
Scripture  and  Tradition  in
the Early Church
Rick Wade examines the nature of the gospel message as oral
tradition  in  the  early  church,  and  the  relation  of  that
tradition with the New Testament.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Introduction: Evangelicals and Tradition
Evangelical Protestants have historically considered the Bible
to  be  the  final  source  for  faith  and  practice.  Church
tradition plays little or no role in our lives beyond the
celebration of certain holidays. In this article, I want to
look at one context in which tradition was very important in
the  church.  I’m  referring  to  the  relationship  between
tradition in the early church and Scripture. In this study,
I’ll refer often to the book Retrieving the Tradition and
Renewing  Evangelicalism{1}  by  Daniel  Williams,  an  ordained
Baptist minister teaching patristics at Loyola University.

Most of us don’t realize that tradition played an important
role in the establishment of our faith. We tend to see the New
Testament and its development as separate from the life of the
early church. In fact, if there’s a dirty word in church
history  to  evangelicals,  it  is  “tradition.”  We  think  of
tradition as something man comes up with on his own. Since
what man produces is tainted, we want to keep it separate from
Scripture. We don’t think of the Scriptures—specifically the
New Testament—as being a written form of tradition.

We need to note, however, that all tradition isn’t bad. What
the apostles learned from Jesus, they handed on to others
orally, and what they handed on they called “tradition.” Thus,
the Gospel proclamation began as oral tradition. Recall Paul’s
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words to the Thessalonians, “Now we command you, brethren, in
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from
every brother who leads an unruly life and not according to
the tradition which you received from us.” (2 Th. 3:6; see
also  2:15.  The  NIV  translates  the  word  “tradition”  as
“teachings.”) The apostles taught people who taught others who
taught others, and this tradition was authoritative for the
church. As the tradition was being conveyed orally, it was
also being written down by the apostles and sent throughout
the  church.  As  the  various  local  churches  received  these
writings  they  weighed  them  against  what  had  been  taught
orally. Many writings were circulating at the time, some of
which falsely carried the names of apostles. The major test
for  the  authenticity  of  these  writings  was  whether  they
accurately reflected the apostolic tradition as taught in the
churches.

Losing the Past
If evangelicals attempt to study the past, it’s typically out
of historical interest alone, not with a view to being taught
by  our  forebears.  While  we’re  doing  better  at  crossing
boundaries with our contemporaries in the church, we forget
that the church extends back in time as well. We tend to
isolate the church in the here and now.

How is it that we’ve become separated from our past?

Individualism

First, we’re an individualistic church. A fairly prevalent
attitude in the church is that “me, my Bible, and the Holy
Spirit” are all that we need to understand Christianity. In
most debates today, what is the final word? “Well, it seems to
me that . . .” It is considered impolite or even arrogant to
tell someone he or she is wrong, especially in the area of
religion and morality. This attitude has penetrated the church



as well. It is considered rude and pretentious to say that
someone’s understanding of something in Scripture is wrong, no
matter how gently and lovingly it is said. We think, “Why
should we need anyone else to tell us what the Bible means?”
We have let modernistic individualism take root in our psyches
to the extent that we believe we are individually the final
arbiters of truth.

Some consequences of this attitude, however, are disunity in
the church, and the possibility of the intrusion of false
teaching as individuals attempt to understand the faith by
themselves. While we certainly are responsible individually to
be in the Word and seeking to understand it, we learn from a
study of church history that it is the lone interpreter of
Scripture who can easily go astray. Theologian Harold O. J.
Brown notes that “Solitary study, cut off from the fellowship
of  believers  seeking  the  guidance  of  the  Holy  Spirit  and
lacking any awareness of the faith of the church through the
ages, is often a source of serious error.”{2} “Evangelicals
should come to grips with the fact that the Bible belongs to
the church,” says Robert Webber. “It is the living church that
receives,  guards,  passes  on,  and  interprets  Scripture.
Consequently  the  modern  individualistic  approach  to
interpretation of Scripture should give way to the authority
of what the church has always believed, taught, and passed
down in history.”{3} As Daniel Williams notes, “Protestants
must  reconsider  the  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit  in  the  life
history  of  the  church  no  less  than  in  the  life  of  the
individual believer. For it is with the church that God’s new
covenant was formed.”{4} The Spirit is working to build the
body of Christ, not just individuals. Each of us needs the
church.

Anti-traditionalism

A second problem is our anti-traditional attitude. There have
been several influences on our thinking about tradition. The
Enlightenment  era  was  very  significant  in  this  regard.



Enlightenment philosophers taught us to see the world as a
collection of scientific facts, to look forward instead of
back to the wisdom of the past, and to see the individual as
the  final  authority  for  what  is  true.  The  ideal  is  the
individual who examines the raw data of experience with no
prior value commitments, with a view to discovering something
new. Unfortunately, knowledge was pursued at the expense of
wisdom. The past had little relevance. What could those who
lived in the past tell us that would be relevant for today?{5}
Besides,  the  church  dominated  people  in  the  past.  Such
superstition was no longer to be allowed to rule our lives.

This new attitude had an effect on the handling of Scripture.
Bible scholar Christopher Hall writes, “Evangelical scholars
assented to the Enlightenment’s deep suspicion of tradition
and  proceeded  to  produce  a  traditionless  hermeneutic.  The
‘Bible  alone’  survived  the  Enlightenment  assault  against
tradition, but only by becoming a timeless text filled with
facts  to  be  scientifically  identified,  analyzed  and
categorized.”{6}  Now  we  were  to  interpret  Scripture
individually through a simple examination of the facts. “As
[historian]  Nathan  Hatch  observes,  the  Bible  ‘very  easily
became . . . ‘a book dropped from the skies for all sorts of
men to use in their own way.'”{7} There was no need to look to
the past for help.

Thus, evangelicals came to believe that simply by using their
reason under the guidance of the Spirit they could understand
the Bible as it was intended. Tradition and the history of
exegesis  no  longer  mattered.  For  some,  it  was  a  mark  of
triumph to be able to say one wasn’t affected by what anyone
else  said  about  the  meaning  of  the  text.  Some  actually
believed that a lack of formal training was beneficial for
understanding Scripture!{8} Mark Noll sees this as “bordering
on hubris, manifested by an extreme anti-traditionalism that
casually discounted the possibility of wisdom from earlier
generations.”{9}



The Enlightenment’s anti-traditional stance was fostered to
some extent by Pietism, the 19th century movement encouraging
a return to Scripture and ministry by lay people. Pietism
served as a corrective in a church which had given the work of
the kingdom over to the professional ministers. For all the
good that it wrought, however, its emphasis on the individual
and his or her religious experience encouraged a focus only on
the here and now. The larger church, especially the church in
time past, wasn’t so important.

The Free Church Tradition

Following the Reformation, the Protestant Church split into
multiple denominations or traditions. Out of the Anabaptist
branch grew what is called the Free Church tradition. This
includes  such  offshoots  as  the  Baptist,  Evangelical  Free,
Methodist, Holiness, Pentecostal and Bible churches. A core
belief is that “the church is not an institution on account of
its structure or external rites, but exists only when it is
voluntarily  composed  of  the  faithful.”  Williams  further
explains: “There is little or no sacramental attribution to
any place, thing or ritual, because only the believing members
of the congregation are holy by reason of the indwelling of
the Holy Spirit. . . . The believer is free, therefore, to
follow the faith in accord with his or her conscience . . .
having no other ultimate authorities than the Bible and the
Holy Spirit.”{10} Thus, there is a rejection of authoritative
tradition of the church.

For  whatever  good  this  brought  about,  it  also  meant  “The
councils, the creeds, the grand theologians, the apologists,
and the philosophers—all could now be abandoned.” Protestants
tend to look only as far back as the Reformation if they look
to the past at all. What we must understand, though, is that
the Reformers were trying to restore apostolic Christianity.
In  their  disputes  with  Roman  Catholics,  they  sometimes
referred to the church Fathers directly or indirectly to prove
they weren’t guilty of theological novelty.{11} For all their



efforts to restore the church to what it should be, what
followed  them  was  a  splintering  “into  a  multitude  of
conflicting versions of the faith.”{12} In time, that which
was  common  to  all,  the  tradition  of  the  apostles,  was
diminished  in  favor  of  an  emphasis  on  our  differences.

This way of looking only as far back as the Reformers has
produced “a huge gap in the historical consciousness of the
Free  church.”{13}  We  have  little  sense  of  historical
continuity with the church from the early days up to the
Reformation.  Williams  believes  we  are  in  real  danger  of
amnesia, of losing our roots, of forgetting who we are. “The
formation of a distinct Christian identity in years to come
will not be successful unless we deliberately reestablish the
link to those resources that provide us with the defining
‘center’ of Christian belief and practice.”{14}

Constantine

Occasionally one will find references to the idea of a “fall”
of  the  church  following  the  conversion  of  the  Emperor
Constantine  in  the  4th  century.  Some  believe  that  under
Constantine the church began its slide into a state religion,
having been corrupted by power and money. The interests of
church and state overlapped, resulting in the corruption of
the church. This cast a pall over the whole of church history
until the Reformation. Tradition is seen as an element of the
corrupted, institutionalized church.{15}

While it is true that the new freedom the church experienced
under  Constantine  did  have  its  negative  side,  it  doesn’t
follow that the church “fell” as some say. Throughout history
the church has made mistakes in its dealings with secular
society and in knowing how to properly handle the freedom and
power it has experienced. Some complain today that Christians
become too wedded to political parties, courting compromise in
the process. This was no different in Constantine’s day. That
there  was  a  new  coloring  to  the  church  when  it  became



established under Constantine, there is no debate. But the
idea that the church quickly became corrupt, and that the
councils convened during his reign were simply pawns of the
emperor is simplistic. The church continued to be faithful to
the task of clarifying and passing on the apostolic tradition.
“The faith professed and practiced in the early churches was
not determined by the political machinations of emperors and
episcopal  hierarchies,”  says  Williams.  “The  essential
formulation and construction of the Christian identity was
something that the fourth century received and continued to
expand upon through its biblical exegesis and liturgical life
as reflected in the credal Tradition.”{16}

Consider what came out of the period of Constantine’s reign.
Says Williams:

I am claiming the late patristic period functioned as a kind
of doctrinal canon by which all subsequent developments of
theology were measured up to the present day. The great
creeds of the period, the development of Trinitarian and
Christological theology, the finalization of the biblical
canon, doctrines pertaining to the human soul and being made
in  the  image  of  God,  to  the  fall  and  redemption,  to
justification by faith, and so on, find their first and (in
many cases) enduring foothold in this period. All theological
steps later taken, in confirmation or denial, will begin on
the trail marked by the early Fathers. . . . The theology
that developed after Constantine was not a movement radically
subversive to Scripture and to the apostolic faith. On the
contrary, the major creeds and doctrinal deliberations were a
conscious extension of the earlier Tradition and teaching of
the New Testament while attempting, in light new challenges,
to  articulate  a  Christian  understanding  of  God  and
salvation.{17}

The reason this is significant for our study is that some have
let the idea that the church fell in the late patristic era



cause them to discount the entire era. This is a mistake.
There was good and bad for the church under Constantine’s
reign. Nonetheless, the church continued to develop in its
understanding of the apostolic Tradition. We shouldn’t ignore
the early church because of occasional failings.

Tradition and Roman Catholicism
Because we so often associate tradition with the Catholic
Church, it is very likely that the reader is wondering how
this understanding of tradition differs from that taught by
the Roman Church. Before beginning our look at tradition,
then, let’s distinguish what we’re talking about from that
which is held by the Roman Church.

In the first few centuries after Christ, oral and written
tradition was thought of as being the same thing. The “canon”
was acknowledged in either form. By the 4th and 5th centuries
tradition and Scripture were distinguished more carefully, but
still were seen as being of one piece. In the 14th century,
however, tradition became a separate source of truth when it
was realized that some traditions couldn’t be proved from
Scripture.{18}  There  were  now,  then,  two  sources  of
revelation—Scripture  and  Church—tradition,  rather  than  one
source in two forms. What the Reformers wanted to do was not
to pit Scripture against tradition per se and throw out the
latter. They wanted to let go of man-made traditions and go
back to the true apostolic tradition. “The sixteenth-century
Reformers were cognizant of this distinction and highly valued
the  Tradition  located  in  the  Fathers  as  a  means  of
interpreting biblical truth. . . . The Reformation was not
about  Scripture  versus  tradition  but  about  reclaiming  the
ancient Tradition against distortions of that Tradition, or
what  eventually  became  a  conflict  of  Tradition  versus
traditions.”{19}  They  wanted  to  avoid  citing  the  church
fathers as authorities for doctrines or practices, which were
incongruent with Scripture. They rejected the idea that the



ancient Tradition had become secondary to the traditions of
medieval Catholicism. Tradition with a small “t” had begun to
interpret Tradition with a capital “T”; the Reformers thus
emphasized Scripture as delivering true apostolic Tradition to
argue against Rome’s claim to authority.

While some branches of the Reformation retained some of the
old traditions, others didn’t. The former wanted to be sure
Scripture didn’t oppose them; the latter wanted to know if a
tradition or belief was actually taught in Scripture. Man-
devised traditions were to be set aside. This is the more
dominant approach taken by the Free Church tradition.

Unfortunately,  the  emphasis  on  Scripture  along  with  a
suspicion of traditions in general worked together to produce
an anti-traditional attitude that was unnecessary, and which
has cut-off much of the church’s past from Christians today.

Apostolic Tradition
Tradition and Traditionalism

The Greek word that is translated tradition (paradosis) “means
a transmission from one party to another, an exchange of some
sort,  implying  living  subjects.”  It  involves  the  idea  of
receiving and passing on. Williams notes that tradition is
“not  something  dead  handed  down,  but  living  being  handed
over.”{20} It is as much a noun as a verb, meaning “that which
is handed over” as well as “the process of handing it over.”

Note, too, that tradition isn’t necessarily something old. As
one scholar writes, “The scriptural use of the term tradition
has nothing to do with oldness or with a practice or beliefs
being time-honored. A tradition, in the strict sense of the
word, becomes tradition the instant it is handed over.”{21}

This  kind  of  tradition  isn’t  to  be  confused  with
“traditionalism,” which refers to faith in tradition per se.



Historian  Jaroslav  Pelikan  contrasts  the  two  this  way:
“Tradition is the living faith of the dead. Traditionalism is
the dead faith of the living.”{22}

We  often  think  of  traditions  as  being  practices,  such  as
decorating a church a certain way during certain seasons, or
conducting worship services certain ways. But traditions can
be teachings—beliefs passed from one person to another. Paul
referred  to  his  teachings  as  traditions.  He  exhorts  the
Thessalonians: “Now we command you, brethren, in the name of
our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from every brother
who leads an unruly life and not according to the tradition
which  you  received  from  us.”  (2  Th.  3:6,  NASB.  The  NIV
translates the word “tradition” as “teaching.”) Paul’s job was
to pass on what he had been taught so those who heard could
pass it on themselves. This idea is expressed clearly in his
letter to Timothy, where he said, “And the things you have
heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to
reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” (2
Tim 2:2)

Someone might object, pointing out that Jesus speaks only
negatively about tradition. “You have let go of the commands
of God and are holding on to the traditions of men,” He says.
(Mark 7:8) But notice: Jesus is chastising the Pharisees, not
for  holding  to  traditions  per  se,  but  for  letting  the
traditions  of  men  trump  the  things  of  God.

Apostolic Tradition

The traditions that Paul passed on included three parts: the
kerygmatic part, which was the core teaching of Christ (e.g.,
I Cor. 15); the ecclesiastical part, which dealt with matters
of practice in the church (e.g., I Cor. 11); and the ethical
part, which taught people how to live upright lives (e.g., II
Thess.  3:6).  Together,  all  this  was  simply  called  the
Tradition  (Williams  and  others  capitalize  the  word  to
distinguish it from the individual traditions of churches that



often  distinguish  them.{23}).  “The  Tradition  indicates  the
core teaching and preaching of the early church which has
bequeathed to us the fundamentals of what it is to think and
believe Christianly.”{24}

The Tradition, then, was the substance of the Gospel message
passed on from one person to the next. “Tradition was an
expression of the original apostolic preaching,” says Daniel
Williams. It was not “an extracanonical source of revelation .
. . but a summary of the essential content of faith to which
the Scripture, Old and New Testaments, testifies.”{25}

Apostolic  Tradition  was  transmitted  through  “baptismal
professions, credal-like formulas, and hymns. Such vehicles
were  the  primary  means  by  which  Christian  teaching  and
spirituality was conveyed to believers.”{26} The Tradition was
also conveyed to the church in the writings that make up our
New Testament. These, of course, were not an afterthought;
they provided a fixed source of truth for God’s people and
eventually became the church’s ultimate authority.

The Rule of Faith

The doctrinal core of the Tradition came to be known as the
Rule of Faith. This was the “summary of the main points of
Christian teaching.” It referred “to the apostolic preaching
that  served  as  the  norm  of  Christian  faith.”{27}  “Those
elements of what the church believed (fides quae creditur), a
kind of ‘mere Christianity,'” says Williams, “are discovered
in the regula fidei or Rule of faith.”{28} The Rule was widely
recognized by middle to late second century, and universally
recognized by the early third century.{29}

Although there was no set form for the Rule of Faith, which
makes it distinct from creeds, “the essential message,” says
Everett Ferguson, “was fixed by the facts of the gospel and
the structure of Christian belief in one God, reception of
salvation in Christ, and experience of the Holy Spirit; but



each teacher had his own way of stating or elaborating these
points.”{30}

Here is perhaps the fullest expression of the Rule, found in
the writings of Tertullian.

Now, with regard to this rule of faith—that we may from this
point acknowledge what it is which we defend—it is, you must
know, that which prescribes the belief that there is one only
God, and that He is none other than the Creator of the world,
who produced all things out of nothing through His own Word,
first of all sent forth; that this Word is called His Son,
and, under the name of God, was seen “in diverse manners” by
the patriarchs, heard at all times in the prophets, at last
brought down by the Spirit and Power of the Father into the
Virgin Mary, was made flesh in her womb, and, being born of
her, went forth as Jesus Christ; thenceforth He preached the
new law and the new promise of the kingdom of heaven, worked
miracles; having been crucified, He rose again the third day;
(then) having ascended into the heavens, He sat at the right
hand of the Father; sent instead of Himself the Power of the
Holy Ghost to lead such as believe; will come with glory to
take the saints to the enjoyment of everlasting life and of
the  heavenly  promises,  and  to  condemn  the  wicked  to
everlasting  fire,  after  the  resurrection  of  both  these
classes shall have happened, together with the restoration of
their flesh. This rule, as it will be proved, was taught by
Christ, and raises amongst ourselves no other questions than
those  which  heresies  introduce,  and  which  make  men
heretics.{31}

The  Rule  of  Faith  served  a  few  important  functions.  It
provided a summary of the faith for new converts preparing for
baptism.{32} It also was used to counter the heresies such as
those  of  the  Marcionites  and  the  gnostics.  Marcion’s
understanding of Paul’s doctrine of grace hindered him from
accepting the Old Testament God as the Father of Jesus. This
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rejection was reflected in his treatment of the New Testament.
He only accepted Luke and Paul’s writings, and altered even
those to suit his beliefs. Marcion believed that only those
would be saved who accepted his teachings. Gnostic beliefs,
which had to be answered, were that Jesus hadn’t come in the
flesh, or that the Christ had simply borrowed the human body
of  Jesus  in  the  incarnation.  Salvation  was  obtained  by
obtaining certain secret knowledge. The Rule was used as a
response to such beliefs. It stood as a known oral tradition
against the gnostics’ secret traditions.

Since even these opponents of apostolic Christianity appealed
to the Bible for support, appeal was made to the Rule of Faith
for the proper interpretation of authentic Scripture. Says
William DiPuccio,

The Rule served as a canon within a canon, enabling the
Fathers to ascertain the correct interpretation of the Bible
in fundamental matters of faith, and as a yardstick for
measuring the canonicity of a particular writing. . . . The
Rule  was  regarded,  then,  as  the  lens  or  reference  grid
through which the Scriptures were interpreted. Clement of
Alexandria makes this distinction when he declares that the
first principle of his system is the Scriptures as they are
rightly interpreted through the church’s Rule of Faith.{33}

As a canon of interpretation, it served as the “plumbline of
the truth.” Without such a plumbline, “scriptural exegesis is
left to the discretion of the individual interpreter or school
of interpretation.”{34}

Scripture, Tradition, and the Church
In  the  evangelical  church,  Scripture  and  tradition  are
typically set in opposition to one another. But in the early
church  the  two  worked  together  as  two  forms  of  the  same
message. As one writer notes, “It is not a question of whether



Scripture or tradition has the primacy; nor is it even a
question  of  Scripture  and  tradition;  rather,  it  is  more
properly a question of scriptural tradition.”{35}

At  first,  it  was  the  oral  Tradition  or  teachings  of  the
apostles which was authoritative in the churches, because that
was what people received. As the apostles’ writings became
available, they were accepted as authoritative because they
were recognized as mirroring the Rule of Faith.{36} In the
early church, Scripture and the Rule were never placed in
opposition to one another; they taught the same thing.{37}
These  three—Scripture,  Tradition,  and  the  church—were
considered one collective source for the truth of Christ. The
Bible was to be interpreted by the church in keeping with the
Tradition.{38} “Dividing Scripture from the Tradition or from
the church,” says Williams, “creates an artificial distinction
which  would  have  been  completely  alien  to  the  earliest
generations of Christians.”{39}

It’s important to note, too, that the Tradition was never held
above Scripture.{40} The two worked together. “The Rule, then,
is co-extensive with the Bible, but it is not above it,” says
William DiPuccio. “It provides the optics we need to bring the
Bible into focus.”{41}

One might ask, however, why the Rule itself was accepted as
authoritative in the early church. Wouldn’t oral tradition by
its nature be subject to contamination? What guaranteed it was
apostolic succession. “Setting aside later alterations and/or
distortions  of  this  idea,”  DiPuccio  says,  “the  original
concept of apostolic succession (which included deacons or
presbyters as well as bishops) was not so much a succession of
ordination, as a succession of living faith and truth as these
are  embodied  in  the  Scriptures  and  the  ancient  Rule  of
Faith.”{42} Everett Ferguson gives us the thinking of Irenaeus
on the matter:

A person could go to the churches founded by the apostles . .



. and determine what was taught in those churches by the
succession of teachers since the days of the apostles. In
other words, the apostles taught those they ordained to lead
the churches, and then these passed on to others what they
had  been  taught.  The  constancy  of  this  teaching  was
guaranteed by its public nature; a change could have been
detected, since the teaching was open. The accuracy of the
teaching in each church was confirmed by its agreement with
what was taught in other churches. One and the same faith had
been  taught  in  all  the  churches  since  the  time  of  the
apostles.{43}

Significance of the Tradition for Today
Does  this  issue  carry  any  significance  beyond  historical
information? Should the Rule of Faith have any meaning for us
today? I think it does. First, it opens to us the teachings of
the  church  fathers,  providing  a  wonderful  resource  for
understanding our faith. Once we recognize that the church
didn’t  fall  so  precipitously  in  the  patristic  era  and
following, we can look to the church of earlier times for
understanding and inspiration.

Second, by looking at the core message taught in the early
church  we  can  be  reminded  of  the  central  truths  of
Christianity,  which  will  give  us  a  basis  for  evaluating
doctrinal  teachings  today.  Paul  warned  Timothy  of  the
destruction caused by false teachings, and encouraged him to
remember  his  teaching  and  to  “continue  in  what  you  have
learned and have become convinced of.” (II Tim. 3:14) What
Prof. Christopher Hall says makes sense: “The hermeneutical
and historical proximity of the fathers to the New Testament
church and its apostolic tradition demands that we listen
carefully  to  their  exegetical  insights,  advice  and
intuitions.”{44}

Third, by seeing what is most important we can work to correct



the  disunity  in  the  church.  Think  about  what  separates
Christians in America. Right now worship style is a major
issue. Ideas about end times and modes of baptism are two
other divisive issues. When we think about our differences,
however, do we stop to think about our similarities? Do we
even know what people of other Christian traditions believe?
We  shouldn’t  minimize  significant  differences  between
churches. But by keeping our lines so carefully drawn, are we
dishonoring our Lord who prayed for unity among His people?
(Jn. 17:20-23) Maybe a look back will remind us of what is
most important and around which we can unite. We can begin to
break  down  the  walls  constructed  by  our  differences  over
matters which aren’t so clear or which aren’t as important as
the  central  truths.  Without  taking  hold  of  the  Tradition
flowing from the apostles into and through the early church,
Williams  believes  we  will  see  an  increasing  sectarianism
“characterized by an ahistoricism and spiritual subjectivism,”
and  we  will  be  more  susceptible  to  accommodation  to  the
world.{45}

Fourth, we can be re-connected with the church of the past.
Simply knowing about the history of the church gives us a
sense of being part of something big; something that stretches
beyond the world we see. It lifts us out of our provincialism,
thus expanding our understanding of God and His ways with His
church.

Finally, we will see even more clearly how down to earth our
faith is. We can see how it moved with the ebb and flow of
real life as regular people (like you and me) did their best
amid  trying  circumstances  to  understand  and  live  out  the
faith.

Conclusion

By reopening the church’s past we will find a storehouse of
knowledge  and  wisdom  which  can  serve  us  well  today.  By
learning about the early church and church fathers one will be



both encouraged and challenged. Both are important for a vital
faith.

There are a number of resources available for those who are
interested in probing the minds of those who have gone before
us.  Daniel  Williams’  Retrieving  the  Tradition,  Christopher
Hall’s  Reading  the  Scripture  With  the  Church  Fathers,  or
Robert  Webber’s  Ancient-Future  Faith:  Rethinking
Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World{46} are excellent places
to start.
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Persecution  in  the  Early
Church  –  How  Persecution
Strengthens the Church
Rick  Wade  provides  a  succinct  summary  of  the  persecution
suffered by the early church in the first three centuries and
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how the church grew stronger as a result of this attention. He
suggests that we should be prepared to face similar trials as
our culture becomes less tolerant of true Christian faith.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Background
Things are a bit tougher for Christians in our society today
than a few decades ago, aren’t they? At times like this, it’s
probably good to get some perspective. I think any of us, once
we knew what the early church experienced–and, indeed, what
Christians  in  other  parts  of  the  world  are  experiencing
now–would find ourselves looking a bit sheepish if caught
complaining about our lot.

In this article we’ll look at the persecution our brothers and
sisters  faced  in  the  fledgling  church  in  the  first  few
centuries after Christ. We’ll talk about some of the reasons
for persecution, and identify some of the emperors under whom
Christians suffered.

Reasons for Persecution
There are several important and interrelated reasons for the
persecution of the early church.

First was the problem of identity. Christianity was identified
at first with Judaism, but people quickly came to see it as a
different religion. Jews were left alone for the most part; it
seemed best to Rome to just confine them and leave them alone.
Christianity, however, was a strange, new cult, and it began
to spread across people groups and geographical boundaries.{1}
People felt threatened by this oddball new religion.

The next problem was with the religious activities of the
Christians, with what they did do and didn’t do.

In the days of the Roman empire, the worship of pagan gods and
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the emperor was a part of everyone’s life. Two problems arose
because of this. First, because they didn’t participate in
pagan rituals but tended to keep to themselves, Christians
were considered anti-social. When the imperial police took an
interest in them, they became more secretive which added fuel
to the fire. They became associated with the collegia–clubs or
secret societies–and leaders were suspicious of these groups
because of the threat of sedition.{2} Second, since Christians
wouldn’t join in with the religious activities which were
believed to placate the gods, they became a threat to the very
well-being  of  the  community.  Writing  in  about  A.D.  196,
Tertullian said, “The Christians are to blame for every public
disaster and every misfortune that befalls the people. If the
Tiber rises to the walls, if the Nile fails to rise and flood
the  fields,  if  the  sky  withholds  its  rain,  if  there  is
earthquake or famine or plague, straightway the cry arises:
‘The Christians to the lions!'”{3}

With  respect  to  what  they  did  do  in  their  own  religious
practices, talk of eating the body and blood of Jesus, and the
customary greeting with a kiss, brought charges of cannibalism
and incest.{4}

The third problem was the nature or content of Christians’
beliefs. The historian Tacitus spoke of Christians as a “class
hated  for  their  abominations”  who  held  to  a  “deadly
superstition.”{5} A drawing found in Rome of a man with a
donkey’s head hanging on a cross gives an idea of what pagans
thought of Christian beliefs.{6}

Finally,  Christians’  reluctance  to  offer  worship  to  the
emperor and the gods was considered madness, considering what
would happen to them if they didn’t. Why not just offer a
pinch of incense to the image of the emperor? In a pluralistic
society, the narrowness of Christian beliefs seemed absurd,
especially considering what would happen to Christians who
wouldn’t go along. In the opinion of the general populace,
says F. F. Bruce, “such a crowd of wretches were plainly



worthy of extermination, and any repressive measures that were
taken  against  them  by  authority  could  be  sure  of  popular
approval.”{7}

Emperors
Let’s turn now to a brief survey of some of the emperors under
whom the church suffered persecution.Nero

Claudius Nero was named emperor at age 16 and reigned from
A.D. 54-68. He had about five good years under the guidance of
such men as Seneca, the Roman poet and philosopher.{8} But
that all changed when he had his mother killed in A.D. 59. She
was too powerful. Her “insanity and her fury at seeing her son
slip out of her control” led Nero to believe she was a threat
to his power.{9} In A.D. 62 his had his wife killed so he
could marry another woman. He later killed a brother and his
teacher, Seneca.

Christians became the object of his ire following the Great
Fire of Rome in A.D. 64. Some people suspected that Nero
started the fire himself, so he pointed the accusing finger at
Christians. The fact that he felt confident in doing this
indicates  the  low  regard  in  which  people  held  Christians
already.{10} Historian Philip Schaff says that “Their Jewish
origin, their indifference to politics and public affairs,
their abhorrence of heathen customs, were construed into an
‘odium generis humani’ (hatred of the human race), and this
made an attempt on their part to destroy the city sufficiently
plausible to justify a verdict of guilty.”{11} Schaff says
that “there began a carnival of blood such as even heathen
Rome  never  saw  before  or  since….A  ‘vast  multitude’  of
Christians was put to death in the most shocking manner.”{12}
Some were crucified, some sewn up in animal skins and thrown
to the dogs, some were covered in pitch, nailed to wooden
posts, and burned as torches.{13} It was in the fallout of
this that Peter and Paul gave their lives for their Savior,
probably within a year of each other.{14}



Nero apparently took his own life in A.D. 68 when the Senate
and the patricians turned against him.{15}

Trajan

Emperor Trajan ruled from A.D. 98-117. One of his governors, a
man called Pliny the Younger, wrote to Trajan seeking advice
on what to do with the Christians. They were becoming very
numerous, and Pliny thought the pagan religions were being
neglected. He began sentencing Christians who refused to honor
the gods and the emperor to death. Pliny believed that, even
if  the  Christians’  practices  weren’t  too  bad,  just  their
obstinacy was enough to be rid of them.{16}Should he sentence
them for carrying the name Christian only, or did they have to
commit specific criminal acts?{17}

Trajan  responded  with  a  kind  of  “don’t  ask,  don’t  tell”
policy. “They must not be ferreted out,” he said. But if
someone  made  a  credible  charge  against  a  Christian,  the
Christian should be sentenced unless he or she recanted and
gave proof by invoking pagan gods.{18}

Persecution was especially bad in Syria and Palestine during
Trajan’s reign. In 107 he went to Antioch and demanded that
everyone sacrifice to the gods. Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch
and pupil of the apostle John, refused and was martyred by
being  thrown  to  wild  animals.{19}  Ignatius  wrote  this  to
Polycarp, another disciple of John, on his way to Rome: “Let
the fire, the gallows, the wild beasts, the breaking of bones,
the pulling asunder of members, the bruising of my whole body,
and the torments of the devil and hell itself come upon me, so
that I may win Christ Jesus.”{20}

Hadrian

Trajan’s  ruling  was  carried  on  by  the  next  few  emperors.
Emperor Hadrian, “the most brilliant of the Roman emperors,”
says  Will  Durant,{21}  required  specific  charges  against
Christians as well. He didn’t allow governors “to use mere



clamorous  demands  and  outcries”  as  a  basis  for  judgment.
Furthermore,  if  anyone  brings  a  charge  against  Christians
“merely for the sake of libelling [sic] them,” the governor
was to “proceed against that man with heavier penalties, in
accordance with his heinous guilt.”{22} There were to be no
frivolous lawsuits.

However, Christians still needed to prove loyalty to the state
and the pagan religions. Hadrian hated Jews, and was somewhat
“indifferent to Christianity from ignorance of it.”{23} Philip
Schaff tells us that “he insulted the Jews and the Christians
alike by erecting temples of Jupiter and Venus over the site
of the temple and the supposed spot of the crucifixion.”{24}
Not all officials required Christians to denounce Christ. All
they wanted was homage to the divine character of the emperor
(“the personal embodiment of the sovereign state”{25}). “It
was  beside  the  point  for  Christians  to  argue  that  the
malicious tales circulated about them were false,…Deeds, not
words, were required by the state; and if they were in fact
loyal citizens, as they protested, there was a simple way of
demonstrating their loyalty; let them offer a pinch of incense
in honour of the Emperor, let them swear by his divinity, let
them invoke him as ‘Lord.'”{26}

Antonius Pius

The policy of not actively pursuing Christians was continued
under Antonius Pius who ruled from A.D. 138-161. During the
reigns of emperors such as Hadrian and Antonius, however,
Christians sometimes suffered persecution at the hands of the
local  townspeople  without  any  direct  encouragement  from
government  officials.  During  Antonius’  reign,  Polycarp,  a
pupil of the apostle John, was martyred in Asia during one
such outburst of violence.{27} After this persecution settled
down somewhat. The execution of this 86 year old man seemed to
turn the tide against persecution for a time.{28}

Marcus Aurelius



In A.D. 161 Marcus Aurelius took power and reigned until 180.
It was during his reign that Justin Martyr met his death.{29}

Although  he  didn’t  directly  lead  persecutions  against
Christians, he had no sympathy for them because he saw them as
being disgustingly superstitious. We’re told that “a law was
passed under his reign, punishing every one with exile who
should endeavor to influence people’s mind by fear of the
Divinity,  and  this  law  was,  no  doubt,  aimed  at  the
Christians.”{30} F. F. Bruce says that the Christians’ “very
resoluteness in the face of suffering and death, which might
in itself have won respect from a Stoic, was explained not as
commendable  fortitude  but  as  perverse  obstinacy….Marcus
despised what seemed to him the crass superstition of the
Christian beliefs, which disqualified them from the respect
due to others who maintained their principles at the cost of
life  itself.”{31}  For  Aurelius,  it  was  good  to  die  for
something significant, but not for something as silly as what
the Christians believed. Furthermore, Christians went to their
executions  with  a  show  of  willingness  that  he  considered
theatrical  display  which  was  anathema  to  the  calm  spirit
appreciated by the Stoics.

During Aurelius’ reign Christians were blamed for a number of
natural  disasters  because  they  wouldn’t  sacrifice  to  the
gods.{32} In A.D. 177, in Gaul, horrible persecution broke out
in  a  wave  of  mob  violence.  Slaves  were  tortured  to  give
testimony  against  their  masters.{33}  “The  corpses  of  the
martyrs, which covered the streets,” says Philip Schaff, “were
shamefully mutilated, then burned, and the ashes cast into the
Rhone, lest any remnants of the enemies of the gods might
desecrate the soil.”{34} It is said that the courage of a
slave girl named Blandina “strengthened all the others; her
tormentors exhausted themselves in their attempts to make her
renounce Christ.”{35} “At last,” Schaff tells us, “the people
grew weary of slaughter,” and the persecutions died down.{36}

Septimius Severus



Another emperor under whom Christians suffered terribly was
Septimius Severus who ruled from 193-211. Writing during his
reign, Clement of Alexandria said, “Many martyrs are daily
burned, confined, or beheaded, before our eyes.”{37}

In  202  Septimius  enacted  a  law  prohibiting  the  spread  of
Christianity and Judaism. This was the first universal decree
forbidding  conversion  to  Christianity.{38}  Violent
persecutions  broke  out  in  Egypt  and  North  Africa.{39}
Leonides, the father of Origen, a Christian apologist, was
beheaded. Origen himself was spared because his mother hid his
clothes.{40} A young girl was cruelly tortured, then burned in
a kettle of burning pitch with her mother.{41} A poignant
story  of  the  breaking  down  of  class  distinctions  in  the
suffering church comes out of the persecution in Carthage. It
is reported that Perpetua, a young noblewoman, and Felicitas,
a slave girl, held hands and exchanged a kiss before being
thrown to wild animals at a public festival.{42}

Persecutions abated somewhat soon after Septimius died, but
resumed with a vengeance under Decius Trajan.

Decius Trajan

In his few shorts years on the throne, Emperor Decius Trajan
undertook to restore the old Roman spirit. In A.D. 250 he
published an edict calling for a return to the pagan state
religion. Local commissioners were appointed to enforce the
ruling. According to Philip Schaff, “This was the signal for a
persecution  which,  in  extent,  consistency,  and  cruelty,
exceeded all before it.” It was the first to extend over the
whole  empire,  so  it  produced  more  martyrs  than  any  other
persecution.{43}

When people were suspected of being Christians, they were
given the opportunity of offering sacrifice to the gods before
the  commissioners.  Certificates  were  issued  to  prove  a
person’s loyalty to the pagan religions.{44} Many Christians



gave in to the pressure. Those who didn’t were put in prison
and repeatedly questioned. Rulers weren’t looking for martyrs;
they wanted to see the Christians conform.{45} Christians who
stood  their  ground  were  subject  to  confiscation,  exile,
torture, imprisonment, and death.{46} Some rushed forward “to
obtain the confessor’s or martyr’s crown.”{47} Some, however,
obtained certificates through bribery or forgery. Those who
offered sacrifices were excommunicated.

In 251 Decius died, but persecution continued as Christians
were  blamed  for  invasions  by  the  Goths  and  for  natural
disasters.

Diocletian

During the years 303-311, the church endured persecutions so
terrible that all before were forgotten.{48} Historian Philip
Schaff saw this as the final struggle between the pagan Roman
Empire and the rule of Christ in the West. The primary sources
of persecution were Diocletian and Galerius.

Diocletian came to power in 284, and for twenty years upheld
edicts of toleration made by a previous emperor. His wife and
daughter were Christians, as were most of his court officers
and eunuchs.{49}

But Diocletian allowed himself to be persuaded by two of his
co- regents to turn on the Christians. Four edicts were issued
in A.D. 303 and 304. “Christian churches were to be burned,”
Schaff tells us, “all copies of the Bible were to be burned;
all Christians were to be deprived of public office and civil
rights; and last, all, without exception, were to sacrifice to
the gods upon pain of death.”{50} A fifth edict was issued by
co-regent Galerius in 308 ordering that all men, with wives,
children, and servants, were to offer sacrifice to the gods,
“and that all provisions in the markets should be sprinkled
with sacrificial wine.”{51} As a result, Christians either had
to commit apostasy or starve. Says Schaff: “All the pains,



which iron and steel, fire and sword, rack and cross, wild
beasts  and  beastly  men  could  inflict,  were  employed”{52}
against the church. Executioners grew tired with all the work
they had to do.

The  tide  finally  turned  in  the  terrible  struggle  between
paganism and Christianity in 311 when Galerius admitted defeat
in trying to bring Christians back to the pagan religions. He
gave Christians permission to meet as long as they didn’t
disturb the order of the state. He even requested that they
pray to their God for the welfare of the state.

Some persecution followed under a few other emperors, but the
fire  was  almost  out  on  the  old  Roman  Empire.  In  313
Constantine, the emperor in the west, issued the Edict of
Milan  which  moved  from  hostile  neutrality  to  friendly
neutrality  toward  Christians.{53}  He  declared  himself  a
follower of the God of Christianity. In 324 he became emperor
of  the  whole  Roman  world,  and  published  a  new  edict  of
toleration which was to cover the entire empire.

Reflections
In his work called Apology, the Latin apologist Tertullian
made this now-famous comment: “The oftener we are mown down by
you, the more in number we grow; the blood of Christians is
seed.”{54} Somehow, the suffering of some Christians spurred
others to more faithful living. The apostle Paul noted that
“most of the brethren, trusting in the Lord because of my
imprisonment, have far more courage to speak the word of God
without  fear”  (Phil.  1:14).  Through  all  the  terrible
persecutions of the early centuries the church continued to
grow.

This hasn’t been as significant a principle for Christians in
America because Christianity was for most of our history the
religion of the land. Of course, that doesn’t mean that even
most  Americans  have  been  Christians  at  any  given  time.



Nonetheless, our worldview was grounded in Christian beliefs,
and Christianity had a prominent place in our cultural life.

But that’s changed now. Far from holding a privileged place in
our cultural life, Christianity now is often portrayed as an
oppressive bully out to make people’s lives miserable. No
matter what issue is raised, any view which has its roots in
Christian theology arouses suspicion.

In the first century A.D. it was easy for the general populace
to believe Nero when he accused Christians of causing the
Great  Fire  in  Rome  because  Christians  were  thought  of  as
haters of the human race (odium generis humani). Theologian
Harold O. J. Brown sees similarities between that attitude and
the attitude of people toward Christians today in America.{55}
So, for example, objections to homosexuality draw charges of
hate mongering. When a homosexual is murdered, the finger of
blame is pointed at Christians for creating a “climate of
hate.”  Attempts  at  saving  the  lives  of  the  unborn  are
portrayed as attempts to make life difficult for women in
crisis. Of course, over-zealous Christians don’t help any when
they blow up an abortion clinic or shoot an abortionist.

The general secular attitude today seems to be that it’s okay
for Christians to have their beliefs, as long as they at least
give  lip  service  to  certain  trendy  ideals:  gay  rights,
abortion rights, and religious pluralism, to name a few. Not
much different than the attitude in the early church, is it?
“Believe in your God if you want, but be sure to worship ours,
too.” By God’s grace we don’t endure serious suffering, at
least  not  yet.  But  Christians  in  other  nations  are
experiencing it. In Sudan, people are forced to become Muslims
or pay for their resistance with low paying jobs, slavery,
rape, and even death. This is not the only country where
Christians suffer severely for their faith.{56}

In my opinion, the negative attitude in our country is likely
to get worse before it gets better. But history has shown that



persecution ultimately strengthens the church. It removes the
nominal Christians, and it emboldens others to both stand firm
when persecuted and become more aggressive in proclamation. If
persecution comes to us, the church will remain, although
church membership rolls will probably become shorter.

Are we prepared to truly suffer for our faith? Do we really
believe what we say we believe? If persecution ever comes, God
grant us the faithfulness to stand firm. And let’s not forget
to pray and work to help our brothers and sisters who are
suffering for the name of Jesus Christ.
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