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Part I: From the Apostles to the End of the First 
Century 

Why is it important to learn and understand the history of the Church? 

❖ Our goal is to understand history, not just historical facts, but more importantly, how it 

relates to our identity, as members of the Orthodox Church.  Our appreciation of ancient 

Christianity helps us shape this identity of what it means to be a Christian living in this 

world. The history of the Early Church shows us how the Church related to the society, 

and how the early Christians fulfilled Christ’s commandment of being the salt of the earth 

and the light of the world.1 Their proclamation (kerygma)2 was through witnessing 

(martyria.)3  Thus, they collectively affected the society and transformed the pagan world 

and even penetrated the imperial court and affected some of the rulers.  Witnessing Christ 

continues to be our responsibility, and we should transform the world by our actions rather 

than conform to its ways.  

❖ Since history involves real people with real names, as well as real events with real dates, it 

reveals the strength, as well as the shortcomings of every era.  Every period had its own 

problems, and even the Apostolic and Patristic eras were not immune to conflicts.  

Consequently, it is indicative of the discipline needed, and at the same time, it can be 

edifying by teaching us how to address conflicts.  

❖ Also, history helps us to trace the development of the doctrine, the liturgies, as well as the 

prayers and rites. It shows us how deviating from the Apostolic Tradition leads to heresies. 

In studying the history of the Orthodox Church, we find one unbroken line in which 

Christ’s image has been kept pure and undistorted, which is the measuring-stick of true 

Christianity.  It is this Tradition that leads to Christ Himself, Who is the Way and the Door 

to eternal life. In Orthodoxy, concerning Holy Tradition, we say that what our Lord Jesus 

Christ taught the Holy Apostles, they in turn preached, and the Church has kept as a trusted 

treasure to be passed on from generation to generation. Therefore, for us to be stewards to 

this sacred treasure, we must understand the Church history and development of theology 

and liturgies.   

Where do we get our sources for the Church History?  

In the process of recording Church history, writers have to authenticate their writings.  To 

achieve this goal, the historians search for: 

❖ Collections of written records in the form of manuscripts written on papyrus or in codex 

form.  

❖ Archeological evidence, as well as church art in the form of icons, music, and architecture. 

❖ They also look at the lives of the saints, which, among other things, tells us of events that 

happened during that time. One of the most important Early Church historians is Eusebius 

of Caesarea, who wrote The Church History. 

 
1 Matt. 5: 13, 14.  

2 The word kerygma means: To proclaim the Gospel of Christ in word and action to everyone. 

3 The word martyria means: To confess or declare one’s faith openly, even at the risk of losing one’s life. 
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What was the political situation and cultural background of the society in which the Church 

developed? 

During the time of the New Testament, the Roman Empire was in power, and it dominated 

the Mediterranean basin and beyond. Caesar Augustus was the Roman Emperor at the time of the 

birth of our Lord Jesus Christ.4  The Romans imposed heavy taxation on the occupied countries.  

During Augustus’ rule, he appointed local elites to rule in the occupied territories and insured their 

allegiance and loyalty to him and the empire. In Palestine, members of the Herodian dynasty were 

the vassals5 to the Roman Emperor. The Jews resented the Roman occupiers and their vassals, and 

they were looking for someone to liberate them from their oppression. There were several diverse 

Jewish parties, which included the Pharisees6, the Sadducees, the Essenes, the Herodians, and the 

Zealots. 

Although the Roman Empire was the dominant power, yet the Greek culture and the Greek 

language was dominant throughout the Empire.  All legal documents were written in Greek and 

there was much Hellenization7 throughout the Empire.  Many of the Jews lived in the Diaspora8 in 

large cities like Alexandria, Antioch, Rome, Babylon, and many cities in Asia Minor. In fact, the 

number of Jews living outside Palestine exceeded the number of Jews in Palestine. The Jews in 

the Diaspora went to their local synagogues, but they spoke Greek and were affected by the Greek 

culture, i.e. they were Hellenized. Sometimes non-Jews joined the Jewish communities. Those 

who converted and became full members were called “proselytes,” which required that the person 

be circumcised, follow the commandments in the Torah and ritual purity. The non-Jews, who 

attended the synagogues and led moral lives, but found difficulty committing to circumcision and 

following all the Mosaic laws, were called “God-fearers;" Cornelius the centurion was one of 

them.9  This group became fertile ground for early Christian missionary work. 

What was the origin of the Early Church? 

In His Incarnation, our Lord Jesus Christ came as a Jewish Man born from the Holy 

Theotokos St. Mary, who was a Jewish woman.  Our Lord Jesus Christ inaugurated the Kingdom 

of God through His teachings and the mighty acts. He chose twelve disciples, who were Jewish 

men, and then seventy apostles and trained them to be the future leaders of His Church.   

Many of the events that happened after the Ascension of Christ are recorded in the Book 

of Acts, which is the historical book of the New Testament, and was written by St. Luke, as a 

sequel to his Gospel.  In it St. Luke recounts the story of the Early Church from its birth on the 

Day of Pentecost in Jerusalem to its expansion throughout Judea and Samaria, and later to other 

parts of the Roman Empire and beyond.  In addition to the Book of Acts, the Epistles in the New 

Testament offer an excellent picture of the life of the Early Church.  

 
4 Luke 2:1. 

5 Vassal rulers had a good deal of wealth and dignity, but they had to pay tribute to the powers to whom they were 
subservient, and they could stay in office only as long as they were permitted by their overlords. 

6 The Scribes belonged to the party of the Pharisees. 

7 With Alexander the Great, there was dominance of the Greek culture and language throughout the occupied 
lands.  It continued even after the Roman Empire reigned. 

8 The Greek word "diaspora" means a scattering. From the 3rd century BC, there was a scattering of Jews 
throughout the known Greek and Roman world.  

9 Acts 10. 
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Ten days after the Ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit descended upon the 

disciples on the Day of Pentecost, empowering them to preach the salvation offered through our 

Lord Jesus Christ. Immediately, they went out and preached in the Temple in Jerusalem, and  after 

just one sermon by St. Peter, nearly three thousand souls believed in our Lord Jesus Christ and 

were baptized.10  The life of the first Christian community of believers was described by St. Luke 

as, “they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, 

and in prayers”11  Thus, from the beginning, there was doctrine, as well as, the Sacrament of the 

Holy Eucharist.   

This reveals that the roots of Christianity began within Judaism, and much of the preaching 

started initially in the synagogues. The first Christians thought of themselves as Jews, and did not 

think they were starting a new religion.  They kept the Mosaic Law, went to worship on the Sabbath 

either in the Temple or a synagogue, and observed all the Jewish Feasts.  The difference between 

them and the rest of the Jews was that they believed that Jesus Christ was the Messiah and the 

fulfilment of the Old Testament prophecies.  They met on the first day of the week (Sunday) in 

homes to celebrate the Breaking of Bread (the Eucharist), because they did not have church 

buildings. They read the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament) like the Jews, but they understood 

it within the light of Christ. These Jews were referred to as those of “The Way.” (Acts 24:14,22) 

The Early Persecution of the Apostles: 

From the beginning, there were external problems, and the disciples were persecuted by 

the Jewish leaders, because they preached about the Resurrected Christ as the Messiah and Savior.  

In an attempt to crush the new movement, the Jewish leaders arrested both St. Peter and St. John, 

then they imprisoned the apostles and put them on trial.12 Later, St. Stephen was  stoned to death 

by the Jews.13 Then King Herod Agrippa, who ruled as king in Palestine under Rome’s authority 

from 41-44 A.D, wanted to please the Jews and he harassed the Church.  So, he ordered St. James 

son of Zebedee, the brother of St. John, to be killed by the sword. This shows that by 44 AD there 

was persecution from both the Jewish religious leaders, as well as the civil rulers. When Herod 

saw that killing James pleased the Jews, he arrested St. Peter with the intent of giving him over to 

the Jewish authorities after Passover to kill him.14 

Was the Early Church immune to internal problems? 

Although the Early Church had prominent spiritual characteristics, yet from the early 

chapters of the Book of Acts, it is recorded that the Church had its share of internal problems. 

There was the case of Ananias and Sapphira, who owned land and lied about its sale price.15 The 

problem was not in keeping back money, but in their deception and lying to the Church, which is 

equal to lying to the Holy Spirit, Who is the Spirit of Truth.16 The Apostles, led by St. Peter, had 

to establish parameters for Christians morals and behavior.   

 
10 Acts 2: 1-41. 

11 Acts 2:42 

12 Acts 4: 1-22; Acts 5: 17-42. 

13 Acts 7: 54-60. 

14 Acts 12: 4-5. 

15 Acts 5. 

16 Acts 5: 3-4. 
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Shortly after, another problem arose that had to do with the increase in the membership of 

the Christian community. Jealousy arose between the Hebrew widows, who were Jewish 

Christians and spoke Aramaic, and the Hellenist widows, who were Greek-speaking Jewish 

Christians.17  But this problem turned into a blessing, because it showed the need for organization 

within the Church administration.  With this incident, we see the emerging role of St. Stephen, the 

First Archdeacon, and the beginning of the order of the diaconate, not only for liturgical duties, 

but also for social services.  

How did the Church grow? 

The first followers of our Lord Jesus Christ were Jewish, but differed from the rest of the 

Jews in their belief that Jesus of Nazareth is “the Messiah.” Later, they became known as the 

“Christian Jews.”  The Book of Acts and the Epistles of St. Paul show that the Apostles’ preaching 

and missionary work initially targeted the Jews and the Jewish communities: first in Jerusalem and 

Judea, then they expanded their ministry to Samaria, Asia Minor, Europe, and many other places.  

This was a fulfillment of the Great Commission given to them by our Lord Jesus Christ, “Go 

therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo, 

I am with you always, even to the end of the Age.”18   

The Early Church made an impact on the world and transformed the lives of many, 

including some members of the nobility, such as Manaen who was brought up with Herod the 

Tetrarch,19 as well as staunch opponents to Christianity, like Saul of Tarsus, who was converted 

on the road to Damascus, as he was going to imprison and torture the Christians there.20  

How did Christianity spread to the Gentiles? 

 With the martyrdom of St. Stephen, the believers dispersed from Jerusalem. St. Luke 

reveals that the disciples, “traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch and preached the 

gospel to only the Jews at first, but some of them preached the Lord Jesus to the Gentiles.”21  This 

was a fulfillment of what our Lord Jesus Christ told His disciples, “You will be my witnesses in 

Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth."22  Thus, the Church changed 

from an exclusively Jewish community to include a phenomenally large number of non-Jewish 

converts from all over the Roman Empire and beyond. The Church in Antioch increased 

dramatically, and Saints Paul and Barnabas went there to preach and teach. In fact, the believers 

were first called “Christians” in Antioch.23   

During this time, Christian communities also were established in the main cities of Syria, 

Asia Minor, Greece, Egypt, and even as far as Armenia and India.  In each of these cities, the 

Church was founded as a local community, and they met in private houses, such as the house of 

 
17 Acts 6. 

18 Matthew 28: 19-20. 

19 Acts 13:1 

20 Acts 9 

21 Acts 11:19, 20. 

22 Acts 1:8. 

23 Acts 11:26. 
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Saints Priscilla and Aquila—first in Ephesus24 and then in Rome.25 These early congregations were 

led by those called bishops (overseers) or presbyters (priests/elders) who received the laying-on-

of-hands (ordination) from the Apostles.26  As the disciples preached in areas outside Palestine, 

friction against them extended into these regions, as well.  There must have been much disturbance 

in the synagogues in Rome that caused Emperor Claudius to issue an edict in 49 A.D. ordering all 

Jews in Rome to leave the city, without making any distinction between the Jews, who did not 

believe in Christ as a Messiah, and the Jews, who believed in Christ as the Messiah.   

First Major controversy in the Early Church: 

The Church encountered a major problem in the middle of the first century, and the 

Apostles had to make an important decision regarding how to receive the Gentiles in the Church. 

Was their faith in Christ and baptism sufficient or were they required to follow the ritual 

requirements of the Mosaic Law, including circumcision?  This was a very controversial issue, 

which arose in Antioch, and could have caused a schism in the Church!  But the leaders of the 

Antiochian Church brought the matter to the Apostles in Jerusalem to be settled. 

Around 50 AD, the Apostles held a council in Jerusalem presided by St. James, the brother 

of the Lord and the first bishop of Jerusalem, to discuss the issue of Judaizing27 the Gentiles. This 

council came to be known as the Council of Jerusalem.  Initially, the Apostles in Jerusalem were 

in favor of Judaizing the Gentiles. However, they opened the floor to discussion. Those in favor 

of accepting the Gentiles without the need for circumcision were led by St. Paul and St. Barnabas, 

who based their arguments on their experiences of their first missionary journey in Asia Minor.  

St. Peter supported the same argument and reported to the Council the story of Cornelius the 

Centurion and how the Holy Spirit came down upon him and his household while St. Peter was 

still speaking to them.28  

St. James gave the final decision after each side presented its arguments: the Gentile 

converts would not be required to follow the Mosaic Law.29  However, they needed to abstain from 

sexual immorality, from eating the meat offered to the idols, because that would be an indirect 

participation in idolatry, and refrain from eating blood or the flesh of strangled animals.  

Interestingly, St. James said, “it seemed good to us, being assembled with one accord…”30  This 

shows how they came to agree on what is best for the salvation of people and not to just argue over 

elements that have no bearing on salvation. This is further clarified by St. James, “For it seemed 

good to the Holy Spirit and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary 

things…”31  So, membership in the Church was opened to everyone, who had faith, and by grace 

continued to do acts. 

The Council of Jerusalem became the prototype of all subsequent Church councils on how 

to settle doctrinal issues that arise.  It showed that the very act of organizing the life of the Church 

 
24 1 Cor. 16:19 

25 Romans 16:3-5 

26 Acts 14:23. 

27 Judaizing refers to the Gentiles required to follow the Mosaic Law. 

28 Acts 10, 11. 

29 Acts 15. 

30 Acts 15:25 

31 Acts 15:28. 
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has to be an act of worship, and that there can be unity in diversity, because of the indwelling of 

the Holy Spirit, Who granted them the spirit of unity.  With the development of the Orthodox 

Church, this came to be referred to as “conciliar.”32  

Mid-First Century Roman Persecution: 

 Nero was the first Roman emperor to persecute the Christians.  He was very eccentric and 

did bizarre things.  Nero wanted to build an enormous palace for himself, but there was not 

available land in Rome. Meanwhile, a great fire destroyed a large portion of Rome, and Nero was 

able to build the palace he wanted.  Many of the people suspected that Nero was behind the fire.  

But in order to clear himself, he blamed the Christians, and they became his scapegoat.  As a result, 

Christians were arrested, tortured, and put to death.  Nearly 1,000 Christians were martyred as a 

result of Nero’s fire.  St. Peter and St. Paul were amongst the famous martyrs of this time.  

Christianity was considered an illegal religion from the time of Nero in 64 AD until the Edict of 

Milan by Emperor Constantine in 313 AD.   

When did the Christian Church separate from the Jews? 

 The Jewish religious zealots wanted to liberate their land from the Romans and they started 

a political revolt in 66 AD.  It lasted for several years and ended with the defeat and crushing of 

the Jewish forces.  Jerusalem and the Temple were completely destroyed by Titus in 70 AD.  The 

destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem brought an end to all animal ritual sacrifices, because the 

Mosaic Law required them be offered only in the Temple in Jerusalem.  Thus, Judaism was forever 

changed.  In an attempt to reorganize their faith, in 85 AD, the Jewish religious leaders held a 

council in the town of Jamnia. One of the important decisions of the Council of Jamnia was the 

decree to excommunicate all the Jews, who believed that Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah.  This 

marked the official separation between Judaism and Christianity. 

The Writings of the New Testament: 

Initially, the Early Christians considered the Jewish Bible (the Old Testament) as their 

Scriptures, and it was not until almost 200 AD that the Christians started to think of the Christian 

writings as Scriptures having the same authority as the Jewish Scriptures. Although the Early 

Christians perceived the New Testament writings as inspired by the Holy Spirit, yet it took almost 

200 years, from 200-400 A.D., to decide which books are canonical and can be included in the 

Christian Scriptures, which eventually became known as the New Testament.  However, it should 

be noted that prior to the development of the New Testament canon, the worship, doctrinal 

teachings, and rituals were kept alive through the dynamic life of the Church, maintained through 

the Oral Tradition amongst the Christian believers, and the writings of Apostles. 

The books of the New Testament were all written in the first century, somewhere between 

50-100 AD.  They were all written in Greek, which was at that time the predominant language of 

the Roman Empire, except for the Gospel of St. Matthew, which was originally written in Aramaic 

and was later translated to Greek.  Originally, the Gospels were written to document what our Lord 

Jesus Christ did during His earthly ministry.  The Book of Acts was written as a sequela to the 

Gospel of Luke and records the history of the Early Church.  The Epistles emerged from the life 

of the Church and in response to concrete needs of doctrinal instruction and daily guidance.  For 

 
32 It describes an experience of synergy between God and humans, in which humans participate with God through 
the Holy Spirit in the formulation of Truth.  
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example, St. Paul wrote his letters to address certain situations, to respond to certain questions, or 

to deal with specific conditions in Christian communities.   

Gradually and over a long period of time, and by consensus, the community was able to 

recognize that these writings are  sacred books and inspired by the Holy Spirit.  Eventually they 

were committed to a written canon in response to the appearance of many false gospels and 

writings that were deceptively attributed to one of the Apostles.  The Church rejected some of the 

writings, because they were written in the second century, long after the death of all the Apostles, 

and contained erroneous or heretical gnostic teachings, e.g. the Gospel of Thomas.33  These books 

came to be known as “the Apocryphal Books.”  Therefore, the New Testament Books are really 

books of faith, which emerged from the life of faith of the Early Church.   

The 27 books of the New Testament are not placed in chronological order.  They are 

divided into: 

❖ The four Gospels consist of the three synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) 

and John. 

❖ The Book of Acts 

❖ Fourteen Pauline Epistles  

❖ Seven Catholic Epistles written by St. James the brother of the Lord, St. Peter, St. 

John the Beloved, and St. Jude 

❖ The Book of Revelation 

Did heresies appear in the Early Church? 

 The Church faced certain false teachings, which deviated from the basic doctrinal orthodox 

understanding, and contradicted the true teachings of our Lord Jesus Christ and His Apostles. 

These deviations came to be referred to as heresies, and they started as early as the time of the 

Apostles and were addressed by some of the New Testament writers.   

While St. John the Beloved ministered in Asia Minor, he faced heretics there,34 and he 

warned of their non-orthodox heretical teachings.35  Also, St. Paul wrote to the Galatians, “As we 

have said before, so now I say again, if anyone preaches any other gospel to you than what you 

have received, let him be accursed.”36  

Some of the heresies that appeared in the first century AD included: 

❖ Simony: It is the purchasing of spiritual gifts, and it is named after Simon the Magician 

(aka Simon Magus), who erroneously thought he can buy the gifts of the Holy Spirit from 

 
33 St. Athanasius of Alexandria was the first to list a canon that contains the same books we currently have in the 
New Testament Scriptures. 

34 After the departure of the Holy Theotokos in Jerusalem, St. John the Beloved moved to Asia Minor and remained 
there until his death as an old man. 

35 2 John 4-6. 
36 Galatians 1:8 
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St. Peter and St. John, so he can use it in his magic.37 St. Peter boldly told him, “Your 

money perish with you, because you thought that the gift of God could be purchased with 

money!”  These words of condemnation show that the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the Holy 

Orders are not to be taken lightly and are given to those chosen by God, in accordance to a 

right heart in the sight of God.  

This practice appeared again after Christianity became a legal religion in the Roman 

empire.  In the first few centuries, Christianity was an illegal religion, which meant that the 

clergy, whether bishops or presbyters, could be martyred at any time.  However, once 

Christianity became the State religion, the situation changed and many sought to purchase 

ecclesiastical offices, such as the episcopate, the priesthood, or the diaconate, because it 

offered prestige and economic advantages.  At certain times, it exacerbated and became 

more prevalent, especially when the civil ruler appointed the bishop or archbishop.  The 

Church prohibited Simony in all its forms.  

❖ The Emperor Cult: It is the deification and worship of the Emperor, and it was common 

throughout the Empire. It was a means of social control to legitimate Rome’s economic 

and military dominance and as sincere religious piety. It started with Augustus Caesar, who 

proclaimed Julius Caesar a god after his death. Thereafter, it continued after the death of 

each emperor as a sign of respect and honor. However, when Domitian reigned as emperor 

in 81 AD, he wanted to be worshipped and addressed as “god,” while he was still alive. 

This became problematic, because the Christians refused to worship the Emperor.  As a 

result, they were considered traitors, because they were regarded as giving allegiance to 

another king. 

❖ Gnosticism: The origin of this word comes from the Greek word “gnosis,” which means 

“knowledge.” This is a very complex heresy that existed prior to Christianity and was 

manifested in different faiths and in various forms.  It continued to be prevalent in the early 

centuries of Christianity, and was the greatest threat to the correct faith (Orthodoxy). 

It is evident from the New Testament Epistles that some of the Apostles fought against the 

penetration of Gnosticism in the Christian understanding.  St. John the Beloved mentioned 

them in his epistles, as well as St. Jude.  These Gnostic groups taught that Christianity is 

an intellectual philosophy that is reserved for an elite group of people. They were dualistic, 

in the sense that they believed in two gods: one for good and one for evil. They believed in 

demi-gods or spiritual beings called “aeons,” and considered Jesus to be one of the aeons, 

who taught a secret knowledge to a select few. In turn, they passed on these hidden truths 

to an elite group. They also regarded the Old Testament as evil. 

Central to the gnostic philosophy is that God did not create the world, because matter is 

evil. For them, the world was created by an inferior deity called “the Demiurge.” In 

Orthodoxy, this is very problematic, because if matter is evil, then Christ did not become 

a real human being, which is what the Gnostics claimed. Consequently, they denied the 

Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ, as well as His Bodily Resurrection.  This belief is 

detrimental to our faith, because without the Incarnation and Resurrection of our Lord how 

can there be salvation?  

 
37 Acts 7:9-14. 
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For the Gnostics, salvation was liberation from the physical body and growth towards a 

higher, non-physical, spiritual level of existence.  Accordingly, they believed that a person 

can do whatever (s)he wants physically, including living an immoral life, because it had no 

bearing on his/her spirit. 

From the beginning the Apostles rejected Gnosticism and many of the Church Fathers 

fought against it, because in Orthodox Christianity, we believe that God created the world, 

matter, and man to be good, and everything will be redeemed by Christ and transformed at 

the end of this age.38 The Gnostics were many groups, and they neither recognized one 

another nor were they in communion with one another.   

Many of the heresies keep reappearing over the centuries in different forms or under 

different names.  The Church had to outline the correct teaching and this led to the development 

of doctrine and dogma in the Church. 

Who were the main characters of the first century? 

❖ The Holy Apostles: It is a title for the Twelve Disciples, who formed the foundation of 

the Early New Testament Church.  The number twelve was symbolic for the twelve tribes 

of Israel.  Therefore, in order to maintain the symbolism, St. Matthias was elected to replace 

Judas Iscariot.39 The Seventy (or 72) are also referred to as apostles, and they were sent by 

our Lord Jesus Christ to preach.40 One of the qualifications needed for someone to be 

referred to as “an apostle” was that he had to be an eyewitness of Christ and of His  

Resurrection,41 because his preaching was based on the Resurrection. 

After the descent of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, they were empowered to continue the 

mission and work, which our Lord Jesus Christ started and taught them to do. The two 

prominent figures seen in the Book of Acts were St. Peter and St. Paul.  The first half of 

the Book of Acts focuses on St. Peter and the second half on St. Paul. 

❖ St. Peter: His name was Simon Peter and he was a fisherman from Bethsaida in Galilee. 

His brother Andrew brought him to Christ, and he became His disciple.  He was known for 

being outspoken and was the first to confess that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living 

God.” 42  Along with James and John the sons of Zebedee, they were the closest to Christ. 

On the Day of Pentecost, St. Peter was the main speaker to the crowd in Jerusalem,43 and 

became one of the leaders of the Early Church.  St. Paul referred to him as one of the pillars 

of the Church in Jerusalem.  He evangelized outside of Judea and his encounter with 

Cornelius the Centurion made him defend the acceptance of the Gentiles at the Council of 

Jerusalem.  In 68 A.D. during the reign of Nero, St. Peter was martyred in Rome by 

crucifixion.  At his own request, he was crucified with his head down. 

The Catholic Church claims that St. Peter established the Church in Rome and was its first 

bishop.  They also give him primacy over the other apostles. The basis of their claim is 

 
38 Romans 8:19-22; 1 Cor. 15: 35-55; Rev. 21:1. 

39 Acts 1:15-26. 

40 Luke 10. 

41 Acts 1: 21-22 

42Matt. 16:16-17. 

43 Acts 2:14. 
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what Christ said, “And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build 

My church.”44  The Orthodox understanding is that  the word “rock” refers to Peter’s 

confession of faith, and not to Peter himself. Also, he did not have primacy over the rest of 

the apostles, because at the Council of Jerusalem, St. James the brother of the Lord was the 

one who presided and not St. Peter. 

Although the presence of Christianity in Rome from the early years of Christianity is 

documented, yet it is not known who brought Christianity to Rome. St. Paul wrote his 

Epistle to the Romans to the Christians in Rome, even before he visited it.  

❖ St. Paul: St. Paul was born in Tarsus45, which is in present day Turkey, and was from the 

tribe of Benjamin.  He studied the Torah under the famous teacher, Gamaliel.  He described 

himself as a “Pharisee, son of a Pharisee,” in other words, he was a very devout and strict 

Jew.  Initially, he persecuted the Christians and was happy to drag them to courts and have 

them punished and killed, as in the case of St. Stephen the first martyr. He was converted 

to Christianity when our Lord Jesus Christ appeared to him on the road to Damascus, while 

he was on his way to persecute the Christians there.  Afterwards, he became a great 

preacher of our Lord Jesus Christ, especially to the Gentiles. Although he preached to the 

Jews, as well, yet he was named “the Apostle to the Gentiles,” because of his great support 

for the acceptance of the Christian Gentiles and his missionary journeys to convert them.  

He went on three missionary trips. In the end, he was martyred in Rome by being beheaded 

in 68 AD under Nero. 

Brief history of St. Paul’s missionary trips:  

They are recorded in the Book of Acts from chapter 13-21.  On the first missionary journey, 

St. Barnabas accompanied him, as well as St. Mark for a brief period.  They went to Cyprus and 

Galatia and converted a large number of Gentiles without circumcising.  This prompted the need 

for the meeting at the Council of Jerusalem, where it was decided that they do not need to be 

circumcised or follow the Mosaic Law. They were required to abstain from things polluted by 

idols, from sexual immorality, and from blood.46  

Before the beginning of the second missionary trip, St. Paul and St. Barnabas parted ways, 

because they disagreed on whether St. Mark should accompany them or not.  St. Barnabas insisted 

on St. Mark going with them, while St. Paul completely refused. Both St. Barnabas and St. Mark 

went to Cyprus, while Silas accompanied St. Paul on his second missionary journey. Later, St. 

Paul and Silas were joined by St. Timothy, St. Luke, Aquila and Priscilla and many others. They 

traveled and preached through Asia Minor and then started their preaching in Europe beginning 

with Philippi in Greece.   

On the third missionary journey, he traveled through Greece, and his trip ended in 

Jerusalem, where the Jewish leaders conspired against him. His long journey to Rome began, 

where he wished to appear before Caesar to defend himself since he was a Roman citizen.  He 

remained under house arrest for two years, where he received everyone that came to him and 

preached the Risen Christ. It was during these two years of imprisonment that he wrote four of his 

 
44 Matt. 16:18. 

45 Acts 22:3. 

46 Acts 15. 
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fourteen epistles: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. He was acquitted in his first 

trial and was released. After his release, St. Paul preached again and went as far as Spain. He then 

returned to Rome a second time and was arrested, but unlike the first arrest, he was not acquitted. 

Emperor Nero ordered his beheading  and he received the crown of martyrdom. in 68 A.D. 

How did the Christian faith come to Egypt? 

 Although it is traditionally known that St. Mark is the apostle who officially founded the 

Christian Church Egypt, yet there is some possibility that Christianity was introduced to some 

Egyptians prior to St. Mark’s arrival.  The evidence for this includes: 

❖ The presence of Egyptians in Jerusalem on the Day of the Pentecost, as written in 

the Book of Acts, “And there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men, from 

every nation under heaven…And everyone heard them speak in his own 

language….Egypt and the parts of Libya adjoining Cyrene, visitors from Rome, 

both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs-we hear them speaking in our own 

tongues the wonderful works of God.”47   

❖ Historically, Alexandria had a huge Jewish population that was considered the 

largest Jewish community outside of Jerusalem, and they traveled to Jerusalem and 

had relatives living in Palestine, who most likely told them of the events of our 

Lord Jesus Christ’s Resurrection. This is manifest in the person of Apollos, who 

was an Alexandrian Jew, described as, “an eloquent man and mighty in the 

Scriptures.”48 He was introduced to Christianity and even preached it fervently, 

but it was an incomplete understanding of Christianity, because he only knew of 

the baptism of John.  He was instructed more accurately by Aquila and Priscilla 

when he met them in Ephesus.49 

❖ Demographically, there was a trade route between Egypt and Jerusalem that was 

frequented by both Jewish and Egyptian merchants, as well as other nationalities. 

❖ The Epistle of Barnabas, which was probably written in Alexandria, explains how 

the Christians understood and interpreted the Old Testament and the Old 

Testament prophecies. 

Who is St. Mark? 

He is the Apostle, who established the Church in Egypt. He was one of the Seventy 

Apostles and the writer of the second Gospel bearing his name.  He was born in Cyrene in Libya, 

and is often referred to in the New Testament as "John Mark."50  He is a relative of St. Barnabas 

and is referred to as “the cousin of Barnabas.”51 His mother’s name is Mary, and it was in her 

house in “The Upper Room” that our Lord Jesus Christ gathered with His disciples on Holy 

Thursday and ate with them the Passover, washed their feet, and established the Mystery of the 

Eucharist.  Also, it was there that our Lord appeared to His Disciples after the Resurrection. 

 
47 Acts 2: 5, 6, 10,11. 

48 Acts 18: 24. 

49 Acts 18: 24-28. 

50 Acts 12:12; 12:25; 15:37; 15:39. 

51 Colosians 4:10. 
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He was a coworker with St. Paul and St. Barnabas in their first missionary journey, but 

went only as far as Pamphylia in Asia Minor and then returned to Jerusalem.  At that time, St. 

Mark was still young and could not withstand the hardships of the journey, and thus could not 

continue.  This incident later caused a drift between St. Paul and St. Barnabas, because St. Paul 

insisted that St. Mark would not accompany them on the second missionary journey.  As a result, 

they parted ways.52  However, years later he and St. Paul were reconciled, and St. Paul admitted 

that St. Mark was beneficial to him in his ministry.53  St. Mark also served with St. Peter.54  

St. Mark arrived in Alexandria between 49-50 A.D.  As it was common with the other 

apostles mentioned in the New Testament, he probably headed to the Jewish quarters in Alexandria 

known as Bucolia. St. Mark encountered his first convert, Anianus the cobbler (shoe-maker) after 

he tore his sandals.  Evidence points to the fact that this first convert was actually a Jewish 

Alexandrian.55 The fact that Anianus yelled, “O, One God,” shows that he was not a polytheist.  

Rather, he used the language of the Scriptures, which he was familiar with. 

St. Mark wrote the Gospel bearing his name between the late 40's and early 50's A.D. It  is 

traditionally considered the first written Gospel and also the shortest gospel.  He wrote it in Greek 

to the Romans; thus, he  often explained Jewish customs and interpreted Aramaic words. 

In his pastoral care, St. Mark returned to Alexandria a second time to follow up on the 

Church.  In 67 AD, he was martyred in Alexandria by a pagan mob while he was celebrating the 

Divine Liturgy on the Feast of the Resurrection.  He is the first of an unbroken line of 118 

Patriarchs of the See of Alexandria.  

 
52 Acts 15: 38. 

53 2 Timothy 4:11. 

54 1 Peter 5:13. 

55 Hebrew name for Ananius is Hannaniah. 
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Part II: The Second Century (101-200) 

What was the social and political condition of the Church in the second century?   

The second century saw the expansion of the Christian Church, and it reached all classes 

of people. Wherever the Apostles evangelized, they made disciples and ordained bishops for 

pastoral care in the churches that were established. The main Christian centers were in Antioch, 

Alexandria, and Rome. Although Jerusalem remained the Mother Church, yet Christianity was no 

longer centralized in Jerusalem, and it gradually lost its preeminence after the defeat of the Jews 

in the Jewish-Roman War.  

However, the growth of the Church was not trouble free. The Romans accepted Judaism 

as a monotheistic religion, and they did not require the Jews to worship the emperor. Since 

Christianity was initially considered a Jewish sect, the Roman authorities did not religiously harass 

the Christians. Once Christianity was permanently separated from Judaism, the situation changed 

and the Romans regarded Christianity an illegal religion. Despite the fact that Christians honored 

the emperor and prayed for the civil authorities, yet their refusal to worship him as god was 

considered defiance against the emperor and disruption of social order.  Thus, they were 

considered political traitors of the empire. Also, the Eucharistic gatherings were closed to 

outsiders, which prompted the belief that Christianity was a secret society that is harmful to the 

public.  Also, there were allegations that Christians practiced cannibalism at their meetings.56  

Consequently, they were persecuted during the first three centuries.  However, the Roman 

persecution was irregular: There were emperors, who notoriously persecuted the Christians, and 

there were other times of relative peace.  We will mention three of the emperors of this time: 

Trajan, Hadrian, and Marus Aurelius. 

Who is Emperor Trajan and what is the significance of The correspondence between Pliny the 

Younger and Trajan? 

Emperor Trajan reigned from 98-117 AD.  He banned all secret societies, and since Christians 

met in catacombs and in homes, they fell under this category.57  During his time, the Christians 

were not pursued, but if the authorities charged them of being Christians, they were sentenced 

to death. This is evident in one of the earliest reports about Christianity written in a letter 

between Pliny the Younger, who was the Roman governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor, and Emperor 

Trajan.  The correspondence between Pliny the Younger and Trajan reveals that Christianity was 

indeed prohibited.  However, the Christians were not to be sought out, because they were 

actually innocent of the gross charges against them—such as the sacrifice of children and the 

 
56 This was a misunderstanding of the Eucharist; they believed that they murdered babies and ate their flesh and 
drank their blood. 

57 Orthodox Christianity: The History and Canonical Structure of the Orthodox Church 
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eating of human flesh.58 Nevertheless, Trajan told Pliny that if the Christians were arrested and 

they refused to renounce their faith, then they were to be executed.   

It was under Trajan that St. Ignatius Theophorus,59 Bishop of Antioch, was martyred.  After 

Trajan won the war over the Scythians, he ordered the citizens to offer incense to the gods.  When 

St. Ignatius refused, he was sent off to Rome to be offered to wild beasts in the arena.  While en-

route to Rome, he wrote seven letters that are considered part of the writings of the Apostolic 

Fathers.  In these epistles, St. Ignatius addressed the role of the bishop and wrote about the 

sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist. He introduced the expression, “the medicine of 

immortality” in reference to the Eucharist and was the first to use the term “catholic” in reference 

to the Church.  Thus, they serve as an example of early Christian theology. In his Epistle to the 

Romans, St. Ignatius gives a very deep spiritual understanding of martyrdom as a sacrifice of love, 

and regards suffering as a gift from God.   

Other emperors of the 2nd century: 

Hadrian: He reigned from 117-138 A.D, and he ruled justly.  When one of the provincial 

governors asked him for advice on how to deal with Christians, he showed more leniency. He 

stated that for a Christian to be arrested and imprisoned, he must have committed some illegal 

act.  But just being a Christian did not warrant his arrest. Additionally, slanderous attacks against 

Christians were not to be tolerated, and their accusers had to bear the burden of proof to 

substantiate their claims. Otherwise, they themselves would face punishment. 

Marcus Aurelius:  He reigned from 161-180 A.D. He was known as one of the most 

educated Roman Emperors.  But he was also known as a fierce persecutor of Christians.  During 

his reign, the Christians were hunted down and were tortured in order to have them renounce 

their faith. During his rule, both the number and severity of persecutions increased in various 

parts of the empire.  Christians were banished from their homes, beaten, tied to horse tails and 

dragged in the streets, etc.  It was during his reign that St. Polycarp of Smyrna and St. Justin the 

Philosopher, among others, were martyred. 

What were the end results of persecutions? 

Actually, the persecutions did not end Christianity as the rulers thought. Contrary to what 

they hoped for, persecutions resulted in an increase in the conversion of many people.  

Consequently, Christianity became widespread and there was an increase in the Church 

membership.  Also, in response to the martyrdom of many holy people, the Christians responded 

by glorifying martyrdom and the lives of the martyrs; they kept their relics, and established 

shrines and built church altars over them. Another phenomenon that emerged was the writings 

of the Apostolic Fathers. 

 
58 A misunderstanding of the Eucharist, which was conducted in “secret meetings” 

59 Greek word meaning “God Bearer.” 
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Who were the Apostolic Fathers? 

They were disciples and successors of the Apostles. Many of them personally knew the 

Apostles, such as St. Ignatius of Antioch and St. Polycarp of Smyrna, who were disciples of St. 

John the Beloved.  St. Clement of Rome was the bishop of Rome in the late first century and is 

probably the same Clement who St. Paul referred to in Philippians.60  

 Imagine being able to talk to a Christian leader who had been a personal disciple of one of 

the Apostles! Of course, we cannot do that today, but we can do the next best thing: read their 

writings, because it gives us an authentic glimpse of the life of the Early Church and what they 

believed. The writings of the Apostolic Fathers reveals that each local Church was headed by one 

bishop with a jurisdiction (diocese.) He presided over the priests and guided the deacons in their 

ministry, which was more socially-oriented.  For example, St. Ignatius of Antioch wrote, “Where 

the bishop appears, there let the people be, just as where Jesus Christ is, there is the catholic 

Church.”61  St. Ignatius was the first to use the term “catholic” to describe the Church.62  

What was the main goal of the writings of the Apostolic Fathers? 

 The writings of the Apostolic fathers focused primarily on teaching. They explained the 

faith to the people and edified them by explaining how to practically apply Christianity to 

everyday life. Their writings are characterized by simplicity without relying on Greek philosophy 

and Hellenic eloquence.  Also, they were concerned about the internal unity of the Church, the 

preservation of the pure and authentic orthodox faith, as well as the Second Coming of Christ.63  

Some of their writings include: 

1. The Epistle of Barnabas: it linked the Old Testament to Christianity 

2. The Shepherd of Hermas: it focused on moral lessons 

3. Seven Letters of St. Ignatius of Antioch 

4. Letter of St. Polycarp of Smyrna 

5. Letter to Diognetus by Mathetes 

6. Didache: It is an ecclesiastical manual on Christian ethics and the sacraments. It is also 

known as “The Lord’s Teachings to the Gentiles as conveyed by the Twelve Apostles.”  It 

was written in the end of the first century or the beginning of the 2nd century, but was 

discovered and published in 1873 AD. 

7. Excerpts of Papias of Hierapolis 

How did the Christians react to the accusations against their faith? 

 
60 Philippians 4:3. 

61 Letter to Smyrnaeans 8.2 

62 In its true understanding this term means that the Church lacked nothing of the fullness of the grace, truth, and 
holiness of God. 

63 Eschatalogical. 
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In addition to the writings of Apostolic Fathers, a new genre of literature called “Apologies” 

emerged to defend the Christian faith against Judaism, paganism, as well as false teachings from 

within the Church.  At the end of the 1st century and the beginning of the 2nd century, many false 

writings started to appear about Christ, and in order to give the authority to the false writings, 

they bore the name of an Apostle or another prominent New Testament figure. Basically, they 

introduced legendary stories about the childhood of Jesus, the life of the Holy Theotokos, and 

the activities of the Apostles. These writings are referred to as apocryphal writings.64   

Furthermore, the appearance of false gnostic teachings, which tried to transform Christianity 

into a dualistic philosophy, where matter was seen as evil and the spirit as good. This was in direct 

controversy to the Orthodox understanding, where both the material and spiritual aspects of 

creation are good, because God created them all. Therefore, they had to convey the truth about 

the Christian faith in a manner that the philosophical world could understand.  These writers 

were called the Apologetic fathers and their writings gave rise to the development of Church 

doctrine and post-apostolic theology in a more systematic way.  

What were some of the famous heresies of the Second Century? 

In the middle of the 2nd century, unorthodox groups of Christians, who tried to divide the 

Christian community by teaching ideas, which were profoundly different from Orthodox 

Christianity. They were Marcion, Montanus, and Valentinus. Although each of them introduced 

a different form of Gnosticism, yet they all regarded Christ as just a spiritual and moral teacher.   

Thus, the Church reacted to these heresies by establishing the criteria for what is considered 

orthodox teaching. They agreed that it must be based on Holy Tradition, which, in turn, is founded 

on the apostolic testimony, as witnessed in the writing of the Fathers, as well as their liturgical 

use in worship. This revealed the need to ensure that the genuine apostolic teaching was passed 

on from generation to generation and from place to place through the consecration of bishops, 

whose teachings are identical to that of the Apostles, as well as identical to one another, with no 

variation in doctrine and dogma. In the Orthodox Church, this is referred to Apostolic Succession. 

 Montanism: This heresy was founded by Montanus in about 160 A.D. in Asia Minor. He 

claimed that he and his two prophetesses, Priscilla and Maximilla, were the Paraclete.65  They 

prophesied in a hysterical way and some of their prophetic messages contradicted the Gospels 

and the epistles of St. Paul, such as prohibition of second marriages.66  They were a very strict 

and rigorist group, which opposed what they perceived as a growing laxity of spiritual 

commitment and moral purity among the majority of Christians. They were apocalyptic and were 

 
64 This is not to be confused with the Old Testament Deuterocanonical Books, which are accepted by both the 
Orthodox and Catholic churches, and  are different than what Protestants refer to Old Testament Apocrypha. 

65 The Holy Spirit. 

66 This is in contradiction to St. Paul’s teachings in 1 Cor. 7:9 and 1 Tim. 5:14. 
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convinced that Christ would return in their own day. By the year 200 A.D., the Church condemned 

Montanism in several local councils in Asia Minor. 

 Marcionism: originated in Rome around 144 A.D.  It was on based the teachings of  Marcion 

of Sinope, who believed that Jesus was the savior sent by God, and Paul the Apostle was his 

chief apostle, but he rejected the Hebrew Bible and the God of Israel. Marcionists believed that 

the wrathful Hebrew God was a separate and lower entity than the all-forgiving God of the New 

Testament. Similar to Gnosticism, Marcionism depicted the God of the Old Testament as a tyrant 

or demiurge.  The premise of Marcionism is that many of the teachings of Christ are incompatible 

with the actions of the God of the Old Testament. A primary difference between Marcionites and 

Gnostics was that the Gnostics based their theology on secret wisdom, whereas Marcion based 

his theology on the contents of the Letters of Paul and the recorded sayings of Jesus. He also 

denied the human nature of Christ.  

Valentinianism: It was one of the major Gnostic movements of the 2nd century. It was 

founded by Valentinus, who was born in Egypt around 100 BC, and claimed that he was taught 

by Theudas, who was a disciple of St. Paul.  Valentinus founded a school in Rome and taught a 

form of Gnosticism, which especially denied that Christ took His human nature from the Virgin 

Mary. Its influence spread widely within Rome, Northwest Africa, Egypt, Asia Minor, and Syria. 

Naturally, the Fathers rejected these beliefs.  

Who were the famous Apologetic Fathers of the 2nd Century? 

In face of persecution, as well as the Hellenized culture and the criticism of the Greek 

philosophers, the Apologetic Fathers wrote to explain and defend the Christian faith, especially 

to those, who persecuted the Christians out of misunderstanding and ignorance.  They helped 

the greater Roman society to see Christianity in a more intellectual and respectful way, and some 

of them wrote directly to the Roman Emperor.   

Justin Martyr (100-165 A.D.): He was born in Samaria into a pagan family.  Originally, he 

was a zealous student of philosophy and became a pagan philosophy teacher. In his early thirties, 

he met an elderly man on a seashore, who convinced him of the trustworthiness of the Gospel. 

Justin investigated the faith, became convinced, and converted to Christianity. Although he 

continued to wear his philosopher's gown and teach philosophy, yet it was with a different twist, 

because he was able to reconcile faith with reason and philosophy.  Therefore, he presented the 

Christian beliefs and theology in a systematic way. In his writings, he referred to the Gospels as 

“The Memoirs of the Apostles.” 

In his first apology, he addressed Emperor Antonius Pius and appealed to his fairness to 

judge Christians according to their actions and not according to their religion.  He combatted 

both Gnosticism and Docetism, and his works represent the earliest surviving Christian apologies 

of notable size. He was arrested and martyred in Rome along with some of his companions under 

Marcus Aurelius.  
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Irenaeus of Lyons (130-200 A.D.): He was born in Smyrna and was a disciple of St. 

Polycarp, who was a disciple of St. John the Beloved.  He became bishop of Lyons in France, and 

was one of the important Church Fathers and writers of the 2nd century.  He devoted much effort 

to combating the gnostic heresies by using the scientific approach to theology. St. Irenaeus 

emphasized that the criterion for doctrinal truth is faithfulness to Church Tradition.67  He wrote 

a monumental work consisting of five books called Against Heresies, in which he emphasized 

three crucial points to distinguish between true Christian teachings and heretical groups:  

 1. Rule of faith: The Christian churches everywhere hold the same basic doctrine.  This is 

contrary to the gnostic groups, which disagreed amongst themselves in their beliefs.   

2. Apostolic succession: All true Christian churches can trace their origin back to one of 

the Apostles, and their bishop is in direct descent from that Apostle.  The Gnostic groups 

could not claim such lineage.  

 3. Canonization process: The Church had to determine which of the circulating writings 

were authentic and divinely inspired and which are the apocryphal writings. 

St. Irenaeus was the first to propose that all four gospels be accepted as canonical, and 

mentioned the gnostic gospel of Judas as heretical.68  He was one of the early fathers to express 

the relationship between the Incarnation and our deification and said, The Son became what we 

are in order to make us what He Himself is.69 St. Irenaeus is considered the “Father of Theology.” 

Origen (185-254 A.D.):  He was the most significant writer of the 3rd century.  Pope 

Demetrius the Vinedresser appointed him dean of the School of Alexandria, and for many years 

he headed the school and was an outstanding teacher. One of his students was St. Gregory 

Thaumaturgus.  He wrote many books and almost 6000 commentaries on almost every book of 

the Old and New Testaments, in addition to his famous Hexapla.70  He emphasized the allegorical 

meaning of the bible, as well as the literal meaning. Although he was a prolific writer with an 

outstanding mind, yet some aspects of his teachings contained flaws and were rejected and 

condemned by the Church.  Pope Demetrius turned against him, and he moved to Caesarea, 

where he headed the theological school there.  

Under Emperor Decius, the persecution was very severe, and Origen suffered many 

tortures.  Shortly, after his release, he died.  Several centuries after his death, he was 

excommunicated by the Church for some heresies, and so the church doesn’t consider him a saint 

but a scholar. 

 
67 Against Heresies 3.4.1. 

68 The gnostic Gospel of Judas was considered lost, but it reappeared and was published in 2006, at which time it 
was deceitfully treated by the secular media and the anti-Christian groups as if it was a new discovery about our 
Lord Jesus Christ and the origin of Christianity. 

69 Against Heresies.5 

70 A six-column text of translations of the Holy Bible 
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The Church of Alexandria in the 2nd Century: 

 Alexandria has always been an intellectual and academic center in the ancient world, and 

in Early Christianity it became an important ecclesiastical center.  However, for most of the first 

two centuries, there is little recorded history about the Church of Alexandria. Apart from the list 

of successors of St. Mark the Apostle not much detailed information is recorded. Despite the 

presence of different philosophical groups in Alexandria, we know that the church remained 

orthodox and true to the Apostolic Tradition.   

In 189 A.D., St. Demetrius the Vinedresser became the 12th patriarch of the See of St. 

Mark. Under his leadership, the Church in Egypt entered a new era, and we have more 

recorded information.71  He appointed very capable deans to The Catechetical School of 

Alexandria, and tried to consolidate the episcopal leadership and the Theological School. 

Although the school was in existence prior to that time, yet under the leadership of Pantaenus, 

Clement, and Origen, it became a renowned academic, theological, and intellectual center. Its 

reputation attracted people from all over the Christian world.72   

St. Demetrius also established a liturgical calendar to calculate the date of Easter, which 

was later approved at the Council of Nicaea to be used by all the churches.  He was also the first 

pope to ordain several bishops to serve in other dioceses outside Alexandria.  Thus, Christianity 

spread to Upper Egypt, where Coptic was the main spoken language and not Greek.  He also 

sent Pantaneus to evangelize in India. 

  

 
71 Stephen Davis. The Early Coptic Papacy. 

72 Ibid. 
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Part III: The Third Century (201-300) 

What was the social and political condition of the Church in the third century?   

Christianity faced ten waves of martyrdom. Initially, the persecutions were localized.  In 

the second century, the emperors treated Christianity as a local problem and assigned the local 

Roman governors to deal with the problem. But in the third century, the situation took a different 

turn, and under the reign of Emperor Septimius Severus, there was widespread persecution of 

the Christians throughout the empire. One account that vividly shows the suffering of the martyrs 

is The Passion of Sts. Perpetua and Felicitas, in which the heroic sufferings and martyrdom of two 

women in North Africa is vividly described.  Also, The Epistle to Diognetes, which is a 3rd century 

apologetic literature, describes the lifestyle of  the Christians during the age of persecutions.  

After the death of Septimus Severus, there was relative peace in the Church. But with the 

reign of Emperor Decius, the dynamics drastically changed to the worse. 

What changes took place under the reign of Emperor Decius? 

Emperor Decius (249-251 A.D.) wanted to thoroughly organize the Roman Empire and 

restore its values. Shortly after he became emperor, he issued an edict in 250 A.D., this decree 

required that everyone in the Empire had to offer sacrifices to the gods. This had to be carried 

out in the presence of a Roman magistrate, who would consequently sign a certificate, called a 

libellus.73 This official document verified that the individual carrying it did in fact offer sacrifices 

to the gods. The Jews were the only ones exempt from this edict, but anyone else, who failed to 

provide this certificate, was to be executed. The Jews were exempt, because the Romans 

accepted Judaism as a legal monotheistic religion with a well-established ancient history, and 

they respected things with antiquity.   Although this was problematic for the Christians, who were 

forced to choose between their faith and their lives, yet many of them chose their faith. Thus, 

this triggered the first wide scale persecution throughout the Empire.  

Initially, Decius targeted the bishops thinking that if the hierarchy was eliminated, then 

Christianity would die. His strategy was pre-planned and thoroughly organized. Therefore, within 

days, bishops were arrested and were martyred on the spot. In fact, for the first three centuries, 

it was a very courageous act for someone to accept to be a bishop, because he was most likely 

destined to die as a martyr. 

 However, this initial strategy failed, because the martyrdom of the bishops did not deter 

the Christians. Consequently, persecutions were extended to the laymen.  

The edict of Decius continued for eighteen months, and it severely affected many 

Christian communities. Ironically, in the end, his highly organized strategy to destroy Christianity 

failed, and the number of Christians continued to grow. This paradox was best described by 

 
73 Latin word meaning little book, letter, or certificate. 
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Tertullian,74 who wrote that “the blood of the martyrs is the seed of Christianity,”75 showing that 

persecutions do not weaken the Church, but strengthen it.   

Which Roman Emperor was the cruelest in persecuting the Christians? 

Diocletian (284-305): He was born to a poor family in Dalmatia. He joined the army and 

rose through the ranks until he became a commander. After the deaths of Emperor Carus and his 

son Numerian in Persia, Diocletian was proclaimed emperor. He wanted to establish a highly 

organized imperial administration and started political reforms.  

During his reign, the Roman Empire was divided into eastern and western empires and he 

started the "rule of four” known as “tetrarchy,” in which there were four emperors and each of 

them would rule over a quarter of the empire. Thus, it became the most highly bureaucratic 

government in the history of the Roman Empire. During his reign, the administrative unity of 

Egypt was destroyed, and he transformed Egypt from being one Roman province into three 

provinces. 

Diocletian saw Christianity as a threat to the unity of the empire, because the Christians 

refused the Roman state religion. Therefore, he launched a violent persecution of Christians. In 

303, he issued a decree to demolish all churches, burn all Christian sacred books, and enslave all 

Christians, who were not officials. The decree was carried out for three years, a period known as 

the "Era of Martyrs."  Although the Diocletian persecution was the empire's last, largest, and 

bloodiest official persecution of Christianity, yet, it failed to eliminate Christianity in the empire. 

Many of the Church’s martyrs, such as St. George, St. Demiana, St. Mercurios, and many others 

were martyred during this era. 

Did all the Christians remain true to their faith? 

Due to the severity of the persecution, some Christians were martyred, but others were 

afraid and wanted to escape execution.  Some of them fled, such as St. Cyprian of Carthage, who 

went into hiding, not out of fear, but in order to guide his flock from afar. Yet, others 

apostatized76 and performed the required ceremonies by offering incense to the gods.  

Afterwards, some of the Christians, who submitted to pressure, made public sacrifice, and 

denied Christ under the threat of persecution and execution, wanted to return to the Church. 

Those Christians were referred to as “the lapsed” or "lapsi." The Church faced a dilemma, and 

dealing with this group was problematic for the Church hierarchy. Were they to be re-admitted 

or not?  If they were to be readmitted what were the conditions?  

How did the Church settle the problem of the “lapsed”?   

 
74 Tertullian was a Christian apologist of the 3rd century, who eventually fell into heresy and died outside the 
church. 

75 Apology 50.13 

76 Denied the faith 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dalmatia_(Roman_province)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Numerian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persecution_of_Christianity
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The sin of apostasy was regarded as a great sin, and the church theologians and hierarchy 

differed on how to solve the problem. Was the Church “a society for the pure” or was it “a 

hospital for sinners?”  

Many of the Church Fathers had a pastoral view, since our Lord Jesus Christ came, “not 

to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.”77 They regarded the Church as a hospital for 

sinners, who want to repent and be purified.  Amongst those, who strongly defended the pastoral 

view, was St. Cyprian of Carthage; he said that the Church must accept the heartfelt repentance 

for even the worst sinners. But their acceptance required certain conditions, and it was essential 

that such repentance be worked out through a period of penitence, which varied in length 

depending on the conditions under which the person denied the faith.78 After the penance 

period, absolution would be granted and the person would be restored to the Eucharistic 

communion under the authority of the bishops. 

However, there were rigorist theologians, who refused to accept this decision. Amongst 

them was Novatian, who was a leading priest in the Church in Rome. He refused to accept the 

authority of Bishop Cornelius of Rome, who favored mercy towards the truly repentant lapsed. 

He led his followers into a schism with the Church of Rome; they came to be known as the 

Novatians.  This sect spread through the Empire and lasted until the 5th century. Another famous 

rigorist was the Carthaginian Apologist, Tertullian, who is known as “the Father of Latin 

theology.” In the end, Tertullian left the Church and joined a heretic group and died outside the 

Church. 

What was the main heresy of the third century? 

 Besides persecution and the problem of the lapsed, the Church had to fight heretical 

teachings that emerged, mainly Sabellianism.  

 Sabellianism: This heresy was started in Rome by Sabellius, who was a priest and a 

theologian in the 3rd century.  Sabellius taught that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit were 

not Three Persons, but were just three different names of one Person.  In other words, he 

opposed the Church’s Trinitarian belief that God is three Hypostasis in One.  Rather, he taught 

that there were three different modes of God.  In the Old Testament, he was called “Father,” in 

the New Testament “Son,” and after Pentecost “The Holy Spirit.” Sabellius didn’t deny the deity 

of our Lord Jesus Christ; he denied the Trinitarian belief. His teachings were rejected by the 

Church Fathers and Sabellius was condemned at the Council of Constantinople.   

Who were the main characters of this time?  

 
77 Matthew 9:13. 

78 There were different situations, because some Christians denied the faith right away.  But there were others, 
who endured torture for lengthy periods of time and then succumbed.  Also, there were those, who used bribery 
to free themselves. 
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The Early Church Fathers prior to the Council of Nicea are referred as the Ante-Nicene 

Fathers.79  Writings from this time period, such as Teachings of the Apostles and  Apostolic 

Tradition of Saint Hippolytus of Rome, give many insights into the canonical and liturgical life of 

the Church. The former gives regulations concerning the hierarchical offices and the sacramental 

practices in the Church of Syria. The latter gives similar information about the Church in Rome, 

and contains the text of the oldest fixed Eucharistic prayer in Church history, as well as the rites 

of the sacraments of Baptism, Chrismation, and Ordination. Some of the famous Church Fathers 

of the 3rd century include:  

St. Hippolytus (170-235 A.D.):  Little is known about his origin, but he referred to himself 

as a disciple of St. Irenaeus.  He was the last Church theologian in the West to write in Greek. 

Although he was initially considered a schismatic and anti-pope, he was reconciled to the Church 

towards the end of his life and died in exile as a martyr. 

 He wrote The Apostolic Tradition, which is very valuable in giving information about how 

the Sacraments of Baptism, Chrismation, and Ordination were practiced in Rome. It also contains 

the oldest text of Eucharistic prayers.  His writings reveal that there was a development in the 

liturgical life of the Church, as well as more definition of the canons.  

 St. Cyprian of Carthage (200-258 A.D.): He was born to a wealthy pagan family in 

Carthage in North Africa.  He became bishop of Carthage shortly after his conversion and baptism. 

During the Decian persecution he fled and said he did not want to leave his congregation without 

a shepherd, but wanted to care for them from a distance. 

 He defended the unity of the Catholic Church based on apostolic succession, and said the 

famous statement, “He can no longer have God for his Father who does not have the Church for 

his mother.”80 He also resisted the attempts of Bishop Stephen I of Rome, who tried to dictate 

his authority beyond his territory, by trying to force the Church of Carthage to receive heretical 

Christian groups. In the end, he died as a martyr. 

St. Dionysius of Alexandria: He was the son of wealthy Alexandrian pagan parents. After 

converting to Christianity, he became a pupil of Origen. Later, he was appointed as the head of 

the Catechetical School of Alexandria and was one of the famous 3rd century theologians. He 

became the Patriarch of Alexandria from 247-265 A.D, and was known for being a dynamic 

leader, who led the opposition against the heretical teachings of the Novatians and Paul of 

Samosata. He also put much effort in trying to end the various disputes among and within the 

churches in the Mediterranean basin.   

St. Gregory the Wonderworker (213-270): He was the Bishop of Neocaesarea in 

Cappadocia, and was a prominent saint and theologian.  Although he was a disciple of Origen the 

Scholar, yet he did not adopt any of Origen’s problematic theological teachings.  It is said that he 

 
79 “Ante-Nicene” are those fathers before Nicea and are not to be confused with the word “anti” meaning against. 

80 On the Unity of the Church 4-6. 
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spent five years in Palestine, where Origen was his teacher.  When he returned to Neocaesarea, 

there were 17 Christians.  However, after being a bishop for 30 years, he converted most of the 

people, and it is said there were only 17 pagans remaining in the city at the time of his death. 

When did the monastic movement start? 

Monasticism began in the Egyptian deserts in the 3rd century as a kind of living 

martyrdom. The monastics led an ascetical life, which came to be regarded as a white or 

bloodless martyrdom, by which one is constantly dying to his/her passions and desires. Men and 

women were drawn to the wilderness to worship God alone, and to fight the devil. They did not 

reject the world as evil, but desired to be one with God through constant prayer for their 

salvation, as well as that of the whole world.  

Some lived completely in isolation as hermits. Others lived near famous elders and 

received spiritual guidance from them. Still others gathered together to live in communities, 

which came to be known later as monasteries.  

Saint Paul of Thebes (c. 230–340) was apparently the first hermit in the Egyptian desert. 

He was seen by Saint Anthony the Great (c. 251–356), the one traditionally considered to be the 

founder of monasticism, who lived in isolation for many years before allowing disciples to begin 

living around him. The very vivid and dramatic Life of Anthony, written by Saint Athanasius the 

Great, did much to popularize monasticism, especially in Western Europe. The 38 “sayings” of 

Anthony in ``The Sayings of the Desert Fathers'' remain to this day a superb teaching of the 

Christian spiritual life.  St. Paul of Thebes, also known as St. Paul the first Hermit, is the very first 

Christian historically known to have been living as a monk. St. Anthony and St. Pachomius were 

early monastic founders in Egypt.  All of them are known as monastics,81  but some are 

additionally known as the anchorites 82 or hermits,83such as St. Paul of Thebes .  

St. Paul the First Hermit (aka St. Paul of Thebes): According to the Coptic Synaxarium, this 

Saint was from the city of Alexandria,84 and had a brother whose name was Peter. After the departure 

of their father, they divided the inheritance between them. When his brother took the greater 

share, Paul's feelings were hurt, and asked his brother to give him his rightful share of the 

inheritance.  However, Peter responded that he will keep it for him until he is older. When they 

did not agree with each other, they went to the governor to judge between them. On their way, 

they saw a funeral procession, and Paul asked one of the mourners about the deceased man. He 

was told that the deceased was one of the nobles of Alexandria. This prompted Paul to think of 

the vanity of riches and told his brother that he was leaving him all the inheritance, even what 

was rightfully his.  

 
81 From Greek monos, meaning alone, because a monastic "lives in the presence of God alone" 

82 From Greek anachoresis, meaning departure or flight 

83 From Greek  eremos meaning desert 

84 Other sources say that St. Paul of Thebes was born in Thebaid in Egypt. Others say that he fled the Decian 
persecution. 
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Paul left his brother and went out of the city and stayed for three days in a graveyard 

praying to our Lord Jesus Christ for guidance. God sent St. Paul an angel, who accompanied him 

to the inner wilderness not far from the Red Sea mountains. He settled in a cave there for 70 

years,85 during which he saw no one. He wore a tunic made of palm tree fiber and the Lord sent 

him a raven every day with a half loaf of bread.  He came to be regarded as “The First Hermit.” 

When the Lord wanted to reveal the holiness of St. Paul and his righteousness, He sent His angel 

St. Anthony the Great, who thought that he was the first to dwell in the wilderness. The angel informed 

St. Antony that there was a man in the inner wilderness of whom the world is not worthy. Upon hearing 

that, St. Antony went to the inner wilderness seeking to see the hermit, and by divine guidance 

found the cave of St. Paul. They conversed about God’s grace, and in the evening the raven 

brought a whole loaf of bread. St. Paul acknowledged St. Antony holiness and informed him that 

for 70 years the Lord sent the raven daily with half a loaf of bread, but today He sent food a full 

loaf for both of them. Then he asked St. Anthony to bring him back the tunic which was given to 

Pope Athanasius by Emperor Constantine.   

St. Antony went to St. Athanasius, and brought the tunic.  On his way back to St. Paul, he 

saw the angels carrying the soul of St. Paul up to heaven. When he arrived at the cave, he found 

that St. Paul had departed from this world.  He clothed him with St. Athanasius’ tunic and took 

his fiber tunic.  He stood wondering how he would bury St. Paul, but God sent two lions, who 

came bowing their heads before the body of St. Paul. St. Antony knew that they were sent from 

God, and they dug the grave with their claws, according to St. Antony's directions. After burying 

St. Paul’s body, St. Anthony went back to Pope Athanasius and gave him the palm fiber tunic, 

which he would wear three times a year in the Divine Liturgy. 

St. Anthony (251–356): Saint Anthony the Great is considered the Father of Monasticism, 

and most of what we know about him is from the book written in Greek by St. Athanasius, The 

Life of Anthony. He was born in the year 251 A.D. to rich Christian parents,who raised him up in 

fear of God. When he was twenty years old, his parents departed, and he had to take care of his 

sister. 

According to St. Athanasius, St. Anthony heard the gospel message, “If you want to be 

perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and 

come, follow Me,”86 and he took it to heart.  At that time, monasticism had not been established 

yet, and ascetics commonly went to isolated locations on the outskirts of cities. St. Anthony 

distributed his wealth to the poor and needy, placed his sister in a community for virgins, and 

went to the outskirts of the city learning from other nearby hermits.  Then he went into the inner 

desert, where he devoted himself to prayer and asceticism. According to Athanasius, the devil 

fought St Anthony by afflicting him with boredom, laziness, and the phantoms of women. One 

day, he was bored, and he saw an angel wearing a girdle with a cross (resembling the holy 

 
85 Some sources say he lived there for 91 years: from age 16 to 113. 

86 Matthew 19:21. 
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schema) and on his head was a head cover (Kolansowa). He was sitting while braiding palm 

leaves, then he stood up to pray, and again he sat to weave. Then he heard a voice to follow the 

example of the angle.  From then on he wore a tunic similar to what he saw in the vision, and 

weaved palm leaves. He never got bored again. 

With time, his fame spread and people were attracted to him.  Men desiring the ascetic 

life gathered around him, and he set the model of hermetic asceticism teaching his disciples the 

principles of the spiritual life. He taught them that in whatever they did, they must always have 

God before their eyes, and do everything according to the testimony of the Holy Scriptures.  

During the time of persecution, he wanted to become a martyr and went to Alexandria. 

He visited the imprisoned Christians and comforted them. But it was not God’s will that he should 

be martyred for Anthony had another mission to fulfill. St. Anthony went back to his monastery 

and many more visitors came to visit him and hear his teachings. 

When St. Anthony felt that the day of his departure had approached, he commanded his 

disciple to hide his body and to give his staff to St. Macarius, and to give one sheepskin cloak to 

St. Athanasius and the other sheepskin cloak to St. Serapion, his disciple. He further instructed 

his disciples to bury his body in an unmarked grave, so that no one would come to offer 

veneration. He stretched himself on the ground and gave up his spirit at the age of 105.  

St. Anthony probably spoke only Coptic, but his sayings were spread in Greek translations. 

Although he himself did not organize or create a monastery, yet he became the founder of 

monasticism and provided the example upon which others would follow 

St. Pachomius (290–346): St. Pachomius was born in the 3rd century in the Thebaid region 

in Upper Egypt to pagan parents, who gave him an excellent secular education. When Pachomius 

was 20 years old, he was called to serve in the army of Emperor Constantine.  He was stationed 

in a city in Upper Egypt, and he was impressed by how the local Christians fed the soldiers and 

took care of them. He learned that these people were fulfilling their God’s commandment to love 

their neighbor. Pachomius vowed to become a Christian. After returning from the army, he was 

baptized and began to lead a strict ascetic life. But he realized that he needed spiritual guidance, 

and turned to St. Palamon, who became his instructor in monastic struggles. 

Gradually, followers began to gather around St. Pachomius, and he founded a monastery 

in Tabennisi in Upper Egypt. After St. Palamon’s departure, an angel then appeared to St. 

Pachomius in the form of a monk and gave him the Rule of monastic life.  This was the basis of 

his communal monasticism, in which the monks lived in individual cells,87 but worked, ate, and 

worshipped together in one area. This form of monasticism is called cenobitic.88   

 
87 From Greek word κελλια 

88 Means “community based. 
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With time, he established more monasteries in the area that formed like a federation, 

which also included convents for women, separate from the monasteries, but under his guidance.  

His sister headed one of the women convents.  

Cenobitic monasticism spread from Egypt to Sinai, Palestine, Syria, and later to the West. 

His monastic Rule greatly influenced St. Basil the Great, St. John Cassian, who founded two 

monasteries in southern Gaul (France), as well as St. Benedict, who was the most influential figure 

in Western monasticism.  The rule of St. Benedict is based on St. Pachomius’ Rule.  

Interestingly, St. Paul the First Hermit, St. Anthony the Great, St. Pachomius were neither 

priests  nor had any clerical role.   

What were the main events of the Church of Alexandria during this time? 

The Coptic Church experienced widespread and systematic persecution from the 

beginning of the third century to the first decade of the fourth century. The intensity was severe 

under Severus, Decius and Diocletian.   

During Severian persecution, Leonides, the father of Origen the Scholar, was martyred in 

Alexandria, and his martyrdom greatly affected Origen. Also, St. Clement of Alexandria, who was 

the dean of the Catechetical School of Alexandria, fled the city in face of the Severian persecution. 

Consequently, St. Demetrius the Vinedresser, who was the patriarch at that time, appointed 

Origen dean to replace St. Clement.  Although Origen was only 18 years old, he displayed unusual 

piety and brilliance, and it marked the development of the School of Alexandria into an 

exceptional educational center, and under his guidance, the School of Alexandria became 

associated with the Church in catechizing. Ironically, St. Demetrius later excommunicated Origen 

for his wrong teachings. 

In the 3rd century, the Scriptures were translated for the first time to Coptic, which 

indicates that Christianity was expanding beyond the Greek-speaking Alexandria and the urban 

cities to the countryside, where Coptic was the spoken language. Also, priests were ordained to 

serve the Christians in the countryside. 

The Church calendar was given a new name during this century. The Church of Alexandria 

followed the Ancient Egyptian calendar, but in 284 A.D., they renamed it “Anno Marytri” to 

commemorate the reign of the persecuting emperor Diocletian and the “Era of the Martyrs.” It 

continued to be the liturgical calendar for the Coptic Church to this day. 
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Part IV: The Beginning of the Fourth Century (300-

312 A.D.)  

What were the social and political conditions of the 4th century, and how did they affect the 

Church? 

 When Diocletian seized power in the end of the 3rd century, he declared himself emperor 

and reigned from 284-305 A.D.  However, he decided that the empire was too big to manage alone.  

Thus, he divided it into two parts: the Eastern Roman Empire and the Western Roman Empire. He 

was the emperor over the Eastern Empire and he appointed Maximian as emperor of the Western 

Empire.  Each of them had a deputy emperor to help him. Thus, the empire was ruled by four, 

known as Tetrarchy.  

The Great Persecution (303-311 A.D.): 

 Diocletian’s deputy emperor was Galerius, who did not trust the Christian soldiers in the 

army and had suspicions about their loyalty to the emperor.  Therefore, he convinced Diocletian 

that they were enemies of the empire and urged him to persecute the Christians.89  Beginning in 

303 A.D., Emperor Diocletian conducted the fiercest persecution against the Christians, and his 

goal was to completely destroy the Church. His era of persecution lasted for nine years, and is 

regarded as the longest and severest persecution by the Roman Empire against Christians.   

During this time, Diocletian ordered the destruction of the churches, the confiscation of the 

properties of Christians, as well as depriving them of public offices and of their civil liberties. The 

clergy were imprisoned and subjected to severe tortures; the biblical manuscripts were confiscated 

and burnt, and pagan sacrifices were required.  Many of the Christian soldiers, who refused to offer 

incense to the gods, such as St. George the Cappadocian, St. Maurice of Thebes, St. Mina of Egypt, 

and many others were severely tortured and killed.  All methods of torture known at that time were 

mercilessly used and many of the famous Church martyrs we read about in the Synaxarius, such 

as St. Catherine of Egypt, St. Demiana, and many others were martyred during this time period. 

Although the persecution was throughout the empire, yet the imperial authorities seem to have 

enforced it more severely in Egypt and Syria.  

 Galerius: In 305 A.D., Diocletian abdicated the throne and Galerius, became the emperor 

in the East, and he continued the persecution against the Christians.  However, in 311 A.D., he 

became terribly ill, and came to the realization that his violence to completely wipe out Christianity 

failed, and he needed to change his beliefs about Christianity and offer clemency.  Therefore, in 

conjunction with his deputy emperor, Maximinus, and the emperor of the West, Constantine, and 

his deputy, Maxentius, he issued the Edict of Tolerance, which officially ended the persecution 

of Christians. On his deathbed, Galerius asked the Christians to pray for him.90  He died shortly 

 
89 Thomas Hopko. Orthodox Faith: Church History. 

90 Thomas Hopko. Orthodox Faith: Church History. 
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afterwards and was replaced by his deputy, Maximinus, who tried to reverse the edict and persecute 

the Christians, but he failed. Shortly afterwards, he was overthrown by Licinius. 

  The Great Persecution ended and the goal to wipe out Christianity ultimately failed. In 

fact, the spread of the faith was pervasive across the empire, and they could not destroy the Church. 

Constantine: His father was Constantinus, the emperor in the West and his mother was St. 

Helena. In 306, following the death of his father, Constantine was acclaimed by the army as 

emperor of the West.  In 312 A.D, as he was moving towards Rome to fight a civil war against 

Maxentius, who was the ruler there, he had a vision in which he saw in the sky a sign of the 

Labarum91 with the words, “In this sign, conquer.”  He acted upon the vision and placed the sign 

of the cross on the soldiers’ shields.  He won that battle at the Milvian Bridge, and became the sole 

emperor in the West.  

Constantine attributed his victory to the cross and to the God of the Christians.  Therefore, 

he wanted to swiftly end the persecution against the Christians. In February of 313, he and Licinius, 

who was the Emperor in the East, met at Milan and made a pact, in which they agreed on freedom 

for all religions.  This came to be known as the Edict of Milan, which legalized Christianity as a 

religion, and consequently freed Christianity from persecution.  Additionally, it allowed 

restoration of all the Church’s confiscated property, as well as the properties of the Christians that 

were lost during the Diocletian Persecution. Although his move was more politically motivated, 

because he wanted to unite the empire, yet the Edict of Milan is very significant, because it did not 

only end the persecution of Christians, but granted them the right to build churches, own property, 

and participate in public life.  During the era of Constantine, millions converted to Christianity, 

and he not only allowed the churches to be built, but gave financial support to their construction.  

Although the Age of Martyrdom ended in 313 AD, yet it left a permanent imprint in the history of 

the Christian Church. The veneration of the martyrs emerged during that time period and continues 

till today.  Church altars were built over the tombs or reliquaries of the martyrs.  

Eventually, Constantine became sole emperor and built Constantinople (modern-day 

Istanbul) to be the Eastern capital of the empire. Also, a patriarchal see was established there, and 

was given primacy over Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem; it was called the New Rome.   

Constantine himself was baptized at his deathbed in 337 A.D. He intentionally waited to 

be baptized a couple of weeks before his death, because as emperor he had to go to war and fight.  

Often we hear that Constantine made Christianity the official religion of the empire, but this isn’t 

completely accurate. He did restore its losses and gave it a favored treatment as one among many 

tolerated religions. Nicene Christianity became the state official religion many years later under 

Emperor Theodosius. 

Were there internal problems in the Church at that time? 

 One of the internal problems that appeared early on in the fourth century was the Meletian 

Schism.  This was not a heresy, but a schism, and was led by Bishop Meletius of Lycopolis 

 

91 The cross; also referred to as Chi Rho: XP, ☧ . 
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(modern-day Assiut), who had a rigorous stance against the lapsed and did not readmit them, unless 

they were re-baptized. On the other hand, Pope Peter I (Seal of the Martyrs) had a more pastoral 

stance. During the persecution, Pope Peter I and many of the bishops were imprisoned, while 

Meletius somehow escaped imprisonment and persecution.  In the absence of St. Peter I, Meletius 

took it upon himself to ordain priests and bishops in dioceses that already had bishops still alive, 

but were imprisoned.  The controversy with Meltius was settled at the Council of Nicea, and he 

was allowed to remain in his own city, but without exercising authority or the power to ordain. He 

was allowed to retain his episcopal title but without any episcopal power to ordain. Furthermore, 

the ordinations he performed were considered invalid. After his death, the Meletians lasted until 

the fifth century. 

 Shortly after the Arian heresy started. Arius was a priest of Libyan descent, and served in 

the church in Baucalis, in Alexandria. He propagated the belief that the Son was created and 

therefore not equal to the Father in divinity and essence (not homoousios).  He spread his teachings 

through his writings called Thalia, which was a collection of songs used to spread his heretical 

teachings among the common people. He was a notable speaker and was able to influence many 

people including some bishops, notably Eusebius of Nicomedia, who was one of his strongest 

supporters.  

Arius was excommunicated by Pope Alexander I because of his heretical teachings about 

the nature of Christ and His relationship to the Father. St. Athanasius strongly opposed Arian's 

teachings and as a result he was finally condemned at the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D. 

Who were some of the famous Church leaders of the early 4th century? 

 Pope Peter of Alexandria: He was the 17th pope of Alexandria from 300-311 A.D., and 

is also known as Heiromartyr or Seal of the Martyrs.  He was raised in the church from an early 

age and was the dean of the Catechetical School of Alexandria.  In early 300, while on his deathbed, 

Pope Theonas recommended Peter to be the next Pope, and the church leaders followed his 

recommendation. 

 As a Pope during the Great Persecution, he was forced into exile from the city.  During his 

absence, Bishop Metetius of Lacopolis ordained bishops and gave rise to the Meletian Schism over 

the lapsed.  Bishop Meletius did not want to readmit them unless they were re-baptized.  On the 

other hand, St. Peter of Alexandria had a more tolerant and pastoral stance; he wanted to readmit 

them after a period of appropriate penance.  

 In 311 A.D., he was imprisoned and sentenced to death.  When the people knew, they 

assembled outside the prison protesting. To avoid any bloodshed of the people, he told the guards 

to take him out secretly for execution through a back door.  The executioners did that and according 

to tradition, he was beheaded in the same place where St. Mark was martyred.  That night a pious 

virgin heard a heavenly voice saying, “Peter was first among the Apostles; Peter is the last of the 

Alexandrian Martyrs.”  



Church History - College 

31 

In the morning, his children took his body and head and went to the church; they dressed 

him in his clerical vestments and sat him on his throne. During his life St. Peter never sat on it, but 

sat on a footstool instead. When asked why he refrained from sitting on the episcopal chair, he 

once explained that whenever he approached his throne he saw a heavenly light shining on it, and 

he felt the presence of a divine power. Therefore, he didn’t dare to sit there.  

St. Peter was a profound theologian and a great champion of Orthodoxy. With his 

martyrdom, the persecution in Alexandria came to an end.92   

St. Athanasius (298-373 A.D.): St. Athanasius was born at the very end of the third 

century, near the city of Alexandria in Egypt. One day Archbishop Alexander of Alexandria was 

looking through his window at the beach and saw a group of boys playing, but with solemnity and 

dignity. He asked his assistant to bring the children to his palace and asked them what they were 

doing.  They responded that they were acting out the baptismal rituals; Athanasius was the bishop 

and they were following his orders in baptizing the pagan children.  The pope was impressed and 

Athanasius became his disciple.  Later, he ordained Athanasius as a deacon at the age of fifteen. 

As a deacon, St. Athanasius accompanied Pope Alexander I to the Council of Nicea and 

defended the orthodox faith against Arianism. After the repose of Pope Alexander, St. Athanasius 

became the Archbishop of Alexandria, and presided over the Church of Alexandria for 46 years.  

Because of his fearless and heroic defense of Orthodoxy, he was exiled five times. He spent time 

in the desert under the guidance of St. Anthony, and later wrote the book The Life of St. Anthony 

through which he introduced St. Anthony and monasticism to the West. 

Amongst his pastoral work was the evangelization of Ethiopia; he commissioned 

missionary work to Ethiopia, and ordained Frumentius (Abba Salama) as the first bishop of 

Ethiopia.   

His literary work is deeply theological and includes On the Incarnation which he wrote 

when he was only 21 years old.  He also wrote Apology Against the Arians, Against the Heathen. 

Four Letter to Serapion, Statement of Faith, etc. He defended the orthodox faith and the divinity 

of Christ for a very long time, and he came to be known as the “Father of Orthodoxy.”  

The Monastic Movement: With the Edict of Milan, Christianity became legal, but it also 

became more lax.  Monasticism was the transition from martyrdom by shedding of blood to 

martyrdom without the shedding of blood.  It was a life that sought perfection through the way of 

the cross. It grew during the Age of Constantine and became a reservoir of spirituality, liturgical 

practice, and hierarchy.   

It started in Egypt and spread to Palestine and Asia Minor, as well as the West, when 

westerners like John Cassian came to Egypt and then took the monastic way back to the West and 

replicated it. Initially, monks were not ordained; they were laymen with vows.  They lived out the 

Biblical commandments in austerity and had no clerical authority, similar to St. Pachomius and 

his monks. The highest authority in the monastery was the abbot.  

 
92 Tim Vivian. St. Peter of Alexandria: Bishop and Martyr. 
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Monasticism had a great impact on the Church, because the Church hierarchy were chosen 

from amongst the monks. Many of the monks became known as holy people to whom people went 

seeking advice and spiritual counsel.  Thus, monasticism directly affected the Church and 

indirectly affected the society. 

What were the conditions of the Church in Egypt during this period? 

Under the reign of Constantine, the Church of Alexandria experienced remarkable growth 

and expansion.  By the middle of the 4th century, Christians in Egypt were by large the majority, 

and the See of St. Mark was second only to Rome; its jurisdiction extended to Libya and Ethiopia.  

Beginning in the 4th century, churches spread throughout Egypt and were named to commemorate 

the saints and martyrs.   

Additionally, the Church of Alexandria had a profound influence on the theological and 

liturgical developments by helping in the formulation of dogmas and precisely clarifying the 

theological wording and meaning. 

Despite the fact that several groups competed to control the Church of Alexandria, 

especially the Meletians and the Arians, the Church remained a champion of Orthodoxy 

throughout the 4th century and beyond. 
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