illegitimate high priest whose assumption of office represented, at least to a small body of the pious, a repudiation of the religious foundation of Israel’s existence. Some historians have sought to identify Simon the Maccabee’s recognition as hereditary high priest (140 B.C.) as the offense that generated the sect. In any case, this movement, unlike that of the Pharisees, withdrew from the mainstream of Jewish life, refusing to have anything to do with the worship of the temple and believing that it alone was the true congregation of Israel, the faithful remnant. Its members esteemed the Law and claimed, by following the Righteous Teacher, to preserve the Law’s correct meaning as against current perversions. They observed periodic lustrations, an annual rite of entering and renewing the Covenant, and a sacred meal of bread and wine. They lived under a strict discipline, which is preserved for us in The Manual of Discipline—a work which also reflects the careful organization of the community, with its overseers, priests of Zadok, elders, and others. Above all, though, they looked forward fervently to the future redemption of Israel. They expected the appearance of a messianic figure or figures who would arise to gather the scattered hosts of Israel together, to defeat her enemies, and to inaugurate the age of God’s rule.


Such hopes were not confined to the Dead Sea sect. The religious, political, and economic frustrations of popular Judaism in Palestine generated a mood of combined despair and hope—despair of the present and hope in a future, decisive intervention of God to set things right. This mood was reflected above all in the rich “apocalyptic” or “revelation” literature of the first and second centuries B.C. (and later). Such writings recorded visions in which the mysteries of the heavenly world, of the course of human history, and of God’s plan for overthrowing wickedness were revealed—almost invariably to an ancient sage. The best known of these is the canonical Book of Daniel, composed in the setting of the struggle against Antiochus IV Epiphanes. Alongside it one can set such other examples of the genre as The Book of Enoch, The Assumption of Moses, and the later Christian Revelation to John. The burden of this apocalyptic literature is the assurance that God himself will “visit and redeem his people”1 to frustrate the cosmic and earthly powers of evil and to assert his own righteous kingdom. There were of course variant accounts of how this could come about. In some sources, God himself was expected to step in; in others, he was to act through the agency of an angelic or supernatural being. In some quarters, as we have seen, there is mention of the Lord’s “Messiah,” a human king in the Davidic line who was expected to restore the kingdom of his father. Whatever the form of the expectation, however, it reflected a belief not only that God would act, but also that God’s action alone was sufficient to overcome evil.


Equally prominent in post-exilic Jewish life was the genre of thought and literature concerned with the theme of wisdom. Wisdom traditionally meant the practical insight necessary for the successful conduct of the affairs of life, and the wise were people who saw into the structures and meanings of things.2 In later Judaism, this meant in particular understanding of God’s law, which was equated with wisdom and thus became the basis for inquiries into cosmological and anthropological as well as moral and legal questions. Such human wisdom, however, was thought to be the result of openness to the inspiration of a divine Wisdom, who was both God’s plan and God’s agent for creation, and who is described in The Wisdom of Solomon as “a pure effluence from the glory of the Almighty . . . the flawless mirror of the active power of God and the image of his goodness.”3 Wisdom (not unlike the Stoic logos or the Platonist World-Soul) orders creation, but she also seeks out and summons people to understanding and makes them friends of God. She, too, is thus a saving agent, though one conceived in a framework of thought different from the saving figures of apocalyptic expectation.


These literatures were known and pondered not only in Judaea and Palestine but in the Diaspora as well, where the great majority of Jews was to be found. Under the Romans, Judaism was an “authorized religion” (religio licita), not only in Palestine but in Greek and Roman cities, and Roman law protected the communities of Jewish farmers, craftsmen, and traders throughout the empire. This protection was necessary, since the Jews’ religious exclusiveness, their legal privileges, and their unwillingness to participate in civic life sometimes made them unpopular. In fact, Diaspora Jews had made many adjustments to the Hellenistic world, most notably in the matter of language. They spoke Greek almost universally, even in their synagogues; and by the time of Augustus, the Greek version of the Scriptures known as the Septuagint (LXX) was completed and everywhere employed. Further, the Diaspora Jewish communities entered into dialogue with pagan religion. As a result, they not only made converts (proselytes) but gathered about them a large penumbra of partially Judaized inquirers (“God-fearers”), which was to serve as a recruiting ground for much of early Christian missionary propaganda.


This dialogue produced its most remarkable fruit in the Jewish community at Alexandria in Egypt, where, in the work of Philo (d. ca. 42 A.D.), themes from the Jewish scriptures were combined in a remarkable syncretism with Stoic and Platonist philosophical ideas. A faithful Jew, Philo sought to show that the Law—that is, the Pentateuch—intimated a wisdom which agreed with the best in the teaching of the philosophical tradition. To do this, he used the method of allegorical interpretation well known to Hellenistic exegetes of Homer, and by this means uncovered in the pages of Moses not only an ethic but also a philosophical doctrine of God and of creation. According to Philo, the cosmos is the product of God’s outflowing goodness. Incomprehensible in his transcendence, God is linked to the world by the divine powers. Of these, the highest is the Logos, which flows out of the being of God himself and is not only the agent through whom God created the world but also the source of all other powers and the ultimate model of the spiritual and visible creations. Philo’s picture of the Logos thus fuses together elements from many sources: from Jewish Wisdom speculation, from Platonist ideas about an intelligible realm of Forms, and from the scriptural notion that God creates by his Word (Logos). This kind of thinking, which has less sophisticated parallels in New Testament ideas of God’s Word and Wisdom, was to prove a fertile model in the development of later Christian theology.
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Chapter 3






Jesus and the Disciples


THE WAY WAS PREPARED for Jesus by an apocalyptic-messianic movement led by John the Baptist, who in the thought of the early Christians was the forerunner of the Messiah. Ascetic in life, John, in the region of the Jordan, preached that the day of judgment upon Israel was at hand and that the Messiah was about to come. In the spirit of the ancient prophets, he proclaimed the message: “Repent, do justice.” He baptized his disciples in token of the washing away of their sins, and he taught them a special prayer. Jesus, we are told, classed him as the last, and among the greatest, of the prophets. Some of John’s disciples later became followers of Jesus, but his movement continued to have an independent life.1


Materials are lacking for any adequate biography of Jesus. The Gospel records are primarily testimonies to the divine event of Jesus the Christ, and their details have doubtless been colored by the differing experiences, situations, and memories of early Christian communities. Scholars are thus divided concerning the accuracy of many incidents recorded in the Gospels. Nevertheless, the career and teaching of Jesus stand out on the pages of the Gospels in their essential outlines.


Jesus was brought up in Nazareth of Galilee. This land, though despised by the more purely Jewish inhabitants of Judaea because its people were of mixed racial stock, was loyal to the Jewish religion and traditions, the home of a hardy, self-respecting population, and particularly pervaded by the messianic hope. Here Jesus grew to manhood through years of unrecorded experience. From this life he was apparently drawn by the preaching of John the Baptist. He went to John and was baptized by the prophet in the Jordan River. With his baptism there came the conviction that he was appointed by God to fulfill a special role in proclaiming the kingdom soon to be inaugurated by the heavenly Son of Man. Whether Jesus actually viewed himself as Messiah is a much contested question. In any case, he seems to have rejected popular conceptions of the messianic office and to have anticipated not political triumph but suffering as his own lot, even while believing that in his ministry the power of the coming kingdom was already at work.


After his baptism—or, as Matthew would have it,2 after the arrest of the Baptist—Jesus began an itinerant ministry of preaching and healing whose message was the near approach of God’s kingdom and the consequent necessity for repentance and faith. He gathered a company of associates—the Twelve, symbolizing the fullness of the tribes of Israel—and attracted a larger group of less closely attached disciples. His ministry was brief: it lasted for three years at the most, and perhaps no more than one. It aroused opposition from the religious authorities, and no doubt from others as well, because Jesus’ actions and teaching made him seem blasphemously critical of the Law and its traditional interpretation. He journeyed northward toward Tyre and Sidon, and then to the region of Caesarea Philippi, where the Gospels record that his disciples acknowledged his messianic mission. He judged, however, that at whatever peril he must bear witness in Jerusalem. There, in the face of growing hostility, he went; and there he was seized and crucified, certainly in the administration of the procurator Pontius Pilate (26–36 A.D.) and probably in the year 29. His disciples scattered to their homes, but speedily gathered once more at Jerusalem, in the glad conviction that God had raised him from the dead.


The kingdom of God, in Jesus’ teaching, meant the manifest assertion of God’s loving and righteous rule. Hence, in those who discern its nearness it demands practical acknowledgment of God’s sovereignty and fatherhood. This comes about only through a complete reorientation of values and attitudes (repentance and faith), which issues in love of God and neighbor and is crowned and empowered by divine forgiveness. To live in view of the coming kingdom is, as Jesus portrays it, a costly and demanding business. It entails willingness to relinquish all lesser goods, to transcend the normal moral demands of the Law, and to practice unlimited forgiveness toward others. The fulfillment of such a life is an unending fellowship with God and his holy ones. For those, on the other hand, who fail to discern and understand the kingdom which is dawning in Jesus’ ministry, there is only destruction.


Most of Jesus’ teachings have parallels in the religious thought of his age, yet their total effect was disturbing and revolutionary—the more so, apparently, by reason of the style in which he taught. “He taught them as one that had authority, and not as the scribes.”3 He could say that the least of his disciples is greater than John the Baptist, and that heaven and earth should pass away before his words. He called the heavy-laden to him and offered them rest. He promised those who confessed him before men that he would confess them before his Father. He declared that none knew the Father but a Son, and he to whom the Son should reveal the Father. He proclaimed himself Lord of the Sabbath, than which, in popular estimate, there was no more sacred part of the God-given Jewish Law. He affirmed that he had power to pronounce forgiveness of sins. On the other hand, this teacher-with-authority experienced all the limitations of the human condition. He prayed and taught his disciples to pray. He declared that he did not know the day or the hour of the ending of the present world-age, which was known to the Father alone. It was not his to determine who should sit on his right hand and his left in the kingdom. He prayed that the Father’s will, not his own, be done. On the cross, he cried out: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”4 In reporting all these utterances, the Gospels in effect confess their sense of the mystery of his person: the person of one who is on the one hand a normal human being and on the other the bearer of God’s authority and active presence.


What Jesus taught and did was, in the experience of his disciples, vindicated by his being raised after death to the life of the kingdom which he had proclaimed. The “how” of this conviction is one of the most puzzling of historical problems. The fact of it is unquestionable. It seems to have come first to Peter,5 who, in that sense at least, was the “rock” leader on whom the church was founded. All the early disciples shared it. It was the turning point in the conversion of Paul. It gave courage to the scattered disciples, brought them together again, and made them witnesses. Henceforth, they had a risen Lord in whom the reality of God’s kingdom was already fulfilled and whose present glory they could, in a preliminary way, share, even while they waited for its universal manifestation.


These convictions were deepened by the experience of the eschatological gift of the Holy Spirit, which Acts associates with the day of Pentecost. The exact nature of this pentecostal manifestation is perhaps impossible to recover. Certainly the notion of a proclamation of the Gospel in many foreign languages is inconsistent with what we know of “speaking with tongues” from elsewhere in the New Testament,6 as it is also with the impression given onlookers that the speakers were “filled with new wine.”7 The point of significance, however, is that these phenomena appeared as manifest evidence of the gift and power of Christ. They demonstrated the inauguration of the new age which Jesus’ ministry had promised. If the disciple visibly acknowledged his allegiance by faith, repentance, and baptism, the exalted Christ, it was believed, would in turn acknowledge the disciple by bestowing the Spirit; and this gift attested the disciple’s part in the coming age of “the restoration of all things” promised in God’s oracles through the prophets.8
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Chapter 4






The Early Christian Community


IN ITS EARLIEST PHASE, the Christian movement had its center in Jerusalem, where it took shape not as a new religion but as a sect or grouping within the parent body of Judaism. Presumably there were, from the beginning, followers of Jesus in the towns and villages of Judaea and Galilee as well, but of these little is known. Indeed, our knowledge even of the Jerusalem community is limited and obscure, since the Acts of the Apostles, our only source of information, must be read by the historian with caution. It embodies early and authentic traditions; but at the same time it is written in the “creative” style normal for Hellenistic histories and handles its materials from the point of view of the second Christian generation, which already tended to see the events of four or five decades before its time as constituting a kind of golden age of the church.


What is clear is that the original communities were composed of Palestinian Jews who, on the basis of Jesus’ resurrection, proclaimed his imminent return as the fulfiller of God’s kingdom, and who lived in anticipation of that event. They called themselves, apparently, “the poor”1 or “the saints,”2 and also, from an early time, “the ekklesia”—i.e., “assembly” or “church.” What all of these styles or names meant was much the same. The early community saw itself, in virtue of its allegiance to Jesus, as the true “assembly” of Israel, the end-time community which the Lord will recognize when he comes in glory. That they saw themselves simply as Jews, as a renewed Israel, is made clear by the fact that they were faithful both in attendance at the temple and in obedience to the Law; and this being the case, they lived at peace with the religious authorities in Jerusalem. Needless to say, this community had its own special institutions which expressed its particular identity. It practiced baptism, with which the eschatological gift of the Holy Spirit was associated. It gathered regularly for prayer, mutual exhortation, and “breaking of bread,”3 in which historians have no doubt rightly seen the origins of the eucharist as well as a community fellowship-meal. It expressed the faith which defined its identity in expressions like “Jesus is the Messiah”4 or “God raised Jesus from the dead.”5


The founding members of this community were no doubt the Eleven (restored, Acts tells us, to twelve by the election of Matthias). By the time that Acts was written, these men were being called “apostles,” a title which was originally applied to traveling missionaries like Paul. Apart from the case of Peter, however, and perhaps John, nothing is in fact known about the careers or activities of the Twelve, who fade almost immediately from the history in Acts and thus become apt subjects for later legend. When Paul visited Jerusalem, leadership seems to have been in the hands of two or three “pillars,” James the Lord’s brother, Peter, and John.6


Trouble came to the community of believers in Jerusalem as a result of the incorporation into its life of Greek-speaking Diaspora Jews resident in Jerusalem. There was, we are told, a complaint brought by Greek-speaking Jewish believers against the local Aramaic-speaking Christians. According to Acts 6, the sole reason for this was that the “Hellenists” were aggrieved because “their widows were neglected in the daily distribution.”7 The brief quarrel was settled by the appointment of seven Hellenists to administer the community’s common resources8—a fact which no doubt accounts for the tradition that these seven were the first deacons.


There was, however, more at stake in this situation than a mere administrative problem. That much is apparent from the continuing narrative of Acts. There Stephen, the apparent leader of the Hellenists, is found in acrimonious debate with members of other Greek-speaking synagogues, who accused him of speaking “blasphemous words against Moses and God.”9 As a result of this, Stephen is hauled before the Sanhedrin and eventually condemned to death by stoning. Presumably, then, Stephen and his Greek-speaking fellow-believers lacked the respect for temple and Law which the Palestinian Christians habitually evinced, and they were persecuted not on grounds of their belief in Jesus as Messiah, but because they talked as though they were prepared, Jews though they were, to jettison certain demands of the Law in the light of their new faith.


This view of the matter is confirmed by two further reports given in Acts. First, we are told that Stephen’s death was the opening scene in “a great persecution . . . against the church in Jerusalem,”10 yet it is made clear at the same time that “the apostles” were not affected by this persecution.11 In other words, the persecution was selective and touched only those Christians—the Hellenists—who spoke “words against this holy place and the law.”12 The Aramaic-speaking community was left relatively undisturbed, as the ongoing narrative in Acts clearly presupposes. But, in the second place, the scattering of the Hellenist leaders which the persecution produced turned out to be the beginning of a new phase in the life and mission of the church. For “they went about preaching the word,”13 carrying it to Samaria,14 and afterward to Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, where, it appears, there arose the first Christian ekklesia which mixed Gentiles and Jews.15 The Hellenists, then, first carried the message of the risen Christ into the Diaspora. What is more, their actions confirmed the impression they had given to the Jerusalem authorities about their attitude toward the Law. They admitted Gentile “God-fearers” into their fellowship in violation of orthodox practice.


The Jerusalem community, however, enjoyed relative peace, obviously maintaining its loyalty to temple and Law and having, at least for a time, no direct involvement with the new mission or with the new centers of Christian life in places like Antioch and Damascus. This peace was briefly broken under the kingship of Herod Agrippa I (41–44 A.D.), to whom the emperor Claudius had restored part of the kingdom of his grandfather, Herod the Great. Perhaps in order to build up a reputation for enthusiastic orthodoxy, Agrippa had James (“the brother of John”) executed and Peter thrown into prison.16 It may have been this brief persecution which led to Peter’s departure from Jerusalem and his subsequent activity as a missionary apostle. At all events, the leadership of the Jerusalem community fell to James the brother of the Lord, who exercised it until his martyr’s death in about 63, in association, Acts suggests, with a body of elders.17
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Chapter 5





Paul and Gentile Christianity


THE PERSECUTION which resulted in Stephen’s martyrdom started the movement which planted Christianity in the cities of the Jewish Diaspora. More than this, however, it created at Antioch what was in effect a second focal center of Christian life. Capital of the province of Syria and former seat of the Seleucid monarchy, Antioch was a city of first rank, with a large cosmopolitan population, including a significant Jewish community. There, the message about Jesus was preached to Gentile “God-fearers” and such persons were admitted to the Christian assembly without first becoming Jewish proselytes. One result of this development was that people in Antioch began to perceive the followers of Jesus as a body distinct not only from paganism but also from normative Judaism, and hence it was there that the church’s members first acquired a label. The populace, no doubt half-contemptuously, called them “Christians”—a term little used by the church itself until well into the second century. Another result of it was, inevitably, to raise the question whether persons who could not be members of the synagogue could be members of the ekklesia, the eschatological people of God. If the rule of the Law were imposed on Gentile converts to Christ, the church would continue to be a grouping within Israel; if such converts were free of the Law, the church could understand itself to have a universal mission. In this debate—one not without some precedent within Judaism itself—the decisive role was to be played by the apostle Paul.


Paul, whose Hebrew name, Saul, recalled the ancient hero of his native tribe of Benjamin, was born in the Cilician city of Tarsus. His father was apparently a citizen of Rome as well as a Jew in the Pharisaic tradition. At the time of Paul’s birth, Tarsus was an intellectual and cultural center of some note and a center of Stoic teaching. There is no reason to believe, however, that Paul, brought up in a strict Jewish home, received a Greek-style education. Greek, to be sure, was his normal language from childhood, and he could not have failed as a youth to become familiar with the popular commonplaces of Hellenistic moral and religious thought. Nevertheless, it was in the rabbinical tradition that he was raised. Acts, in fact, makes Paul assert that he was “brought up” in Jerusalem “at the feet of Gamaliel,”1 a famous teacher of the Law. This may have been the case, though it seems to presuppose that his family moved from Tarsus, and it finds no confirmation in his letters, which give the impression that Paul had very little to do with Jerusalem until after his conversion. On the other hand, the report in Acts is consistent with what we know of Paul’s original convictions and commitments. He was devoted to the Pharisaic ideal of a nation made holy by strict observance of God’s Law, and he insists that his own conduct, measured by that standard, was beyond reproach. It was no doubt this ideal which motivated Paul’s persecution of the church. Whether or not he was present, as Acts maintains he was, at the stoning of Stephen in Jerusalem, it was Stephen the Hellenist, who spoke against the Law and the Temple, who represented the strain in early Christianity that would have given offense to Paul, “so extremely zealous”2 was he for the traditions of Judaism. It is therefore no matter for surprise that we hear nothing of any actions of his against the Palestinian Christian community in Jerusalem, yet we find him traveling to Damascus, a Diaspora city, to bring discipline to bear against Christians there (who must, incidentally, have had some connection with the synagogue). His antagonism was directed not against believers as such, but against those whose faith went hand in hand with a tendency to bend the requirements of the Law.


Though the dates of Paul’s history are somewhat uncertain, it may have been in about the year 35 that the great change in his life occurred. Journeying to Damascus on a disciplinary errand, he was seized up in an encounter with the risen Christ, who called him to a special mission. The nature of Paul’s experience can only be conjectured; of its effects on his life, there can be no doubt. He joined the very folk whom he had been attempting to restore to Judaism by disciplinary means. More than that, he discovered in the risen Lord of his vision the one in and by whom his own identity was determined. He could say: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.”3 Most important of all, he was convinced that fellowship with the crucified and risen Jesus, not observance of the Law, was the necessary—and sufficient—condition of people’s participation in the renewed creation of God’s promise.


In Paul’s case, conversion showed itself at once in action. He relates that he went first of all to Arabia—i.e., the territory of Nabataea south of Damascus, with its capital at Petra. There he seems to have preached his gospel to some effect, since the Nabataean authorities pursued him even in Damascus.4 Three years after his conversion, he made a two-week visit to Jerusalem, “to visit Cephas” (Peter),5 and there he met James the Lord’s brother as well. For almost a decade—of which Acts tells us nothing—he worked in Syria and Cilicia (of which province his native Tarsus was the capital), no doubt founding churches. Eventually, however, he was brought to Antioch by Barnabas,6 a Hellenistic Jewish Christian whose home was in Cyprus and who may have been one of those who scattered from Jerusalem after the martyrdom of Stephen.


At this point, however, the inevitable crisis arose. Christian visitors from Jerusalem came to Antioch. In accord with the tradition of the Jerusalem church, they insisted: “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”7 The debate thus occasioned took Paul, Barnabas, and Titus, an uncircumcised Gentile convert, to Jerusalem to confer with the leaders of the church there. Paul describes the meeting in Galatians 2:1–10, and a different account of what seems to be the same meeting is given in Acts 15. On the general result of the meeting both accounts agree. The leaders of the Jerusalem church and the leaders of the new Gentile mission reached a portentous accord. The calling of persons like Paul and Barnabas was recognized as legitimate, and it was acknowledged that the Gospel belonged to Gentiles as well as to Jews. Thus, there were to be two strands in the church’s missionary enterprise; but the new Gentile congregations and their leaders were to “remember the poor”—that is, they were to symbolize their fellowship with the Jerusalem congregation by contributing to its material needs.8 The account in Acts 15 records that the apostolic council required Gentile Christians “to abstain from the pollutions of idols and from unchastity and from what is strangled and from blood”9—in other words, it passed a decree governing the conditions of table fellowship among Jewish and Gentile Christians. Paul, however, indicates that the problem of table-fellowship arose only after the apostolic conference,10 and in any case his letters show no knowledge of such a decree. Likely enough, the author of Acts is attributing to the council an arrangement which had become traditional in his own day.


It is in all probability at this point—after and not before the apostolic conference—that Paul and Barnabas, responding to the guidance of the Spirit, set out on a journey which took them to Cyprus and thence to Perga, Antioch of Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. This is the so-called “first missionary journey” described in Acts 13 and 14. On their return from this trip, there arose at Antioch the debate between Peter and Paul over the matter of eating with Gentile Christians.11 This disagreement, needless to say, did not concern the bedrock issue of whether Gentiles could belong to God’s people without submitting to circumcision and the other ritual prescriptions of the Law. That matter had already been settled. Paul, however, was not prepared to compromise even on the subsidiary issue of table-fellowship, since for him what was at stake was the principle that “a man is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ.”12 In this debate, Barnabas, Paul’s friend and companion, took the side of Peter. The result was that when once again Paul set out on his missionary travels, he “chose Silas” as his companion, while “Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus.”13


Now came the short years of Paul’s great missionary effort “to win obedience from the Gentiles”14 by planting the Gospel in every region of the civilized world, even as far as the western extremities of the Roman empire.15 His journeyings opened with return visits to the communities he had already founded in southern Asia Minor. He was kept for a time in Galatia by illness,16 taking occasion to found new churches there. With his companions, however, he was guided to leave Asia Minor. From Troas, he crossed into Macedonia, and pursued his way along the great Via Egnatia, which led westward toward the Adriatic Sea and Italy. Having founded communities at Philippi and Thessalonica (the seat of the Roman proconsul of Macedonia), Paul was diverted from his route when troubles in Thessalonica forced him to leave “by night” and turn slightly south into central Greece. Persecution pursued him, however, and he continued south to the seaport of Corinth by way of Athens. At Corinth, he spent eighteen months preaching and teaching in the house of one Titius Justus, a Gentile God-fearer. From there, Paul traveled with two new friends and colleagues, the Roman Jews Aquila and Priscilla, to Ephesus, but he soon left them there to return to Palestine and Antioch, reappearing in Ephesus after another visit to his churches in Phrygia and Galatia. On his return to Ephesus, he began a ministry there of several years’ duration (53?–56?)17—a ministry which produced his Corinthian correspondence and also, in all probability, his letters to the Galatians, the Philippians, and Philemon.


Paul’s departure from Ephesus took him back to Corinth for a three-month stay; there he wrote his letter to the Romans, from which we learn of the two great projects which now governed his actions. One of these was to bring to the church at Jerusalem, as a healing gesture of thanks and solidarity, the offering he had collected from his new Gentile congregations. He was determined to do this himself, even though he was uncertain of his reception by Jews and Jewish Christians in Palestine. The second project was to carry out his original plan of bringing the Gospel to the western parts of the empire in order to discharge his “obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians.”18 As it turned out, it was his journey to Jerusalem, where in the end he was arrested by the Roman government, which ultimately brought him to Rome, but only after two years’ imprisonment in Caesarea and only as a man under indictment. Little is known of Paul’s last days. Some scholars have argued that he was released from his imprisonment and made further journeys, but the weight of the evidence is against this hypothesis. The probability is that Paul was executed at Rome some time before 64 A.D.


Paul’s letters, which were circulated and no doubt gradually collected in the churches he founded, are the earliest body of Christian literature. The extent and degree of the authority they acquired is reflected in the fact that later generations cited them simply as containing the words of “the Apostle.” Next to the four Gospels, they have exerted, in every age, a more profound influence on Christian thought and piety than any other set of writings. The reason for this influence does not lie in the clarity or the systematic character of Paul’s thinking. In the modern sense, Paul was not a “systematic” theologian, and his writings (even the carefully planned and argued Letter to the Romans) are occasional and personal in nature. Their influence is grounded rather in the richness and suggestiveness of Paul’s thought and occasionally in its unfinished and even ambiguous character.


There is no ambiguity, however, about the foundation of his teaching and preaching. It lies in what he calls simply “the gospel” or “my gospel” (for it was given him by revelation,19 even though its content was also a matter of tradition20). This was the good news that in Jesus, God had acted to provide salvation for all who should believe—a salvation whose complete realization lay in the future but whose beginnings could be experienced even in the present. This salvation had its roots in Jesus’ death and resurrection—two events which in Paul’s thought stand forth as transactions of transcendent significance. “Christ died for our sins”21 in accordance with the prophecies of the Hebrew Scriptures; he “gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age.”22 More than this, “Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father” so that, just like him, believers “might walk in newness of life.”23 Christians, therefore, united with Christ through faith and rejoicing in the gift of God’s Spirit, wait for the time when the Lord will return and the work of salvation will be completed, when “we shall bear the image of the man of heaven.”24


At the heart of Paul’s understanding of this gospel is his conviction that believers are indeed joined to Christ in the Spirit. The events of the Lord’s death to sin and his resurrection to new life are not simply “objective” happenings which have effects on the cosmic state of affairs. They are events which happen in and for the believer. “We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death”;25 “our old self was crucified with him so that . . . we might no longer be enslaved to sin.”26 Consequently, he tells his correspondents, “we believe that we shall also live with him.”27 “You must . . . consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.”28 This idea of unity or identification with Christ works, for Paul, in two directions. On the one hand, it issues in his picture of the church—“the saints”—as Christ’s body, enlivened and made one by the Spirit of God which comes from the risen Lord. On the other hand, it is the source of his understanding of the ethical imperative which is laid upon Christians. They were, Paul insists, “washed . . . sanctified . . . justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.”29 Hence they are “united to the Lord,”30 and this is a state of affairs entirely inconsistent with immoral living. Being “the body of Christ and individually members of it,” believers are to cultivate the graces showered on them by the Spirit and, above all, to make the greatest gift of all, love, their aim.31


This conviction, however, that Jesus the Christ is the one in whom God’s salvation is to be found inevitably occasioned a problem for Paul: the problem of what to say about the Jewish Law, the basis of the “old” covenant. This issue was raised for him by a concrete circumstance—namely, the contention of some Christians that even Gentile believers must keep the Law in order to be a part of the covenant of God’s grace. To Paul this was a puzzling and, in the end, intolerable demand. As he saw it in his role as one whom Christ had charged with a mission to non-Jews, the crucified and risen Christ embodied the new life for “every one who has faith,”32 whether Jew or Greek. To demand more than union with Christ in faith was, therefore, to question the sufficiency of what God had done for humanity. It was, in fact, to fall away from reliance on God’s gracious act in Christ. “You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you have fallen away from grace.”33 Hence, Paul insisted that “a man is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ”;34 and to prove his point he appealed to the example of Abraham, the father of God’s people, who “believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.”35 From the beginning, God’s intention had been to bring redemption to all through Christ as a “free gift”36 which needed only faith’s acceptance. Therefore “God has consigned all men to disobedience, that he may have mercy upon all.”37 Nothing but God’s grace in Christ avails or ultimately matters.


This does not mean that for Paul the Law is evil. As far as its teaching is concerned, “the law is spiritual.”38 Paul never suggests that what the Law inculcates is wrong or inconsistent with God’s will. It does mean, however, that the Law is preliminary. “The law was our custodian until Christ came.”39 It is at once God’s reaction to sin and the revealer of the reality and power of sin.40 Nevertheless, salvation is “apart from law,”41 “for if justification were through the law, then Christ died to no purpose.”42 And so we are back to Paul’s bedrock conviction: as with Abraham, faith “will be reckoned to us who believe in him that raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was put to death for our trespasses and raised for our justification.”43
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Chapter 6





The Close of the Apostolic Age


THE PROMINENCE of Paul’s letters in the New Testament and the devotion of the author of Acts to Paul’s missionary career leave the average reader of the New Testament with the impression that primitive Christianity and Pauline Christianity were virtually coextensive. In fact this is not the case. Paul himself knows of churches founded by other missionaries.1 The church at Rome was established before Paul wrote his famous letter of introduction to it. The so-called First Epistle of Peter addresses (among others) Christians in Pontus, Cappadocia, and Bithynia—provinces to which Paul’s mission did not extend. The Gospels of Matthew and John testify to the existence in Syria, and possibly in Asia Minor, of Christian communities and traditions whose roots were planted quite independently of Paul’s work. The original churches of Jerusalem, Judaea, and Galilee owed nothing to the Pauline mission. One must thus assume that primitive Christianity was, both in its thinking and in its organization, more various than a superficial reading of the New Testament might suggest.


From the historian’s point of view, therefore, it is unfortunate that, for the period after the deaths of Paul and of Peter, data for reconstruction of the church’s development are sparse, and difficult to interpret with assurance. It is possible, however, to identify with reasonable certainty the Christian writings that belong to this last third of the first century, even though it is not always easy to date them or locate their place of origin with any precision. At the same time, there are references in non-Christian writings which illuminate the history of the church in this period. By piecing these various sorts of evidence together, one can arrive at some very general conclusions about the life of the Christian community in the last third of the first century.


Thus, from the Roman historian Tacitus we learn that in 64 A.D. a fire “more serious and terrible”2 than any that had ever afflicted the city of Rome raged for more than a week and ruined ten of the city’s fourteen districts. In spite of the emperor Nero’s relief efforts and his expenditure of personal monies on reconstruction, many suspected him of having started the fire in order that he might have the opportunity of rebuilding Rome in a more splendid style. Nero’s response to this rumor was to find scapegoats: “those whom the populace called Christians, who were detested because of their shameful deeds.” Christians were arrested and tried, not so much for arson, we are told, as for “hatred of the human race”; and they were put to death by methods calculated to provide lurid entertainment for the public.3 Apparently, then, by Nero’s time Christians were recognized in Rome as a distinct group, independent of the Jewish community, and were unpopular because they did not mix with others but kept to themselves. The authorities—and the populace, for that matter—may have regarded them as an illicit secret society dangerous to public order.


This local attack on the church at Rome, while portentous of things to come, had little real effect on the Christian movement, whether at Rome or elsewhere. Of much more significance for the future of the church was the Jewish rebellion of 66–70 A.D., which, while it did not involve the Jews of the Diaspora, devastated Judaea and Galilee and resulted in the burning of the temple and the near destruction of Jerusalem. By the time this rebellion started, the Christians at Jerusalem had lost their first leader, James the brother of the Lord, who had been put to death by the Jewish authorities. The only report we have of the fate of the church in this catastrophe comes from Eusebius of Caesarea, who in his fourth-century Ecclesiastical History relates that an oracle led believers to migrate from Jerusalem to the Transjordanian city of Pella before the serious fighting started.4 Whether or not one accepts this account, it seems likely from indirect evidence that Christians in Palestine took a neutral stance during the Jewish war, and that this fact exacerbated the conflict between synagogue and church and made it less and less possible for believers to live as practicing Jews and synagogue members. By the last decade of the first century, the rabbis who reorganized and reinvigorated Judaism after the destruction of the temple had inserted in the synagogue prayers an anathema which made it impossible for a “Nazarene” to participate officially in the liturgy. This great crisis in the history of Judaism, then, brought about as one of its results a separation of the church from its parent body, even for Christians of Jewish parentage and practice. It meant, therefore, that Christians who continued, as many in Palestine apparently did, to keep the Law and to celebrate the Jewish feasts became an increasingly marginal and anachronistic group, at odds both with Judaism and with the growing Gentile churches.


The last third of the first century thus represents a time of crisis not only for Judaism but for the new Christian movement as well. The great leaders of the early years—Paul, Peter, and James—were dead. Furthermore, the church was beginning to be noticed, if only occasionally and locally, by the authorities; and in spite of its continuing dependence on Jewish thought, tradition, and literature, it now stood ever more clearly apart from the synagogue. Not surprisingly, morever, this time of trouble and transition brought to light serious debates and differences within the Christian communities themselves. Questions arose about the meaning and the practical implications of their message concerning the risen Christ. It is understandable, therefore, that this era produced a significant spate of Christian literature and that this literature almost uniformly reflects the churches’ need to stabilize their life and witness—to define their tradition and thus to establish their independent identity.


From the point of view of the Christian future, the most significant contributions to this literature are the four Gospels, each of which, in its distinctive way, represents an attempt to bring together in a single work both the apostolic message about Jesus’ death and resurrection and the traditions about his teaching and ministry. Each of them carries this task out from the point of view both of a particular Christian community or group of communities and of its own editor or author, who puts the story together in a way that reflects at once the life of that community and his own grasp of the sense of the Gospel. There are, nevertheless, literary and traditional relationships among the four Gospels. It is the consensus of scholars—questioned by some—that Matthew and Luke at once follow, revise, and supplement Mark, which thus seems to have been the original representative of the Gospel form, dating from the period 65–75 A.D. The Gospel of John, a distinctive work in more than one sense, almost certainly has no literary relation to the other three; there can be no doubt, however, that it handles and interprets in its own way many of the same traditions—as, at least in part, does the later, quasi-gnostic Gospel of Thomas, which presents a different version of the traditions concerning the sayings and teaching of Jesus. The aim of these works was to articulate and define the ground and substance of the Christian message by telling the story of Jesus as Christian preachers and teachers had traditionally conveyed it; and they do in fact appear to have incorporated whatever recollections of Jesus’ teaching and ministry were extant in the last decades of the first century.


It is not in the Gospels alone, however, that one can discern the efforts of late first-century Christians to order their lives and define their message. A variety of writings—many of which claim apostolic authorship and may well represent the thinking of disciples or “schools” in the tradition of one of the church’s original leaders—address themselves to the problems of the Christian movement and to the interpretation of its life and message. In this category, for example, belong the letters attributed to Peter and James, as well as such Pauline writings as the Pastoral Epistles and the Letter to the Ephesians. A special place belongs to the Acts of the Apostles, a companion piece to Luke’s Gospel, which not only has its own theological perspective but also offers an interpretation of the early history of Christianity calculated to stress the basic coherence and agreement of the several traditions. All of these writings respond to needs in the life of the churches, and all alike testify to an increasing sense of the necessity for a settled, authoritative “apostolic” tradition to provide a basis for the churches’ self-understanding. The Christian movement was beginning to realize that it lived by the message about Jesus as that was based in his own life and teaching and proclaimed by the witness of the leaders and founders of the earliest communities.
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Chapter 7






The Interpretation of Jesus


THE QUESTION of crucial importance for the churches of the late first century was that of understanding Jesus in and through the events of his ministry, death, and resurrection. What was the significance of his person and his career? It goes almost without saying that reflection on this Christological question started with the same datum as originally inspired the preaching and faith of the primitive community: that is to say, the experience of Jesus as risen. To the first followers of “the way,” this experience, accompanied as it was by the gift of the Holy Spirit,1 meant that for Jesus and in him the “life eternal,”2 the life of God’s fulfilled rule, had already dawned. The Risen One was the “first fruits” of God’s new creation3—of the re-formation of the cosmos. As such, he was also the bearer of God’s kingdom, the one in and through whom it comes and is made accessible.


It was natural, therefore, that in the first instance the significance of Jesus should have been expressed in messianic categories. His resurrection had shown him to be the one whom God would send to fulfill all things.4 Thus Paul, using what was no doubt a traditional formula, tells the Roman Christians that the good news concerns God’s “Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh and designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead”;5 and in another letter the same apostle explains that the calling of Christians is “to wait for [God’s] Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come.”6 In these basic summaries of his proclamation, Paul’s attention, like that of the speeches attributed to Peter in Acts, is focused on the resurrection and the eschaton—the final day of the Lord; the significance of Jesus is seen in the fact that as the person for whom the resurrection to true life has already happened, he will be God’s designated representative—God’s “Christ” and “Son”—on the last day. As such, Jesus is the bearer of salvation.


Such a messianic Christology also lies behind the primitive use of the titles “Son of Man” and “Lord.” Over the origin, history, and sense of the first of these titles, there was and is a great deal of scholarly controversy. There can be little doubt, however, that in the synoptic gospels as we now have them, “Son of Man,” as a title applied to Jesus, is meant in the first instance to describe his eschatological role as the representative of “the saints of the Most High,”7 who will come “with the clouds of heaven.”8 The title has also, of course, come in the gospels to be associated with his resurrection and, indeed, with his role as one who suffers. Similarly, the style “Lord” seems, in its original use, to have denoted Jesus as the Coming One9 who in virtue of the resurrection10 is even now the exalted representative of God’s power.


The resurrection of Jesus, however, meant more for early Christians than could be conveyed by statements about his messianic function as the embodiment and bearer of God’s coming kingdom. The future which he represented as the one whom God raised to the new life was, after all, not his alone. It was the future of all believers and, indeed, the destiny to which God had called all his human creatures. More than that, the new life actualized in the risen Christ was a gift in which believers could even now, through the gift of the Spirit, have a preliminary share. Thus, the Christ appears in early Christian thinking not only as the bearer of the kingdom, but also as the one in whom believers discover their own true identity because they share in his life and find their own lives transformed in him. In this strain, the Johannine Epistles testify to Christians’ sense of abiding “in the Son,”11 of being “in him who is true, in his Son Jesus Christ.”12 Similarly, the author of Hebrews insists that the “son of man,” now “crowned with glory and honor,”13 is nevertheless of the same “origin” as those whom he sanctifies and “is not ashamed to call them brethren.”14 This sense of oneness in the Christ and of participation in his life is, however, nowhere more clearly expressed than in the Pauline letters. There believers are said to be “in Christ”—to be baptized “into Christ Jesus,” so that in sharing his death to sin they may also come to share his resurrection.15 Paul can say that it is no longer he who lives, but Christ who lives in him,16 and by the same token he understands that the “life” of believers “is hid with Christ in God.”17 Hence, the followers of Christ are, collectively, “one body in Christ,”18 and can even be called simply “Christ.”19 This same theme takes shape in Paul’s idea of Christ as “the last Adam,”20 the “second man” who is “from heaven” and whose image believers are to bear.21 In this role, the Christ is contrasted with the first Adam, who represents and sums up humanity as it is caught in the state of death which sin brings. Jesus for his part is the person through whom the power of sin is conquered and “grace” reigns “to eternal life.” The Christ thus embodies the new humanity, and believers enter into this identity of his through the faith by which they are joined to him as his members.


Clearly, though, this portrayal of Jesus as Messiah, Son of God, and Lord on the one hand, and, on the other, as the Second Adam in whom the identity of humanity is realized, can make sense only on the hypothesis that the whole career of Jesus is the work of God, a deed and a declaration through which and in which God actualizes his purposes for humanity. Thus, we find, beginning with Paul, a tendency to interpret not merely the resurrection but also the ministry and death of Jesus as events which spring from God’s initiative. Peter in Acts is made to declare that it was “by the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” that Jesus was executed.22 This statement, however, merely echoes Paul’s conviction that God “sent” his Son23 and “put [him] forward as an expiation.”24 It is, therefore, not merely in his resurrection and his return to restore all things that Jesus is the Christ. It is also in his whole ministry and in his death that he is the bearer of God’s redeeming activity. “I delivered to you,” writes Paul, “. . . what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures.”25


It is not surprising, then, when we turn to the Gospels, to find that the role and significance which were initially ascribed to Jesus in the light of his resurrection are now seen to have belonged to him in his life and ministry as well. In Mark, the status of Jesus as Son of God is traced back to his baptism at the hands of John—that is, to the very beginning of his public career. Luke and Matthew, however, carry this logic one step further. Their accounts of the birth of Jesus make it clear that his very presence in human history has to be understood as God’s doing. Even his conception in the womb of Mary was the work of God’s Spirit, announced by an angel in accordance with a prophecy of Isaiah. In the course of his ministry, he is recognized by demons as God’s Son, and he presents himself as the “Son of Man,” who is called to fulfill in his death the role of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah. In the temptation which follows his baptism, he is seen in the role of the new Adam, “tempted,” like the original human being, “by Satan” and living “with the wild beasts,”26 but triumphing where his ancient counterpart had succumbed. Thus, the messianic and Adamic roles of Jesus are his from the very beginning of his story.


Throughout his career, then, Jesus is the very embodiment of God’s purposes and the one in whom they are carried out. This conviction—that what God is for humanity and what humanity is for God are both realized and made concrete in Jesus—gave rise to yet another, and centrally important, strain in primitive Christology.


The origins of this strain are also to be found in Paul. In his Corinthian correspondence, the apostle finds that he has to deal with a group of believers who claim to possess a superior understanding of the mystery of God’s way with his creation. They have, or assert that they have, a special insight into that transcendent wisdom of God which is worked out in the salvation of humankind. These converts, accordingly, find Paul’s preaching of a crucified human being to be “foolishness,” and they criticize him for not offering his churches a more profound teaching. In reply, Paul answers that “the power of God and the wisdom of God”27 are to be found not in any human knowledge or accomplishment, but only in “Christ crucified.”28 Christ is the one whom God has made not only “righteousness and sanctification and redemption” for his creatures, but also “wisdom.”29 In other words, the Jesus who was crucified and raised from the dead embodies and expresses the divine Wisdom which is at once God’s mind and purpose in creating and the “power” by which God carries out his purpose.30 Paul makes these statements, of course, in a polemical setting. He identifies Jesus the crucified as God’s Wisdom only in order to stop his converts from looking for that Wisdom elsewhere. Nevertheless, he takes his idea quite seriously once he has formulated it. It is in effect repeated at 1 Corinthians 8:6, where Paul speaks of “one God, the Father, from whom are all things, and one Lord Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist.” Here, language traditionally used of the divine Wisdom is explicitly applied to the risen Lord, and it is made clear that Jesus is the focus, not for the church alone but for the whole cosmos, of the active power and purpose of God.


This theme, though, is not sounded solely by Paul. Matthew’s gospel identifies Jesus in his earthly ministry as the presence of divine Wisdom.31 The Epistle to the Hebrews opens with a passage which describes God’s “Son” as the one through whom the world was created and who, like God’s Wisdom, “reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature.”32 In the Epistle to the Colossians, moreover, there is found an early Christian hymn which portrays God’s Son as “the image of the invisible God,” in whom “all things were created” and in whom “all things hold together.”33 The messianic Son who was raised from the dead to be the bearer of God’s Kingdom is now seen as the embodiment of that Wisdom which has been the bearer of God’s universal rule from the beginning of the creation.


Thus, almost inevitably, the logic of this theme leads on to the kind of Christology which is formulated in the Fourth Gospel. There too, a form of the idea of the divine Wisdom is determinative of the understanding of Jesus. Wisdom now appears as logos, the “Word” of God. The Logos pre-exists creation itself, being “in the beginning . . . with God.”34 As God’s own self-expression, the Logos is both divine and creative: “All things were made by him and without him was not anything made that was made.”35 This same Logos, however, who is God’s creative power is also the carrier of divine life and “the true light”36—in a word, the power of God for redemption. The saving power of Jesus, then, the fact that in him God’s “grace and truth”37 are actualized and made available to those who love him and keep his words, means that his human life and death have as their inner meaning and reality the eternal, life-giving Wisdom of God: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”38 So Jesus in the Fourth Gospel can say, “Before Abraham was, I am.”39


This Christology of the incarnation (“enfleshing”) of God’s pre-existent Word and Wisdom was of crucial significance both for what it said about Jesus and for the influence which it had on the formation of Christian belief. On the one hand, it served to explain a claim which had always been implicit in the designation of Jesus as Messiah, Lord, and Second Adam—the claim, namely, that his career is the fulfillment of God’s eternal purpose for humankind. It articulated this claim by envisaging the human life of Jesus as the embodiment of the Word, “the only Son from the Father,”40 who was God’s personified power and purpose as exercised in creation and redemption. On the other hand, this Christology was a strong assertion of the universal meaning of Jesus’ ministry, death, and resurrection. What these events brought about, it asserted, was the fulfillment of what God in his Wisdom had been up to always and everywhere. They manifested in a concrete way the meaning implicit in the very creation of the cosmos and of humanity, for their ultimate subject and agent was that divine Word in whom all things have their being.


Though in a variety of particular forms, the Christology of incarnation dominated the literature of the end of the first century and beginning of the second.41 It appears, for example, in the letters of Ignatius, the bishop of Antioch in Syria, for whom Jesus the Christ—“the life from which we are inseparable”42—is to be understood as “our God.” This does not mean, however, that Ignatius ignores or plays down the ordinary humanity of Jesus. On the contrary, he polemicizes against Docetism (the view that the fleshly, bodily side of Jesus is mere “appearance”) and insists that Christ was truly born, truly suffered, and was truly crucified.43 Thus, for Ignatius there are two dimensions of the person of Christ. In Jesus, spirit and flesh, divine and human, are at one. “There is only one physician—of flesh yet spiritual, born yet unbegotten, God enfleshed, genuine life in the midst of death, sprung from Mary as well as God.”44


Christologies of this incarnational form were in evidence in other sectors of the church as well. The document called 1 Clement, a letter from the Roman congregation to that at Corinth, speaks in a Jewish-Christian theological idiom quite different from that which shapes the thought of Ignatius. Nevertheless, it uses the language of Hebrews to portray Jesus as the reflection of God’s splendor, the “mirror” of “God’s . . . transcendent face,”45 and “the scepter of God’s majesty”46—in other words, as the Wisdom and Power of God who comes into the world to suffer but who is at the same time a descendant of Jacob “according to the flesh.”47 A somewhat later writing from Rome, The Shepherd of Hermas, combines the idea of “the holy pre-existent Spirit which created the whole creation”48 with the picture of Jesus as the suffering and exalted servant.


This Christological trend or theme, however, was not universally favored. In some circles in the church, the very notion of a unity of flesh and spirit, worldly and divine, seemed both incredible and offensive; and gnostic Christologies, as we shall see, tended to deny or to qualify any doctrine of the true “enfleshing” of God’s Word. At the same time, there was a persistent strain in Jewish Christianity which came to reject the Pauline and Johannine traditions and insisted upon a picture of Jesus as the one human being who had completely fulfilled God’s law. Constituted Son of God and Messiah at his baptism, Jesus would return in glory as the heavenly Son of Man. Called “Ebionites” by later Christian writers (who had forgotten that ebionim meant “the poor”: see Galatians 2:10), the groups which espoused this “adoptionist” view were no doubt the heirs of the primitive Judaean churches, whose influence, along with their numbers, dwindled after the Jewish war of 70 A.D.


There was, then, and continued to be, a variety of Christological ideas in the early church. However, the end of the first century and the beginning of the second saw the emergence of one dominant line of thought. One might, after the fashion of Ignatius and the Johannine letters, envisage the Christ as the bearer of a new and immortal life, divine in quality, which believers are called to share. Alternatively, one might view him primarily, in the style of 1 Clement, as the teacher, model, and revealer of the divine righteousness, which believers are called to imitate and embody in their own lives. In either case, however, the human person of Jesus was understood to express and body forth the divine life of the pre-existent Son, Word, or Wisdom of God, with whom, by God’s gracious sending, it was one.
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Chapter 8






Gentile Christianity of the Second Century


BY THE YEAR 100, Christianity was represented in Asia Minor, Syria, Macedonia, Greece, and the city of Rome. It may well have been—and by about 130 certainly was—present in Egypt, although nothing is known of its origins there. In the western portions of the empire, it had spread very little, if at all. Asia Minor was unquestionably the most extensively christianized territory in the empire. About 111–113, Pliny the Younger, governor of Bithynia, reported to the emperor Trajan that “the contagion of that superstition [i.e., Christianity] has penetrated not only the cities but also the villages and country places”; and he intimated that until he took steps to combat its spread, pagan temples had been “deserted.”1 In this there may be some rhetorical exaggeration (Pliny is obviously very troubled by the phenomenon of Christianity), but his testimony is at any rate reliable evidence of the liveliness of the Christian movement in the territories along the shore of the Black Sea.


An equally reliable testimony to its liveliness is the variety and quantity of Christian writings that can be dated to the closing years of the first century and the first half of the second. To this period there belong, of course, some of the works later included in the canon of the New Testament: the two letters attributed to Peter, for example, as well as the Johannine letters, the Revelation to John, and, in all probability, the Pastoral Epistles. In addition to these books, there is the body of literature (which a series of relatively modern discoveries has gradually expanded) traditionally referred to as the “Apostolic Fathers.” This description dates back to the seventeenth century, when scholars thought that these works had been written “in apostolic times” by immediate disciples of the church’s founders.


Among these works, a place of honor has always been given to 1 Clement, a letter written in the name of the Roman church to the Christians at Corinth around the year 95. This, the earliest known piece of Christian writing which failed finally to be included in the New Testament canon, has generally been attributed to Clement, a prominent presbyter (or perhaps the bishop) of the Roman church. It deals with problems of church order in the face of a rebellion in Corinth against the authority of that church’s presbyters. Alongside 1 Clement, there are seven letters written (ca. 113) by Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, to churches which had received him (or, as in the case of the Roman church, were about to receive him) while he traveled under strict military guard to be tried at Rome for his faith. Ignatius, too, is concerned with problems of church order, though in his case this concern is stimulated by theological issues. He urges his readers to unity in Christ, a unity to be realized in practice through obedient fellowship with the bishop, presbyters, and deacons of the local church. In the process, he argues against the Docetic and Judaizing doctrines which, as he sees it, are dividing the communities. Bound up with 1 Clement and the Ignatian Epistles are a letter of Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, and a document called the Epistle of Barnabas. The latter, perhaps written in Alexandria around 130, is in fact not a letter but a treatise which by allegorical methods explains the “true” (i.e., Christian) sense of the Jewish Law. To this treatise there has been appended a primitive Christian ethical instruction. Finally, the traditional list of the “Apostolic Fathers” included an early Christian sermon, probably of Alexandrian origin, mistakenly called the Second Epistle of Clement (2 Clement).


Later eras, however, added to this list of “Apostolic Fathers.” Most notably, there was the apocalypse or revelation called The Shepherd, written around the turn of the second century by a Roman Christian prophet called Hermas, who was troubled by the moral state of his community and by the question of whether there can be a “second repentance” for serious sins committed after baptism. Also included among these works was the so-called Letter to Diognetus, although later scholarship has assigned this piece to the last half of the second century and identified it as a work of Christian apologetic. More recently still—as the result of a discovery made in Constantinople in 1883—there has been added to the list a work whose full title is The Teaching of the Lord through the Twelve Apostles to the Gentiles. Commonly called Didachē, this work, like the Epistle of Barnabas, is composite. It contains a version of the same primitive ethical instruction which is appended to the latter, and it goes on to provide a simple church order—a set of instructions regarding baptism, the eucharist, and the governance of the church. It is commonly assigned to Syria and dated around the opening of the second century.


Not even these works, however, exhaust the list of the literary productions of the Christian movement in the early second century. For one thing, it seems likely that this is the period to which one must assign the beginnings of a Christian Gnostic literature. Even approximate dating of the Gnostic materials known to us is difficult, but it is clear that the great Gnostic teachers, Basilides and Valentinus, were functioning in Alexandria prior to about 140, when Valentinus appeared in Rome. The fragments of Valentinus’s letters and homilies that have been preserved for us by Clement of Alexandria may well, therefore, date to this period—as, for that matter, must the Gospel which is attributed to Basilides and his commentary on it, the Exegetica.1 And quite apart from Gnostic literature, there are remains of a number of other works from this period: for example, The Preaching of Peter; the influential Revelation of Peter, which was known and used by the Roman church as late as the end of the second century; and the Letter of the Apostles (Epistula Apostolorum), an anti-Docetic writing that testifies to a struggle between Gnostic and non-Gnostic groups in the church.


A survey of this literature makes at least one point quite clear. Christianity in the opening decades of the second century was a movement beset with debate and conflict. It still moved in the shadow of the thought-world of late Judaism. That thought-world itself, however, was no monolithic structure, but a loose and variegated affair, as is shown by the varieties of emphasis, interest, and doctrine which are reflected in Christian writings of this era. The fact appears to be that questions were being raised on every hand that the primitive proclamation of the church had neither contemplated nor answered: questions about the meaning and value of the church’s Scriptures, which at this time were simply the traditional scriptures of Judaism; about the framework of beliefs and values within which the proclamation of “Jesus and the resurrection” was to be understood; about the order of the communities and the style of life which Christians were called upon to lead. Time, moreover, would make these problems not less but more acute.


At the same time, however, this literature makes it clear that there were forces at work which were pushing the churches toward common solutions of these problems—forces which, in effect, demanded that they make up their collective mind about what they stood for. One, and perhaps the most important, of these forces was the Christian movement’s most basic conviction about itself: that its members and followers belonged to “a chosen race . . . a holy nation, God’s own people.”2 However scattered and various the communities of believers, they were conscious of being a single people whose shared citizenship was not in Rome but in the heavenly Jerusalem.3 This fact is attested to not merely by their words—as, for example, Ignatius’s reference to the “catholic” (i.e., universal) church which is “wherever Jesus Christ is”4—but also by their habit, for which there is no ancient parallel, of writing each other letters of rebuke, advice, and exhortation. This sense of unity, of belonging to one elect people, helps to explain the seriousness with which these groups took their disagreements. It also explains their compulsion to seek shared settlements and resolutions.


This sense of unity was enhanced by the surprising unanimity with which they accepted certain norms or authorities for their common life and teaching, and also by the persistence and development of certain common institutions. All communities appealed to the Jewish Scriptures (though these, as the future was to show, constituted a shared problem as well as a shared resource), and all appealed as well to the words of the Lord and to the testimony of the leaders of the primitive community—“the ordinances of the apostles,” as Ignatius puts it.5 There was, in short, general assent to the belief that the churches’ teaching and practice had to be consistent with its origins in the work of Christ and of the first generation of his disciples. The seriousness with which this conviction was held is demonstrated by nothing better than by the tiresome regularity with which early Christian writings are attributed to one or another of the Twelve—or, like Didachē or Epistula Apostolorum, to the entire college of the church’s founders.


The common life of the churches, moreover, was shaped by shared institutions which functioned as instruments of unity and continuity. The disciple was admitted to the church by the rite of baptism. This involved not only washing but also the making of a traditional confession of faith, and it presupposed instruction in the meaning of that faith and in the style of life that it demanded. The regular assemblies of the community, which took place on the Lord’s Day (Sunday) in celebration of Jesus’ resurrection, involved not only prayer, praise, and the reading of the Scriptures, but also preaching, prophecy, and the celebration of the Lord’s Supper or eucharist. These regular common actions were occasions which both shaped and interpreted the life and identity of the community, and they provided a matrix in which a common symbolic language was preserved and developed.


Of equal importance in the life of the second-century church was the discipline of the community. The church was a “separated” body whose members were expected to conduct their lives in a certain style. There were disciplines of fasting and prayer.6 It was understood that Christians did not enter into second marriages, put unwanted babies to death by exposure, or practice abortion. They were to have nothing to do with pagan festivals or with any occupation which could be construed as putting them in the service of the “demons” they understood the pagan gods to be. All this meant, of course, that they could have little to do with the public life of any city in which they dwelt, since pagan religion was inevitably part of the very fabric of that life. Above all, however, they were to love the brethren and to practice almsgiving and charity. “Fasting is better than prayer, but almsgiving than both.”7 Ignatius’s most eloquent condemnation of heretics comes in his allegation that “For love they have no care, none for the widow, none for the orphan, none for the distressed, none for the afflicted, none for the prisoner, or for him released from prison, none for the hungry or thirsty.”8 1 Clement knows of believers who have sold themselves into slavery to supply the needy.9 Christian communities not only lived by a discipline, but they also functioned as close associations in which systematic mutual assistance was organized and practiced. This fact, too, no doubt contributed to a sense of cohesiveness and to a low threshold of toleration for fundamental disagreement or conflict.
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Chapter 9





Christian Organization


NO QUESTION in church history has been more darkened by controversy than that of the origins of the church’s official ministry. Owing to the scantiness of the evidence which has survived, few questions are more difficult to answer in detail. In all probability, the course of institutional development was slightly different in different places. In other words, not all first-century Christian communities had the same structures at the same time. Yet by the middle of the second century, a substantially uniform pattern of local ministry was coming to prevail throughout the Christian world. In each city, the Christians tended to have a principal leader and pastor, called episkopos—“bishop” or, more literally, “overseer” or “superintendent.” The episkopos worked on the one hand with a body of colleagues called presbuteroi (“elders”) and on the other with a set of assistants who “served” him in his administrative and pastoral functions—the diakonoi, or “deacons.” These officers did not, of course, get appointed or selected out of a body of more or less trained professionals, as has been the case with the Christian ministry in most places since late classical and medieval times. They were members of the body of Christians in a particular city, selected for their personal talents and qualities.


The reasons for the emergence of such a pattern of ministry and governance are, in general, clear. As we have seen, the Christian community in any given city was a closely knit body. It gathered regularly for the performance of its characteristic rites. It also served as a society for the members’ mutual assistance, and it provided support for the poor, for widows, and for parentless children. In addition, not unlike the Jewish communities out of which they had originally grown, these churches seem by and large to have regulated their own affairs and the relations among their members without appeal to Roman courts of law, enforcing their own standards of behavior and settling disputes.1 Finally, these communities found their raison d’être in the new life of the risen Christ, communicated to them by God in the Spirit and articulated in the proclamation and teachings of the original disciples and apostles. They were sure, therefore, that the preservation and transmission of this Gospel in its authentic form was essential to their life. The emergence of community officers, in these circumstances, to serve as leaders of worship, rulers of the community life, administrators of its affairs, and teachers of the truth by which it lived, can hardly be a matter of surprise.


On the other hand, this set of conditions, which encouraged or demanded a settled organization of the churches, only gradually had its effect. For one thing, the performance of these functions demanded an official ministry only as churches grew and ceased, bit by bit, to be face-to-face groups that could meet in a single dwelling. For another, problems about the life, order, and beliefs of the community had to appear before the shape of the official ministry could be settled and its authority established. Nevertheless, there is no puzzle about the “why” of the appearance of an official ministry nor about its nature and functions when it appeared.


By contrast, there is, and will no doubt continue to be, a puzzle about the “how” of the development of the official ministry. The Acts of the Apostles informs us that the church at Jerusalem was in the end governed by James the brother of the Lord in association with a body of “elders.” Some scholars have argued that, since James’s successor, who presided over the Jerusalem church after the Jewish war, was also a relative of Jesus (“a cousin of the Savior”2), the original constitution of the Jerusalem church was that of a “caliphate,” in which the community was to be ruled by collateral descendants of Jesus. Others, discounting this hypothesis, have nevertheless thought that the picture in Acts of “James and the elders” provided the model which was later imitated (perhaps originally at Antioch) in the institution of the bishop with his council of presbyters.


In fact, however, the first hint of the existence of such a structure comes, as we shall see, from the first decade of the second century. In spite of the statement in Acts that Paul and Barnabas “appointed elders for them in every church,”3 the letters of Paul make no mention of established church officers and certainly none of elders. It is true that 1 Thessalonians 5:12 refers to persons who “are over you in the Lord,” and that Philippians 1:1 includes “the bishops and deacons” among the “saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi.” On the other hand, Paul’s Corinthian correspondence contains no such references, nor indeed do any of the others among his undoubted letters. There may have been, in some of the Pauline churches, the rudimentary beginnings of a structure of ministry and governance, but there is no indication either that Paul himself was directly responsible for its institution or that it had become established and formalized. And this is more or less the state of affairs one would expect to find.


This is not to say, of course, that Paul took no interest in the functioning of the “varieties of ministry”4 in his churches. Moreover, his discussion of this problem in the Corinthian letters suggests that in Corinth there was already some conflict over the question of whose ministry, or what sort of ministry, was the most important. Paul’s response to this situation was to emphasize that all ministries are gifts of God and the Spirit and that all are essential to the welfare of “the body,” even those that seem obscure or dishonorable. What he meant by “ministry,” then, is any gift which expresses itself in constructive service to the community, from healing to administering; and these different gifts of the one Spirit are given to all members of the body. Paul believed that, among these gifts, some are of first importance: those which constitute individuals as “apostles . . . prophets . . . teachers,” in that order.5 In other words, what the church cannot do without are those gifts and callings which concern the proclamation, interpretation, and explication of the new life “in Christ Jesus.” Even in this case, however, he was referring not to offices but to forms of activity into which people are called by the Spirit, even as he himself had been “called by the will of God to be an apostle.”6 Paul himself exercised a very active ministry of superintendence and governance over the congregations he had founded, and indeed he employed assistants in the work,7 but he never regarded himself as being in any sense an officer of the church.


Yet by about the end of the first century, officers had appeared, not only in the Pauline churches, but in the church of Rome and, apparently, in the region of Syria and Palestine as well. What is more, the structure and nomenclature of these offices seem to have been roughly the same in all these regions. Thus 1 Clement speaks of “bishops and deacons”8 and traces these offices back to apostolic foundation. The letter presupposes that such officers exist not only at Rome but also at Corinth. They are persons appointed “with the whole church’s consent”;9 this fact and the fact that they stand in a succession which goes back to the apostles10 makes it both impious and destructive of divine order for Christians to rebel against their authority. 1 Clement also mentions elders as officers in the church, but everything in the letter goes to suggest that it uses “elder” and “bishop” as interchangeable words for the same office.


The same twofold structure appears in the Pastoral Epistles and Didachē. The latter document almost certainly reflects a transitional situation, in which the authority of local officers has to be commended in the face of the charismatic appeal of traveling “apostles” and “prophets,” who occasionally showed a tendency to charlatanism. Didachē accordingly gives rules for distinguishing false prophets from true (the false prophet asks for money and does not practice what he preaches11) and exhorts its readers to “elect” for themselves “bishops and deacons who are a credit to the Lord. . . . For their ministry to you is identical with that of the prophets and teachers.”12 The Pastoral Epistles, unlike Didachē, mention elders as well as deacons and bishops, but one passage in Titus13 seems to suggest that here, as in 1 Clement, “elder” and “bishop” denote the same individuals. Also in the same vein as I Clement, the Pastorals intimate that these officers exercise authority with apostolic approval and at apostolic direction. In describing the work of the elder-bishop, the Pastorals place emphasis on three matters. The bishop is, first, to be a model of Christian life: “no drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, and no lover of money.”14 Second, he is to be an apt manager of affairs—an administrator. Above all, though, he is to be a “teacher,”15 to “follow the pattern of sound words”16 which embodies the doctrine of the apostle himself and to “hold firm to the sure word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine.”17 There are false teachers abroad, and the leaders of the local churches find their primary responsibility in bearing witness to the style of life and doctrine which the first generation of Christian preachers had inculcated. They are, in fact, the guardians of the apostolic “deposit” (parathēkē).18


This concern for maintenance of the authentic (i.e., original) Christian witness is reflected equally in the letters of Ignatius, who commends the members of the congregation at Ephesus for having “always been of one mind with the very apostles.”19 In fact, however, Ignatius puts his emphasis less on agreement with the apostles than on the believers’ unity of life with Christ himself and, through Christ, with God. When he discusses the official ministry, he dwells on its character as an effective symbol of this unity. “The bishops,” he says, “. . . reflect the mind of Christ,”20 and believers, if they continue in unity with and submission to the bishops, by that very fact enter into the unity of Christ with God.21 What stands out, however, in the Ignatian letters is the fact that in all the churches he addresses (except that of Rome), he presupposes not a twofold ministry of elder-bishops and deacons, but a threefold structure in which the office of bishop is clearly distinguished from that of elder. In each of these churches there is one bishop, who governs with a body of elders and has his “ministers” in the deacons. It is thus in the Ignatian letters that the historian first encounters the ministerial structure which, in the course of the second century, came to prevail in all the churches.


The question of how, by what process, this development occurred, has been the subject of much debate. One hypothesis is that it came about almost naturally, and certainly informally, as special status and responsibility in each church came to be assigned to an elder who regularly chaired meetings of what Ignatius calls “the presbytery.” This hypothesis finds some confirmation in the fact that, even after the development of the monarchical episcopate, bishops seem often to have been referred to as “elders.” The third-century church order known as the Didascalia Apostolorum identifies the chief pastor of a local church as “bishop and head among the presbytery,”22 and it is clear that for a long time elders were regarded not as the bishop’s representatives or delegates but as his colleagues. It finds further, albeit indirect, confirmation in the facts that at least for a while the two different structures must have existed simultaneously and that no one (including Ignatius) seems to have taken offense at this fact. At the turn of the second century, the system which acknowledged elder-bishops and deacons and that which spoke of bishop, elders, and deacons may well have looked, in actual practice, very much alike, if one assumes that most local Christian groups would, at least informally, have treated one individual among their elders as their principal leader and teacher.


With the establishment of this pattern of church order, there also appear the bare beginnings of the idea of “apostolic succession” or “succession from the apostles.” It is in 1 Clement that this development is most obvious. There the authority of the bishops and deacons is made to depend, at least in part, on the fact that their offices were established by the apostles;23 and one sentence in the letter—a sentence which, unfortunately, is quite ambiguous—may mean that the Roman church regarded its elder-bishops as “succeeding” to the apostles.24 This idea, however, even if it represents the thinking of the Roman church, was not widespread at the beginning of the second century. The Pastoral Epistles claim the authority of Paul for the institution of episcopal and diaconal ministries but do not suggest that local officers “succeed” to apostolic authority; and Ignatius of Antioch, convinced though he is of the necessity of strengthening the authority of bishop and presbytery, makes no effort to claim apostolic foundation for these offices. The full flowering of the idea of apostolic succession had to wait for the controversies of the later second century over Gnosticism.


Even by the beginning of the century, however, a regular pattern of ministry and governance was in the process of being established. The unit of the church—as one might expect, given the social and political organization of the Roman world—was the body of Christians in a particular polis. Each of these churches tended to have a principal pastor, called the bishop, who not only presided at liturgical gatherings but also directed the administrative and disciplinary business of the community and, above all, was the church’s official teacher, the guardian and interpreter of its ethical and doctrinal tradition. With the bishop there were associated in this work the body of elders, to which he himself was seen to belong, and the “ministers” or deacons who apparently came to assist the bishop in his liturgical, administrative, and disciplinary work. Each such body, with its officers, was understood to be the ekklesia, whole and complete in its particular place. In spite of the obvious fact that each local church frequently exchanged ideas and admonitions with other churches, there was no organization of the church above the level of the polis.
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Chapter 10





Christianity and the Roman Government


IN MATTERS OF RELIGION, Rome was normally tolerant, following in this regard the policies of the earlier Hellenistic monarchies of the East. The Roman authorities understood that each of the cities and nations under their sway had deities, rites, and religious practices which it cherished, even as the Senate and People of Rome cherished theirs. Under Roman rule, such local or ethnic cults were permitted and protected as long as due honor was given to Rome and her gods. Thus, Judaism was a religio licita (“authorized religion”); and while the Romans tended to dislike Jewish proselytism and tried more than once to make Judaism less visible in Rome itself, they nevertheless went to the length of dispensing Jews from participation in the imperial cult.


This toleration of pluralism, however, had certain limits, which became apparent where the interests of Rome or the welfare of Roman citizens was concerned. Some religious practices seemed to the Romans to be immoral and thus offensive to the gods on whose good will the city—and the empire—ultimately depended. Such practices were liable to be suppressed, whether in Rome itself or in the provinces. Thus, we learn that while “Augustus had been content to prohibit any Roman citizen in Gaul from taking part in the savage and terrible Druidic cult,” which practiced human sacrifice, “Claudius abolished it altogether.”1 At the same time, the Romans were traditionally wary of voluntary religious societies (collegia) that practiced their rites in private. The members of such groups were likely to be suspected of taking blood-oaths that pledged them to crime and sedition. In short, religious cults which seemed to threaten the Roman state and public order—whether by offending Rome’s gods or by appearing to encourage conspiracy—were regarded automatically as illicit, even though little or no action might in fact be taken to suppress them.


For such status as an unauthorized and potentially dangerous association, the Christian movement was a natural candidate. It was not the traditional religion of any nation or city and could therefore scarcely claim the sort of recognition which Rome gave to the Jewish or Egyptian religions or to such a local cult as that of the Syrian Baal. What is more, Christians gathered in private, and their exclusive monotheism compelled them to refuse all participation in pagan religious observances. This meant not only that people tended to suspect them of being up to something indecent or sinister, but also that in any polis where they dwelt they were marked out as a small group of willful dissenters from the very basis of communal life. Paul conveys the Christian attitude by saying, “Our citizenship is in heaven”;2 to the Roman historian Tacitus, this attitude looked more like “hatred of the human race.” Thus, when Pliny, during his term as governor of Bithynia, wrote to the emperor Trajan about the problem of Christians, his very language betrayed the reaction which believers evoked from their contemporaries. They “assemble before daylight,” he says, “and recite by turns a form of words to Christ as god.” What is more, they bind themselves “with an oath,” and though they insisted that this oath committed them not to crime but to good behavior, Pliny obviously had difficulty in crediting any such disclaimer. Accordingly, he tortured two slave-girls who were Christian deaconesses in order to find out the truth, but, he reports, “I discovered nothing else than a perverse and extravagant superstition.”3 He does not for a moment doubt that the Christians are guilty of “secret crimes,” but he is uncertain whether they are to be prosecuted for these crimes or for “the mere name” (i.e., simply for being Christians).4


The emperor Trajan’s reply is just as instructive as Pliny’s report. There is no question in the emperor’s mind that the Christians represent an unauthorized, and in principle dangerous, association. Nevertheless, he obviously does not believe that they constitute much of a problem in practice. He directs, therefore, that when caught they are to be punished (though if they recant their faith, they can be pardoned), but that they are not to be sought out actively. The governor, then, is not to involve himself in a systematic attempt to extirpate this sect. Trajan’s successor, the emperor Hadrian, seems to have taken much the same attitude. His pronouncement on this subject, embodied in a rescript to the proconsul of Asia (ca. 125), assumes that Christianity is unauthorized and therefore punishable; his primary concern, however, is to assure that proper judicial procedures are followed and that persons are not punished for Christian belief as a result of mob tumults or false or anonymous accusations.5


Even from these scanty sources, there is much to be learned about the situation of Christianity under Roman rule during the second century and later. For one thing, it seems clear that the emperors of this period were neither greatly interested in nor greatly disturbed by the phenomenon of Christianity. Nonetheless, they assumed that it was undesirable and punishable, and by this judgment they exposed Christians to the hostility of local populations and so to prosecution and punishment by imperial governors. Further, Hadrian’s rescript suggests that Christians caused far more trouble to the imperial authorities by being the occasion of local disorders and tumults than by any threat they posed to the empire in their own right; and in this intimation there is a clue to the real source of the Christians’ troubles—a clue which is confirmed by the evidence of early Christian martyrologies. These documents indicate that it was not imperial policy but popular hostility that instigated the early persecutions. At Lyons and Vienne in Gaul, it was the rage of “an infuriated populace against its supposed enemies and foes”6 which started the persecution in 177 A.D.; and at Rome, Justin, the Christian apologist, was not sought by the authorities but was betrayed to them by a fellow intellectual, the Cynic philosopher Crescens. One is bound to conclude that the actual incidence of persecution depended largely on the attitudes and feelings of local citizenries toward the Christians and on the degree to which provincial governors were willing to pacify popular feeling by cooperating with it. This conclusion is supported, moreover, by the sporadic character of the early persecutions. More important than the deliberate policies of the emperors (who seem in fact to have given very little thought to “the Christian problem”) were popular fear and mistrust of the Christians, who were widely believed to be atheists (since they would not worship the gods), seditionists, and habitually given to unspeakable crimes.


What was the Christian response to this situation? In the face of persecution, imprisonment, and death, believers understood that they were being called, by unwavering confession of their Lord, to share the suffering by which Christ had overcome the forces of evil abroad in the world. The death of a martyr—a “witness”—was thus the glorious culmination of a struggle that led to eternal life. When the slave-girl Blandina hung in the arena at Lyons, believers “saw in the form of their sister him who was crucified for them” and knew “that all who suffer for the glory of Christ have for ever fellowship with the living God.”7 This struggle, though, was not envisaged as a fight against Rome and its emperors. It was directed against Satan and his hosts, who held the world in thrall; and the Roman imperium, in spite of its blasphemous pretensions, was an instrument of God to keep evil under relative control.8 Thus, in the very face of a “fiery ordeal” of persecution, the First Epistle of Peter can urge Christians, “Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right.”9 Rome, the imperial order, was perceived not as the real source of the evil by which Christians were afflicted but rather as a power which, in God’s providence, kept things from getting much worse—and this was a judgment which, no doubt in a very rough way, reflected the actual state of affairs.
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Chapter 11





The Apologists


THE CHARGES brought against Christians, not to mention the official policy of treating the church as an unauthorized association, impelled believers not only to bear witness in suffering but also to explain and defend their faith. There arose, therefore, in the course of the second century a new genre of Christian literature, the “apology”—so called from the Greek apologia, meaning “a speech for the defense.” The authors of these works are known collectively as the Apologists; and though writings of this type were produced long after the close of the second century, the period from about 130 to about 180 A.D. is frequently referred to as the age of the Apologists.


The first of these writers was one Quadratus, probably an Athenian, who in about 125 wrote an apology addressed to the emperor Hadrian. The work is now preserved only in fragments. Better known is the similar appeal of Aristides, another Athenian and a philosopher of sorts, who addressed his argument to Antoninus Pius in about 140. Most famous of all is the Apology of Justin Martyr, a Christian philosopher who apparently ran a school in Rome and wrote in about the middle of the century. Justin’s disciple Tatian (who also harmonized the four Gospels in his famous Diatessaron) wrote a Discourse to the Greeks, which is perhaps less a defense of Christianity than an outright attack on pagan culture and religion. Also to be reckoned in this group of writers are Melito of Sardis, who wrote between 169 and 180; Athenagoras, of whom nothing is known save his authorship of the Supplication for the Christians (ca. 177); and the bishop Theophilus of Antioch, who wrote the lengthy apology, To Autolycus.


There is no evidence that any of these works greatly influenced heathen opinion (though one of them, Justin’s Apology, eventually stimulated a pagan counterattack, in the True Word of the philosopher Celsus) or that they were read by the emperors to whom they were technically addressed. They were, however, valued in Christian circles, because they offered the first reasoned explications of the church’s tenets. Their authors were men of some literary and philosophical culture, who took pains to speak the language of the educated classes. At the same time, their work shows that they were acquainted not only with the content of traditional Christian preaching and catechesis, but also with some of the leading ideas and themes of earlier Hellenistic Jewish apologetic, on which they drew for their own purposes.


The most prominent of them, Justin Martyr, was born in the Roman colony of Flavia Neapolis near the site of ancient Shechem. The account of his life and conversion that is given in the opening chapters of his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew indicates that he was a student of philosophy who belonged to the Platonist tradition. The teaching of this school, he reports, “furnished my mind with wings,”1 and he “expected forthwith to look upon God, for this is the aim of Plato’s philosophy.”2 Justin goes on to report, however, that in extended conversation with “a certain old man,”3 he was persuaded that some tenets of the Platonist position were questionable. Above all, he learned that true knowledge of God could come only by revelation and that such revelation had been given through the prophets, “who spoke by the divine Spirit.”4 These prophets “gave glory to God the Maker and Father of the universe and announced his Son, the Christ whom he sent.”5 Thus, Justin was convinced that the goal of the philosophical quest could be achieved only through God’s revelation of himself in his Son and that the truth of this revelation was evidenced and guaranteed by the inspired testimony of the Hebrew prophets. It might be true that “the work of philosophy is to inquire into the Divine”;6 but anyone who wants to “come to be with God in a state of inalienability [en apatheiai]”7 must know God as he is revealed in Christ. Christianity, then, for Justin, was the oldest, truest, and most divine of philosophies because it was the wisdom revealed by God himself, through the prophets first of all, but then in his own Son.


Justin’s Apology was written after he took up residence in Rome, around 153 A.D. It opens by arguing the injustice and irrationality of punishing believers simply for the name “Christian” rather than for proven criminal acts. Further, it insists that Christians are not guilty of the charges commonly lodged against them. They are not atheists, though they worship the true God rather than the demons who pass themselves off as gods. They are certainly not seditionists or anarchists, for the “kingdom” they seek is God’s and not a human kingdom to rival Caesar’s. They are not criminals, but inculcate a strict morality in accordance with Jesus’ teaching and seek to promote peace and decency. Having made these points, Justin then passes on to establish the superiority of Christian belief over pagan religion and to set out its credentials by showing how the Hebrew prophets had predicted the Christian dispensation.


At the center of Justin’s apologetic is his use of the idea of the divine Logos. This word in Greek means not only “word” or “speech,” but also “reason.” As Justin uses it, it can of course refer to human reason—that endowment by which a human person understands reality and exercises freedom of choice. Primarily, however, the Logos for him is “the first-born of God,”8 “the Spirit and the Power from God,”9 whom Justin seems to identify with the creative World-Soul of Plato’s dialogue Timaeus.10 This Logos has been active throughout human history as the revealer of God, and all human persons partake of, or participate in, God’s Logos/Son insofar as they are rational. Hence, Justin can say: “Those who have lived by the aid of logos are Christians even if they were adjudged atheists—such as Socrates and Heraclitus and their like among the Greeks, and, among the barbarians, Abraham . . . and Elijah.”11 What Christian faith distinctively knows and declares, however, is that this divine Logos “was born as a human being of a virgin, and given the name Jesus, and was crucified and died and rose and ascended into heaven.”12 Thus, it is not true to say that the Christ came into existence only “one hundred and fifty years ago.” He has always been the companion of humanity, but he has not always been present in the way that Christians know him—as a human person named Jesus.


From one point of view, then, Justin’s Logos-doctrine is nothing more than a reiteration of themes already to be found in Christian—and Hellenistic Jewish—tradition. It draws on the Wisdom Christology which we have already noted in earlier Christian writers, and no doubt, too, directly or indirectly, on the speculations of a thinker like Philo Judaeus (see I:2). Still further in its background lies the ancient Stoic use of logos to denote the Divinity immanent in the cosmos. Justin, however, has assimilated these ideas to a Middle Platonist world view, and he sees the Logos as a mediatorial figure, begotten “before all creatures”13 to be the agent of the unbegotten and unnamable God in creation and in revelation. This line of thought, shared by all of the Apologists, was to occasion much controversy and difficulty in later Christian theology. On the other hand, Justin’s own interest in the Logos doctrine did not center primarily around its relevance for the doctrines of God and creation. More important for his apologetic task was its capacity to give expression to the universal claims of Christian faith. It enabled him to say that the truth which Christians knew in Jesus the Christ was a truth for all human beings, and a truth to which all historical traditions bore witness, because Jesus is the concrete human presence of the universal and creative Reason of God, the very principle of the world-order itself. Justin’s theology thus lays the basis for an open dialogue between Christian faith and the tradition of Gentile religious philosophy, and in that sense marks the beginnings of a “scientific” theology.
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Chapter 1






Gnosticism


DURING THE LIFETIME of Justin Martyr—that is, in the period between roughly 130 and 160 A.D.—there surfaced within the Christian community a debate whose roots reached back into the first century. It was the controversy between groups which came to be called “gnostic” and defenders of what might be termed a common-sense interpretation of the churches’ teaching tradition. The debate raised difficult and fundamental issues, not merely about particular questions—for example, the nature of evil, the meaning of “God,” and the character of redemption—but also about the way in which the language of the church’s catechesis was to be interpreted. As a result, it compelled significant developments in the range, depth, and precision of the Christian theological tradition, as well as in the institutions by which that tradition was shaped and handed on.


In spite of the historical importance of this debate, it has not proved an easy matter for scholars to bring the phenomenon of Gnosticism into clear focus or even to decide upon a uniform way of characterizing or defining it. One reason for this lack of clarity is no doubt the fact that Gnosticism represents less a specific set of teachings than a religious mood of world-rejection coupled with what might best be called a transcendentalist habit of mind. Its cultural and social setting seems to have been the urban world in which Jewish religious texts and symbols were being drawn into syncretism with popularized philosophical notions and themes drawn from Hellenistic religion. Since it was precisely this world which Christianity entered when the Gospel was carried “to the Gentiles,” it is hardly a matter for surprise that much of the gnostic writing and teaching with which we are acquainted is either partly or thoroughly christianized. Nevertheless, it is necessary for the historian to distinguish, for the sake of clarity, between the general phenomenon of Gnosticism itself and the particular and definite forms which it took through an association with Christianity.


Another reason for this lack of clarity lies in the character of the sources on which historians have until recently had to draw for their knowledge of Gnosticism. It is true that modern scholars have had access to a few complete works of gnostic authorship. The Christian Gnostic Ptolemy’s Letter to Flora was preserved in its original Greek by the fourth-century heresiologist Epiphanius, and eighteenth-century finds in the Egyptian desert produced some important texts in the Egyptian vernacular, Coptic. Among these were the Pistis-Sophia, a dialogue of the risen Jesus with his disciples; two works contained in the so-called Bruce Codex, one untitled and the other called The Mystery of the Great Logos; and the vastly important Secret Teaching of John, first published in 1955. Nevertheless, the principal sources for a knowledge of Gnosticism have been the works of its Christian opponents and critics of the late second and early third centuries: writers such as Irenaeus of Lyons, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Tertullian, and Hippolytus of Rome. From such authors, we have summaries of gnostic teaching and, not infrequently, quotations drawn from gnostic writings. (Thus, Origen provides us with extensive citations of the earliest known commentary on the Fourth Gospel, from the pen of the Gnostic Heracleon.) Even when there is good reason to think, however, that the sources these writers use are trustworthy and their reporting accurate (which is often but not always the case), their testimony is of limited value. For one thing, their theories about the origins and sources of Gnosticism (which they liked to trace back through a succession of teachers to Simon Magus, as portrayed in the narrative of Acts 8:9–24) were mostly produced to serve the needs of their polemic. For another, their understanding and handling of gnostic ideas could be biased and unsympathetic even when their reporting was faithful.


It was, therefore, an event of great importance for the scholarly world when, in 1945, a small library of thirteen codices was discovered at Nag Hammadi in Egypt, on a site not far removed from that of a fourth-century monastery at Chenoboskion. These codices contain some forty-eight short tractates in Coptic translation, of which the great majority are gnostic works. They have now, after many years of controversy and negotiation, been edited and translated, and are being studied systematically.1 It is from this find that we have such works as The Gospel of Truth, The Gospel of Thomas, the so-called Tripartite Tractate, and the Treatise on the Resurrection, often referred to as the Epistle to Rheginos—all works which illuminate the character of a Christian Gnosticism. The library also contains, however, works of gnostic provenance which show little or no interest in or acquaintance with Christianity.


From a study of the gnostic materials, two things at any rate have become clear. The first is that Gnosticism was by no means a uniform phenomenon. Both the reports of early Christian critics and the materials in the Nag Hammadi collection itself indicate that there was no single body of teaching common to all the writings or all the teachers belonging to this stream in ancient religion. Beyond this, though, and equally important for an understanding of second-century Christianity, it is now clear that not all Gnosticism was Christian and that the movement or religious tendency which it represents existed independently of the church, even if it did not greatly antedate Christianity. From the point of view of second-century Christian writers and thinkers, Gnosticism may often have looked like a hairesis—“sect” or “heresy”—bred up within the church. But if it did, the explanation seems to lie in the fact that, no doubt from a very early date, there were persons of a gnostic habit of mind who became converts to Christianity, or were attracted by its teaching, and who interpreted the meaning of this new faith in a way consonant with their habitual beliefs.


But what were the salient characteristics of this stream or movement in ancient religion? A student approaching the sources for the first time is bound to be struck initially by the very mood and style of gnostic writings. For one thing, what they have to offer is always a secret teaching, revealed to the few and mysterious in its very substance. Not everyone is capable of the knowledge (gnosis) which the gnostic possesses, and one (though not the only) reason for this is that it concerns things which are not apparent—truths about a primordial reality that is not only beyond ordinary thought and experience but positively alien to them. There is, therefore, a deliberately riddle-like quality about much gnostic discourse, a delight in the obscure, the complex, and the mystifying. Again, much gnostic teaching—indeed, the very core of it—is couched mythologically. That is, the gnosis which comes as a revelation to those “in the know” takes the form of a story (muthos) about the transcendent, primordial realities. Yet gnostic myth is distinctive in kind. The actors in it are not those gods and goddesses of primitive lore whom Greek philosophy was in the business of demythologizing. Quite often they are abstract philosophical or theological notions, or general religious symbols, which are used not as symbols but as names—“remythologized,” as it were, and made the subject of a tale. Finally, as we have already suggested, no one who looks at these sources can miss for long the syncretistic character of gnostic thinking. Certain elements in the Jewish Scriptures—the creation story, for example—figure largely in gnostic writings. But so do themes from pagan mythology, from popular astrology, and from magic, not to mention philosophical ideas with parallels in Middle Platonism, Neo-Pythagoreanism, and Hellenistic Judaism. There is inevitably, therefore, something of a phantasmagoric quality about gnostic literature.


This does not mean that its message is trivial, however; and in spite of the variety of gnostic myths and systems, they seem to have certain general themes and concerns in common. If one were to summarize as briefly as possible the content of the gnosis which is revealed to the elect, it would turn out to be the assurance that they are “displaced persons” in the system of things. They are spirit-selves from the hidden world of Light and Knowledge, lost and cruelly imprisoned in the visible, material cosmos of darkness and ignorance, but destined inevitably to be restored to their true home. Thus, the Christian gnostic Theodotus can explain that in baptism “it is not the washing alone which liberates, but also the gnōsis which tells who we were, what we have become, what situation we have been cast into, in what direction we are hastening, from what we have been redeemed, what coming-to-be is, and what coming-to-be-anew is.”2 It is these questions—about the identity, fall, and redemption of the spirit-selves—which the gnostic myths seek to answer.


The basic device of these myths, then, seems to be the idea of a duality or replication of worlds. In some accounts, this division between two realms—one of light and one of darkness—is conceived to be original and primordial. In such myths, the displacement of the spirit-selves, who are potential gnostics, is pictured as the outcome of an unhappy encounter and mingling of the two orders. In other accounts—and it is this second type of myth which prevailed among second-century Christian gnostics of the dominant schools of Basilides and Valentinus—the darkness-world, the “cosmos,” is not original but secondary and derivative. It was not there “in the beginning.” Rather, it was produced as the result of a tragic fall or error, a disturbance within the higher realm. According to a common version of this myth, the lowest and weakest member of the light-world, the “Eon” called Sophia or Wisdom, fell into error and passion through her desire to know the unknowable Father. Her redemption and restoration to order, however, entailed the exiling of this error and passion from the higher world; and as a result of this extrusion of evil, the process began by which an inferior cosmos—a cosmos in which exiled spirit-elements are trapped—came into being.


Thus, there turn out to be two parallel worlds: the original, divine world of spirit-stuff, which is called “the Fulness” (plērōma), and the inferior, material world, which is sometimes called “the Void” (kenōma). It is characteristic of Christian gnostic thinking that the parallelism between these orders is stressed. Whatever is real and important transpires in the Fulness, but it is imitated in a transposed key on the lower level of the visible cosmos. Thus, for example, the drama of redemption as Christians understand it is a shadow or image of the true redemptive drama which transpires in the spirit-world. However, this parallelism is developed in a way that is calculated to emphasize not the union but the separation of the two orders. For one thing, the “stuff” of which they are constituted is different, and the difference amounts to irreconcilability. The light-world is made of spirit (pneuma), whereas the lower world is made of soul (psuchē) and matter (hulē). By the same token, the two worlds are headed by two different deities. There is a God-figure who is the “Fashioner” (Demiurge) of the material cosmos. This, in fact, is the “Lord” and “God” of whom the Jewish Scriptures speak. In spite, however, of his foolish claim to be the only God, he is not a member of the spirit-world at all but is made of mere soul-stuff and is ignorant of the true source and ground of things. “The Lord God,” in short, is a copy—a kind of second-rate imitation—of the Mind from which the spirit-world and its inhabitants issue.


So the situation of gnostics is clear. In their inner, true selves they are spirit, and their proper home is in the Fulness. Lost as they are, however, in an alien cosmos, they are condemned to ignorance of their true nature and destiny. It is only through the grace of a revelation by which they become self-aware that they are “formed” for restoration to their proper state. Once they receive this “formation in knowledge,” though, they understand themselves to be the elect—beings of an order superior even to the Creator-God of the Jewish Scriptures and thus liberated from the trammels of the oppressive world-order which he tries to rule. Inevitably, then, their situation as recipients of gnosis sets them apart from other people. The Christian gnostics of the second century in fact came to recognize three classes of human persons, which corresponded to the three kinds of cosmic “stuff.” There were those—the pagans, perhaps—who were hopelessly caught up in the world of flesh or matter and so destined ultimately for destruction. Then there were those—apparently the ordinary Christian believers—who belonged properly to the God of the Jewish Scriptures because they lived, like him, at the level of soul. These “psychics” were destined not for destruction but for a kind of second-class salvation, along with the God whom they served. Finally, of course, there were the “spirituals,” the gnostics themselves, with their destiny in the Fulness of the divine world. Needless to say, this sense of constituting an elite whose salvation was assured and whose status put them beyond concern with the mere externals of life in the cosmos made the gnostics troubling neighbors in the life of the churches. They frequently professed indifference to the life of “faith and works” and to the need for witness in martyrdom. They had, or seemed to have, little commitment to the communal, institutional life of the church. They were apparently, at least in the impression they conveyed to others, quite literally above it all.


To this picture of the meaning of redemption and of the divergent destinies of humankind there corresponded a teaching about the Redeemer himself. Christian gnostics were distinguished from others by the fact that they identified the bearer of saving revelation with the Christ or Jesus. Given their doctrine of two worlds and two levels of salvation, however, their natural tendency was to envisage two parallel Christs. One of these was a merely “psychic” Christ, the Messiah promised by the Creator-God of the Jewish faith. His were the work and the message which ordinary believers appropriated. The true Savior, however, came from the Fulness and descended upon his psychic counterpart at the moment of the latter’s baptism. In this version of the incarnation theme, the deeds and words of the “ordinary” Christ were seen, in accord with the principle of the parallelism of worlds, as intimations of the higher revelation borne by the Word from the Fulness; and this nobler revelation only gnostics could grasp. However, saving knowledge could not touch the flesh, the material order, in any way. Consequently, gnostic thought was prone to docetism: that is, to the conviction that the Savior did not operate in the realm of the flesh at all but had only the appearance of a body.


It is perhaps too easy for modern students of early Christianity to discount the seriousness with which the gnostic message was intended, and frequently seen, to declare the authentic burden of the church’s faith. Similarly, it is much too easy to underestimate the degree to which certain gnostic ideas were modified or qualified as a result of their being christianized. What we know of the great Christian Gnostic teachers of the early second century suggests that they were sincere and significant interpreters of early Christian literature and tradition. To be sure, they appealed to a special secret tradition of their own, an “apostolic tradition, which we have received by a succession.”3 They traced it back to revelations given by the risen Christ to his disciples after the resurrection, and much gnostic literature is devoted to such revelations. At the same time, however, it is clear that the followers of the gnostic thinker Valentinus (fl. 130–160) found much of their inspiration in the letters of Paul. Their distinction between “spiritual,” “psychic,” and “fleshly,” for example, as applied both to human persons and to levels of being in the universe, owes much to Pauline language; and Valentinus’s disciple Theodotus appeals to Colossians in order to justify his way of speaking about “the Fulness.”4 It was noted above that Heracleon, who was another follower of Valentinus, wrote the first known commentary on John’s Gospel, and Irenaeus of Lyons supplies abundant evidence that Valentinian teachers were diligent allegorical interpreters of the synoptic Gospels. Nor did the Christian Gnostics neglect the Scriptures of the Old Covenant. Ptolemy, also a follower of Valentinus, devotes most of his Letter to Flora to a discerning and troubling analysis of the “sources” of the Jewish Law, which he then builds on to intimate the mystery of the three levels of being—spirit, soul (“the Midst”), and matter.


In spite, however, of this gnostic appeal to the sources of Christian belief, it seems that most leaders of the churches (including some, such as Clement of Alexandria, who liked to call themselves Gnostics) saw in Christian Gnosticism a systematic distortion of the meaning of the teaching-tradition. They were shocked and outraged at the suggestion that the ultimate God is not identical with the Creator of this cosmos. They were angered at the contention that in rejecting gnostic revelation they proved themselves to be second-class “psychics.” In gnostic criticism of the Jewish Scriptures, they saw a denial of the continuity of God’s self-revelation in history, and in gnostic interpretation of the Gospels and the letters of Paul they saw deliberate avoidance of the plain sense of words. They deplored the gnostic tendency to reduplicate the Christ and to deny or qualify the statement that he came “in the flesh.” They doubted the claim of the Gnostics, as “spirituals,” to be superior to the Creator-God and his commandments, and they often suspected that the claim did no more than conceal a taste for libertinism. Above all, they repudiated the gnostic suggestion that good and evil are substances or kinds of being: that “spirit” is automatically good and “flesh,” as such, evil and irredeemable. To them, such a view had the odor of fatalism or determinism; they preferred to insist that evil is no “thing” or kind of thing, but a way of choosing. In short, they were systematically offended by the developed implications of the gnostic dogma of two worlds, and on this issue battle was joined.
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Chapter 2






Marcion


IN THE MINDS of those who opposed the wedding of Gnosticism and Christian faith, the figure of the heretic Marcion represented a threat equal and very similar to that posed by the followers of Basilides and Valentinus. Marcion, however, in spite of the presence in his teaching of gnostic ideas, did not, at least to begin with, share the basic assumptions and prepossessions which shaped the gnostic world-view, and the movement he began and organized in fact took a radically different shape from Gnosticism.


Born in Sinope in Asia Minor, where he was a wealthy Christian shipowner, Marcion, already something of a storm center in the churches of his native land, came to Rome in about 139. There he joined the Roman congregation, making it the substantial gift of two hundred thousand sesterces for its charitable work, and began teaching his own understanding of the Gospel, which was based on an interpretation of the letters of Paul. His views created enough stir, scandal, and opposition to bring about his excommunication and the return of his money in 144. Marcion’s response to this repudiation was to gather his followers into a separated church, which was apparently carefully organized. For this body, he provided an official canon of sacred books: ten letters of Paul (he did not know, or decided not to include, the Pastoral Epistles) and a form of the Gospel of Luke. The community which he founded spread quickly over wide areas and existed as a rival to churches of orthodox persuasion well into the fifth century. It became especially strong in Syria.


The problem with which Marcion’s teaching began was that of the relation of the Christian Gospel to Judaism and to the religious teaching of the Jewish Scriptures. From the letters of Paul, which he seems to have read with a fresher mind than many of his contemporaries, he learned that the Christian dispensation was founded on the revelation in Christ of a loving and gracious God. He also inferred from his reading of Paul that between this Gospel of a loving God and the law-religion of Judaism there was opposition and inconsistency. This conviction was, in Marcion’s view, strengthened and confirmed by the contents of the Jewish Scriptures. These he read in a fashion which was new in Christian circles. Rather than taking the Law and the Prophets as symbols and foreshadowings of the Christian dispensation, he insisted upon reading them literally. His conclusion from this exercise was that the God of the Mosaic covenant and the God of Jesus and Paul were two quite different things. The latter was a God of love and mercy. The former was a God of harsh justice—arbitrary, inconsistent, even tyrannical. This contrast he set forth systematically in his only written work, of which fragments alone remain. Called the Antitheses, it developed Marcion’s understanding of Christian faith by exhibiting what he saw to be the inconsistencies between the Jewish Scriptures and Christian belief.


It is in Marcion’s development and articulation of this basic conception that certain gnostic themes surface in his thought. So insistent was he upon the absolute novelty of the Christian dispensation that he refused to see any anticipation of it in the Jewish (or in any other) history. The God and Father of Jesus Christ was unknown prior to the manifestation of Jesus. Accordingly, the God of the Jewish Scriptures must be seen as a second, inferior deity, distinct from and opposed to the true God. In this fashion—and perhaps under the influence of the gnostic teacher Cerdo in Rome—Marcion adopted a strict dualism. The visible cosmos, as the creation of the God of Israel, and a creation out of matter at that, was an evil work destined for destruction. The Christ, who came as the agent of the unknown God of Love to rescue souls (“since the body, derived from earth, cannot possibly partake of salvation”1), simply appeared in Galilee, having undergone no human birth and possessing no real human body. Consonant with this view of materiality and of the body, Marcionite believers were required to abstain from all sexual intercourse, even in marriage. Marcion’s rigorism is also shown in the requirement that his followers refrained from eating meat.


Marcion’s teaching did more than confront the churches with the threat of a rival institution. It also forced them to consider the question of the continuity of Christianity with its Jewish heritage and, as one aspect of that issue, the problem of the unity of salvation-history under God. Furthermore, Marcion’s establishment of a canon of authoritative Christian writings (which he carefully expurgated of all passages that seemed to lend authority to the Jewish Scriptures) undoubtedly provided a model and a stimulus which pointed the way to the church’s later and gradual adoption of its own canon of twenty-seven books.





1. Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.25.1.




Chapter 3





Montanism


MARCION’S TEACHING and the contemporaneous debate about the fusion of Christian faith with Gnosticism combined to create in the churches a crisis of self-understanding. This crisis was rendered, if anything, more acute by a third movement which rose and spread during the last decades of the second century. Called by its followers “the New Prophecy,” this movement is known to history as “Montanism,” after its founder, Montanus, a convert to Christianity who lived in the region of Asia Minor where the borders of the Roman provinces of Phrygia and Mysia met. Around the year 170, he began to proclaim to his fellow believers that he was a prophet—that, indeed, he was the mouthpiece of that Spirit which the Lord had promised to the church as the one who would “teach . . . all things” and “guide you into all truth.”1 Montanus was soon joined by two women, Priscilla and Maximilla, who shared his inspiration and, like him, delivered portentous and occasionally obscure oracles in a state of ecstasy, speaking not in their own persons but in that of the Spirit himself. They soon acquired a substantial local following for themselves and their message, and as their movement spread it evoked almost instant opposition from the leaders of the Christian communities, who rightly perceived it as a threat to their own, none-too-secure, official authority, to the orderly life of the churches, and to the established tradition of teaching, which the New Prophecy claimed in effect to supersede.


The problem was not that Montanus was a prophet, for prophecy had existed in the church since its beginnings, and there is no reason to think that it had died out in the last third of the second century. The problem was that this was a new prophecy. It was unfamiliar in its form (Montanus uttered the words, “Behold a man is as a lyre, and I fly over it like a plectrum,”2 where the “I” can only refer to the Spirit). It was also new in the substance of what it conveyed. Montanus and his companions represented a revival of the apocalyptic spirit and announced the forthcoming end of the world. The Lord was about to return, and the new Jerusalem would be set up in the vicinity of the town of Pepuza in Phrygia. In a spirit consonant with this apocalyptic outlook, Montanus and his followers saw themselves in a relation of complete alienation from the world. Their calling was martyrdom, and their duty was to hope for it and never to flee from persecution. As a preparation for the end of all things, they purified themselves and cut themselves loose from their attachments to society. The Phrygians, as they were frequently called, fasted longer and more elaborately than other Christians and discouraged—if they did not, like Marcion, forbid—marriage. Priscilla and Maximilla in this spirit left their husbands.


The movement spread with great rapidity, even though the last of the original prophets, Maximilla, died in 179, remembered for the words, “After me shall be no prophetess any more, but the consummation.”3 It spread through Asia Minor, reached Syria and Antioch, and was known in Rome and the West by the end of a decade. Montanism made its most illustrious convert in the North African Christian writer Tertullian, who was attracted to it not so much by its apocalypticism as by the seriousness and moral rigor which it required of Christian believers. To him, Montanism represented the pure church, un-corrupted by compromise with the world and endowed with the living presence and authority of the Spirit. The bishops of Asia Minor held one or more synods (the first such synods of which we have any record) to deal with the “Phrygian problem” and in the end condemned the New Prophecy. In the West, its reception was more mixed. Zephyrinus, bishop of Rome (199–217) at first received it tolerantly, but later, in the words of Tertullian, “put to flight the Paraclete.”4 In North Africa, it seems to have been a movement interior to the church, which only later separated itself from other Christians, and it lived on there until the time of Augustine of Hippo.





1. John 14:26, 16:13.


2. Stevenson, A New Eusebius, p. 113.


3. Ibid.


4. Against Praxeas, 1.





Chapter 4






The Catholic Church


NEITHER GNOSTICISM nor Montanism, persuasive and attractive though they were to the religious mentality of the second century, was embraced by the majority of Christians. What emerged, however, from the controversies of the middle and late second century was a church that had made choices and in the process of doing so had not only defined its moral and doctrinal teaching but also—and perhaps even more importantly—acknowledged and established certain institutions as the definitive bearers of its tradition. In no case were these institutions new; what was new was the clarity and uniformity with which their authority was accepted and, at the same time, the insistence, or recognition, that their meaning was inconsistent with the teachings of people like Marcion or the Valentinian Gnostics. In other words, the “early catholicism” which emerged as normative Christianity from this time of debate represents a fresh stage in the development of Christian tradition—an appropriation of the Christian message which was, at the same time, a closer and more elaborate definition of its sense and implications.


One sign and form of this development was the increased prominence and authority given to credal or confessional formulas. Such formulas had always figured in the life of the church. Sometimes they had taken the form of teaching or preaching summaries—for example, the traditional formula which Paul cites to remind his Corinthian converts of what he had “delivered” to them,1 or Justin Martyr’s summary reference to “Jesus Christ, who came in our times, was crucified, and died, rose again, has ascended into heaven and has reigned.”2 In other circumstances, confessional formulas had served a polemical purpose and sought to specify more narrowly the meaning of a traditional belief. An instance of this is the Johannine formula, “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh.”3 Of equal if not greater importance, however, were forms of speech which were preserved and handed on as standard parts of the liturgical tradition. Certain hymns thus had a confessional character,4 as did the eucharistic prayer, in which God’s saving works were set out in the form of a thanksgiving.


Most central of all, however, by reason of the psychological and ceremonial solemnity of the moment of initiation, was the confession of faith which constituted the formula of baptism. In first-century communities, this confession may have been a Christological affirmation like “Jesus is Lord.” By the middle of the second century, however, the baptismal confession was triadic in shape. Candidates for baptism were asked three questions as they stood in the water, to each of which they replied “I believe”; and with these three affirmations and the washings which accompanied them, the candidates were understood to be baptized “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”5 The baptismal confession, then, was the basis of an individual’s membership in the community and, in consequence, the most fundamental expression of the community’s self-understanding. We have a sample of such an “interrogatory” baptismal confession in the well-known formula of Hippolytus, which reflects the practice of the Roman church in the last decades of the second century.


“Do you believe in God the Father Almighty?”


“I believe.”


“Do you believe in Jesus Christ the Son of God, who was born of Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, who was crucified under Pontius Pilate and died, and rose the third day living from the dead, and ascended into heaven, and sat down at the right hand of the Father, and will come to judge the living and the dead?”


“I believe.”


“Do you believe in the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Church, and the resurrection of the flesh?”


“I believe.”


It would be a mistake, though, to think that any such form of words was universally employed, or that formulas of this sort were officially composed and “enacted.” These confessions—or “symbols,” as they later came to be called—were essentially oral forms, and they evolved not by conference and decision but by informal traditionary processes. Each church had its own baptismal confession, whose wording might or might not coincide exactly with that of some other church. What was uniform was the structure of confession; what everyone was sure of was that each local confession embodied and expressed the one faith. It is not surprising, then, that in the second-century debates about the meaning of Christian belief, appeal was made to the terms of baptismal confession as embodying the commitments by which the church would stand or fall. This appeal took the form of insistence upon a “rule” (kanōn), variously called the “rule of truth,” “rule of faith,” “ecclesiastical rule,” “tradition,” and also “kerygma.” What these terms referred to was not a form of words but a pattern and content of teaching. The “rule” was essentially a syllabus of the catechetical instruction in which neophytes learned the meaning of the church’s baptismal faith. When summarized, it tended, not unexpectedly, to have the same structure as the triadic baptismal confession. In the course of the third century, this “rule” was formulated by the several churches in the brief form of “declaratory” symbols: i.e., creeds formed not as questions to be answered with an affirmation of faith, but as direct declarations on the part of the believer. Such creeds were used as a basis and outline for prebaptismal instruction and are the direct ancestors of the so-called Apostles’ Creed as well as of the creed commonly referred to as the “Nicene.”


Alongside the kanōn or rule provided by traditional confessional formulas, however, the second-century churches in their debates with Gnosticism and the Marcionites established the core of yet another rule or norm: that of the “canon” of New Testament Scriptures. The procedure, if that is the word, by which the formation of this collection came about was informal and decentralized—a drawn-out affair of increasing consensus which was completed only in the fourth century. This development involved three simultaneous processes. The first was a growing recognition of the need for a fixed, written tradition, especially where the teachings of Jesus were concerned. The second was the process by which such Christian writings as the Gospels and the apostolic letters were acknowledged to have the same essential place in the life of the churches as the Jewish Scriptures and so came to be cited and treated in the same way: i.e., as inspired by God’s Spirit. The third was the complex business of deciding just which Christian writings qualified for this status. Where this last problem was concerned, there seem to have been two coordinate criteria employed. Books were established as “canonical” if they were regularly read at the liturgical assemblies of the churches and if they were thought to be “apostolic”—i.e., if they could reasonably be regarded as written by an apostle or by some other person of the founding generation whose testimony was identical with that of the apostles. These two criteria did not always agree, and there were debates (sometimes extended) about such writings as the Epistle to the Hebrews (which the Roman church quite rightly suspected of not being an authentic Pauline letter) or Hermas’s Shepherd, which, while clearly not apostolic, was established in liturgical use. A third, more informal, criterion was also brought to bear, that of doctrine. The Fourth Gospel was for a time suspect because of the delight taken in it by Gnostics and followers of the New Prophecy; its establishment as canonical was no doubt owed both to its widespread use and to the fact that an apostolic name was associated with it.


The central core of this developing canon were the Pauline corpus and the four Gospels, together with the Acts of the Apostles. There was apparently a collection of Pauline letters in use fairly early in the second century, and they were already (at least in some quarters) being thought of as “scriptures” and as “hard to understand.”6 The case with the Gospels is somewhat different. It appears, from the evidence of such a document as / Clement, that even after the four Gospels had been composed, people for some time appealed to oral tradition rather than to written documents for the teachings of Jesus. By the time of Justin Martyr, however, at least the three synoptic Gospels were in liturgical use at Rome, and it seems probable that by the opening of the last third of the second century all four Gospels were in widespread use. There was a problem, however, about the fact that there were four of them and that they were not perfectly united in their testimony: a problem which Justin’s disciple Tatian dealt with by creating a harmony of the four, the famous Diatessaron, and Irenaeus of Lyons sought to solve by arguing that they supplemented one another and thus bore a single total witness. Yet another problem was created by the fact that, while most churches acknowledged the authority of the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John (though certain Jewish Christians, we are told, admitted only the authority of Matthew), in some churches, Alexandria being a notable example, other gospels were read as well. It seems to be the case, however, that by the turn of the third century this basic canon was firmly established, and in fact churches also knew and used others of the books which finally came to be included in the canon. In the end, the New Testament included works that represented most of the significant streams of tradition in primitive Christianity, though it excluded works which were explicitly gnostic.


With the articulation of the credal-confessional tradition and of the emerging New Testament canon, the churches defined what they meant by authentic and apostolic Christianity. There was, in their mind, no conflict between these two “rules of faith” because the credal tradition simply summarized the basic and obvious message of the prophetic and apostolic scriptures. In this way, moreover, it provided the church with the necessary key for the interpretation of the scriptures’ more obscure parts—a key which, not just incidentally, ruled out gnosticizing exegesis. It is true that Gnostics of the Valentinian school argued that they had an apostolic tradition of their own—a secret (i.e., nonpublic) tradition that conveyed what the risen Christ and the apostles had taught when they were speaking “wisdom among the perfect.”7 This proposition, however, was denied categorically by Irenaeus of Lyons and those who followed the lines of his anti-gnostic polemic. Just as these thinkers were convinced that the apostles had “perfect knowledge,” so too were they convinced that whatever the apostles had received from Christ had been entrusted to those whom they appointed as their public successors to govern the churches. There was, indeed, then, as the Gnostic Ptolemy had argued, an “apostolic succession,” but it was constituted by the orderly succession of the church’s official teachers, the bishops, and what this succession passed on as apostolic was precisely the credal-confessional tradition of the churches. Go then, they argued, to the churches of apostolic foundation—those like Smyrna, Ephesus, or Rome, which can trace the line of their bishops back to an apostolic founder. It is the public tradition of these churches which represents authentic teaching, and that tradition can be confirmed by the fact that it agrees with the plain testimony of the apostolic Scriptures. Thus, the church is the one repository of Christian teaching, for “the apostles, like a rich man in a bank, lodged in her hands most copiously all things pertaining to the truth.”8 To preserve and convey this truth—the message of the Gospel—was the responsibility and privilege of the bishops.


In this way, through the struggles of the second century, the churches were strengthened as they bound themselves to their first-century roots by the threefold cord of creed, Scripture, and official teaching office. At the same time, by this institutional definition of the sources of their life and teaching, they initiated a new phase in the history of the Christian movement—differentiating themselves from their past in the very act of appropriating it.
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Chapter 5





The Growing Importance of the Roman Church


NO ONE who consults the sources of early church history can fail to be impressed by the prominent role played in church life by the Christian community at Rome. The origins of this community are obscure. It may have begun with the conversion of a large body of Hellenized Jews—perhaps of an entire synagogue—in the earliest years of the mission from Jerusalem. However that may be, this congregation was, even by the end of the first century, beginning to speak with a weighty voice in the affairs of the church generally.


To explain this phenomenon, several factors can be mentioned. Peter and Paul both died at Rome, and the luster of their names was associated with the church there from an early date, even though neither was actually its founder. In addition, it had the prestige lent it by location in the capital of the empire and by the fact that at the opening of the second century it was apparently the largest single congregation of Christians anywhere. Rome’s influence was, as time went on, increased by the well-known generosity of the church there. Ignatius of Antioch praised it for “having the presidency of love”;1 and a few decades later Dionysius of Corinth commended the Roman congregation for sending “contributions to the many churches in every city . . . relieving the poverty of the needy, and ministering to the Christians in the mines.”2 Given these circumstances, one can understand the sense of authority with which the church at Rome addressed the Corinthian church in 1 Clement. The letter clearly expected to be heeded, and its tone, if brotherly, was big-brotherly.


There is more to the story than this, however. To understand the influence of the Roman church in the second and early third centuries, one must take account both of its special problems and of its response to them. Its location at the principal crossroads of the empire seems to have made the Roman church from an early date a crossroads in the life of the Christian movement. It was, until the third century, a Greek-speaking church and therefore an immigrant church, and as it grew its members came to include believers from many regions of the empire. From Irenaeus of Lyons and other sources we gather that there was in Rome a large group of North African Christians as well. Justin Martyr came there from Asia Minor, Valentinus from Alexandria, Marcion from Pontus. Not too long after its beginnings in Phrygia, the New Prophecy arrived in Rome and had supporters there. As it turned out, then, whatever went on anywhere in the church tended to be a matter of domestic concern to the church at Rome. If Rome seemed to have a finger in everyone’s pie, that was because it had a piece of everyone’s pie on its own table.


How did the Roman bishops deal with this situation? As far as we can tell, monepiscopacy was established more slowly and with more difficulty in Rome than in some other churches, perhaps just because of the size and variety of the community. As a central authority did develop, therefore, it was with a conscious understanding of the bishop’s role and of the basis of his claim to obedience. The bishop was the voice and representative of the tradition on which the Roman church was founded—the tradition which stemmed from Peter and Paul, who by the time of Irenaeus were understood to have been the church’s founders. This meant that Rome was seen, especially in the West, to be the apostolic church par excellence (Jerusalem, refounded as a Roman colony after the Jewish revolt of 135, could make no such claim), and its bishop the focal witness to apostolic tradition. It also meant that when a Roman bishop acted, within his own sphere, to resolve some problem or settle some debate, his word often affected, and also carried some weight in, other churches as well; for Rome’s problems, as we have seen, frequently had their roots in other sectors of the Christian world.


The signal illustration of this situation can be seen in the lengthy quarrel over the proper date for the celebration of Easter, commonly known as the “Quartodeciman” controversy. While there is reason to think that Easter had been kept from early on in Christian history, the first explicit record of its celebration is in an account of the visit of Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, to Anicetus, bishop of Rome, in 154 or 155—a visit no doubt connected with the prominence of believers from Asia Minor in the Roman church. At that time, the practice in Asia Minor was to observe Easter with a vigil, culminating in the eucharist, through the night of the fourteenth of the month of Nisan: that is, the celebration coincided with the date of the beginning of the Jewish Passover, regardless of the day of the week on which it fell. The Roman custom, on the contrary, which was also observed in some parts of the East, was to keep the feast always on the Sunday following the Jewish Passover. Polycarp and Anicetus could not resolve this difference of practice, but nevertheless parted with expressions of good will.3 Their agreement to differ, however, meant that the Roman church was divided between those who kept the Asian custom and those who followed the local use.


The local situation in Rome became so acute and divisive over the years that Victor, bishop of Rome (189–198), contrived synods in Rome itself, in Palestine, and elsewhere that decided in favor of the Roman practice. The churches of Asia Minor, however, led by Polycrates, bishop of Ephesus, refused to conform. Thereupon Victor excommunicated the recalcitrant congregations. This highhanded action met with much protest and does not seem to have been very effective in Asia Minor, but it no doubt enabled Victor to impose a uniform practice on his own church. It was also a sign that the Roman church and its bishop were acquiring authority and influence beyond their own immediate sphere—an authority and influence which no other church could equal.





1. Romans.
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Chapter 6





Irenaeus of Lyon


WHATEVER THE BASIS of the growing influence of the Roman bishops, it did not rest upon their contribution as thinkers or theologians. The earliest theological leader of distinction in the debate with Marcion and the Gnostics was, in fact, the bishop of a relatively new and obscure church in Gaul, Irenaeus of Lyon, himself an immigrant to the West from Asia Minor. Born around 135 A.D., he is first known to history as a presbyter of the church at Lyon. During the great persecution which occurred there in 177, he was absent in Rome on an official mission. On his return, he was chosen bishop in succession to the martyred Pothinus. It was at Lyon that he wrote the two works which we now possess: the Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, which was first published in the early twentieth century; and the much lengthier work in five books which he called An Indictment and Overthrow of the Falsely Named “Knowledge,” but which tradition has more conveniently styled Against Heresies. This major work was probably completed around 185. Irenaeus died in about 200, according to tradition as a martyr.


Irenaeus believed and argued that the teaching-tradition of the churches as it was ordinarily expounded represented the authentic version of the Christian faith. It was he, accordingly, who first developed the appeal to tradition (the “rule of truth”) and to the successions of bishops and presbyters who had transmitted it, as a weapon against his gnostic and Marcionite opponents. The great weight of his argument, however, was borne by an appeal to the prophetic and apostolic Scriptures, which, he was convinced, would themselves confute heretical teaching directly if attention were paid to their plain sense and if their obscure passages were understood in the light of those whose meaning was obvious.


In Irenaeus’s view, the “first and greatest”1 issue raised by Marcion and the Gnostics arose out of their denial that the true God and the World-Creator are one and the same. In reply, he insisted that rule of faith and Scripture alike know only one God, the Creator, who “contains all things” while being himself contained and limited by nothing.2 The Creator called the world into being when before it did not exist (“out of nothing”), and the world which he thus created was not some distant spiritual “Fulness” but this visible cosmos. As the world’s immediate Creator, moreover, God is not distant from the world but intimately present to it. By his own “two hands,” Logos and Wisdom, Son and Spirit, God formed humanity lovingly, adapting this creature of body and soul to grow to fulfillment and maturity by “receiving the Spirit of the Father”3 and thus coming to immortality in the vision of God. The one God, in other words, just because he is the sole Creator of everything, is alien to nothing that he creates.


On the basis of this understanding of God as the unique Creator, Irenaeus can take up the second issue which Marcion and the Gnostics had posed for him: that of salvation. Repudiating the gnostic segregation of spirit, soul, and flesh as inconsistent “substances” or “natures,” and the corresponding belief that flesh is incapable of salvation, Irenaeus insists that salvation is not the correction but the fulfillment of creation. The original humanity which God made of earth and imbued with life is the very “Adam” who in the end is fulfilled in likeness to God—who indeed is the “figure of him who is to come.”4 Even the sin and disobedience of this earthly humanity did not cut it off finally from God, for in his Logos and Wisdom God has been its constant companion through history, educating and guiding it toward the supreme moment when the Second—and true—Adam should appear: the Christ, in whom humanity, flesh as well as soul, is united to the Logos of God. Using Ephesians 1:10, Irenaeus thus sees the Christ as the one in whom the whole historical relationship of God and humanity is “summed up” or “recapitulated” in all its dimensions—reiterated in order to be set right and fulfilled. The Christ therefore represents for Irenaeus the destiny and true identity of the Adam whom God originally created. Christians follow, he writes, “the only true and steadfast teacher, the Logos of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did through his transcendent love become what we are, that he might bring us to be even what he is himself.”5 This destiny which the Christ embodies and enables for humanity will be finally realized for believers in the last days, when all things are marvelously renewed.


Irenaeus saw himself as above all a preserver and interpreter of tradition, and so he was, weaving together in his anti-gnostic synthesis themes from Pauline and Johannine thought, from the tradition of his native Asia Minor, and from the apologetic of writers like Justin Martyr and Theophilus of Antioch. At the same time, like many “traditionalists,” he was an innovative thinker. In his confrontation with the dualism of Gnostics and Marcionites, Irenaeus caught a vision: that of the unity of human nature and of the continuity of salvation history in their character as the work of the one God in his Son and Spirit.
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Chapter 7





Tertullian and Cyprian


ABOUT THREE YEARS AFTER Irenaeus was chosen bishop of Lyon, in July of the year 180, there occurred an event whose record provides our first knowledge of Christianity in the province of North Africa: the martyrdom in the capital city, Carthage, of twelve believers from the town of Scillium. The nature of this event is, for the historian, portentous, for the North African church, from the second century to the fifth, understood itself as above all a church of martyrs. It saw itself as a church marked by opposition to the powers which rule this world—as a Spirit-filled elect whose hope was focused on God’s future vindication of people who had been faithful to him in the midst of a society which denied him. This outlook is manifest not only in the account of the witness of the Scillitan martyrs, but also in The Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicity, which records the experiences of a group of Carthaginian martyrs in the persecutions set off by the emperor Septimius Severus (193–211). Above all, though, it breathes for us in the numerous tracts of Tertullian, the first Christian writer of any note to use Latin, and the man who gave to Latin theology its vocabulary and its basic agenda.


Of Tertullian’s life, little is known save what can be gathered from the uncertain chronology of his writings. He was a convert to Christianity, a native of Carthage who probably never strayed far from home, and a man with a professional education in rhetoric. St. Jerome, writing two centuries later, asserts that Tertullian was a presbyter, but this is most unlikely. He burst on the Christian scene in North Africa in 197 with the appearance of his Apology, an angrier imitation of Justin Martyr’s, and he seems to have died around 225. In the interim, he published a spate of eloquent, witty, and argumentative tracts on doctrine and morals which reveal him to have been a masterful and tendentious debater as well as a Christian of radical and uncompromising spirit.


At the heart of Tertullian’s theology lies his concern for the purity and holiness of the church—the practical authenticity of its life and teaching. The church lives by the revelation of God—“We meet to read the books of God”1—and that revelation, focused in Jesus Christ and his Gospel, is the law which governs its life. By keeping that law in action and belief, the church and its members appropriate for themselves the promises of the Gospel and await with confidence “the judgment to come.”2 On that day, the world and its rulers, who have served and worshiped the demons that stand in opposition to God, will, to their dismay, see the truth they have spurned vindicated, and believers rewarded by the God whose words they have kept.


Keeping God’s words, though, meant for Tertullian existence in separation from the world, which had the idolatrous service of demons built into the very structure of its life. Christians prayed to God for the emperor and for the peace and welfare of the empire; but they understood, too, that “when the nations are rejoicing, we [Christians] are in mourning.”3 In Tertullian’s view, therefore, as in that of many Christians before him, believers had no business serving in the army, in government, in educational institutions, or in any business which directly or indirectly supported pagan religion. They were to have nothing to do with public entertainments of any sort, since the latter, quite apart from their immoral content, were celebrations in honor of the “gods” of the pagan world. This rigoristic spirit extended to other matters as well. Baptized Christians were people whose past sins had been forgiven by repentance and by washing with water and the Holy Spirit; but having been thus set free to do God’s will, the remainder of their life after baptism was the strenuous one of “competitors for salvation in earning the favor of God.”4 Like many New Testament writers,5 then, Tertullian had little use for believers who fell into serious sin after baptism. In his treatise On Penitence he argued that one—and only one—such fall might be compensated for by a “second repentance.” Later, however, reflection on the failures of Christians, as well as opposition from high quarters, drove him into the sterner position of the Montanists, and in his Montanist period he denied the possibility of any repentance and restoration at all after baptism. There was no room in the church or in Christian life for a serious and deliberate failure to live by the precepts of the Gospel—just as there was no room for any attempt, under persecution, to escape the privilege of martyrdom, the only real “second repentance.”
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