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THE FIRST CENTURY



FULFILLING THE GREAT 
COMMISSION

• "Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit.”  Matt. 28:19

• “Then He opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, 
and He said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Christ 
would suffer and rise again from the dead the third day, 
and that repentance for forgiveness of sins would be 
proclaimed in His name to all the nations, beginning from 
Jerusalem. "You are witnesses of these things. "And behold, I 
am sending forth the promise of My Father upon you; but 
you are to stay in the city until you are clothed with power 
from on high."  Luke 24:44-51



FIRST CENTURY MISSIONARY 
STRATEGY

• Acts 1:8

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on 

you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all 

Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.“

• Focus on Large Cities

• Focus on Main Trade Routes

• Attempt to achieve maximum impact

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+1:8&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on


ANTIOCH, GATEWAY TO THE EAST

• Major City on East Coast of 
Mediterranean, Third largest 
in Empire

• Est. 500,000 residents!

• Hellenistic, Greek City

• Gateway to East, Silk Route 
to Babylon, Persia, India and 
China

• Where believers first called 
“Christians”



APOSTLE PAUL

• Ideally Qualified as Apostle to the 
Gentiles

• Jewish Pharisee, trained under Rabbi 
Gamaliel

• Greek speaking and Educated

• Roman Citizen and Well-Traveled

• ~35 conversion of Saul, becomes 
Paul

• 59 Apostle Paul conveyed to Rome 
for trial 

• 61 Paul probably freed 

• ~67 Paul executed



PAUL’S TRULY FIRST TRIPS TO ARABIA AND 
TARSUS

• The most likely 
destination in 
the “desert” was 
Petra, capital of 
the 
Nabatean/Arab 
client state of 
Rome.

• Later, he went to 
Tarsus, his home 
and also capital 
of province of 
Cilicia

Petra





PAUL’S FIRST JOURNEY

• First Mission 
was to nearest 
area that had 
not yet heard, 
not a far 
corner of the 
earth

• Followed Main 
Land Route 
between East 
and West

Cilician Gate



PAUL’S SECOND JOURNEY, 
FOLLOWS MAIN EAST WEST LAND ROUTE

Same route as Xerxes, Alexander and 

First Crusade

Caesarea is chief Roman 

Hellenized city in Palestine



PHILIPPI, CHIEF CITY OF MACEDONIA

• Origin of Alexander and Philip of 

Macedon

• Roman Colony

• Battle of Philippi

• On Main East/West Land Route 

(Via Ignatia)

Thessalonica, 

Biggest City in Macedonia

Estimated Population: 400,000!

Main city on Via Ignatia



ATHENS STOA IN THE AGORA

• School of Philosophy trained 

students from all over the 

world

• Center of studies of 

Stoicism, Epicureanism and 

Neo Platonism

• Little Economic or Political 

power: a “college town” like 

Cambridge or Oxford



STRATEGIC LOCATIONS ON EAST WEST 
TRADE ROUTE

Antioch

Ephesus

Rome

Corinth



CORINTH

• Capital of Province of Achaia

• Roman Colony

• Hub of east west sea trade 

through Isthmus



PERSECUTIONS UNDER CLAUDIUS

• Claudius: According to Suetonius, 

Life of Claudius xxv 4 (Cf. Acts 18.2) 

... since the Jews were continually 

making disturbances at the 

instigation of Chrestus, he 

[Emperor Claudius] expelled them 

from Rome. Approx. 55 AD



PAUL’S THIRD JOURNEY

Ephesus Chief Port on 

East West Sea Trade Route

Troas, gateway on 

land route to East

Athens 

At this  

Time was 

Not impor

tant 

Commerci

ally, 

Only  

historically 

and 

Philosophi

cally.



EPHESUS, HUB OF 
EAST WEST TRADE ROUTE

• Capital of Asia Minor

• Largest City in 
Region, est. pop: 
400,000!

• Located on East 
West Sea and Land 
Trade Routes

• Wealthy, Educated 
Population



“GREAT IS ARTEMES OF THE EPHESIANS



PAUL’S JOURNEY TO 
ROME

First westerly ship ride for Paul. Going west, a lot of “tacking” 

Is required so the route is very indirect.  Usually took two months.

Already Christians

There when Paul got to Puteoli!

Syracuse was a prominent 

Greek city for centuries



Leaders, 

proven in 

character and 

ministry, sent 

by the local 

church

Evangelized 

Strategic 

Cities

Instructed

New 

Christians

Established

Local 

Churches

The Establishing Process

PAULINE 

STRATEGY



FIRST CENTURY CHURCH LARGELY 
JEWISH

• ~33 Church forms at time of Pentecost

• New churches at first usually begin in Jewish synagogues and Christianity is 
seen as a part of Judaism. The Church faces a major crisis in understanding 
itself as a universal faith and how it is to relate to its Jewish roots. 

• 49 Council of Jerusalem 

• 62 James, leader of Jerusalem Christians, martyred

• A key transition takes place at the time of Jewish Revolt Rome in 70 AD. 
Christians do not take part in the revolt.

• ~85 Jews include an anathema against the "Nazarenes" in their synagogue 
liturgy

• The Jews at Jamnia in 90 AD confirm the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures. 
The same books are recognized as authoritative by Christians.



JEWISH ISSUES

• Must Gentiles Be 
Circumcised? 

• Must Christians Follow 
Jewish Dietary Laws?

• Paul vs. Peter  in Galatians

• Jerusalem Council Acts 15

1st Century Synagogue, Ostia, Italy
Note podium



CONTROVERSY OVER 
MEAT SACRIFICED TO IDOLS

Acts 15:29

“You are to abstain from 

food sacrificed to idols, 

from blood, from the meat

of strangled animals and 

from sexual immorality. You 

will do well to avoid these 

things.” 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=ACTS+15:29&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on


EATING IDOL SACRIFICES CONTINUED

• 1 Corinthians 8:4
So then, about eating food sacrificed to 
idols: We know that an idol is nothing 
at all in the world and that there is no 
God but one. 
1 Corinthians 8:7
But not everyone knows this. Some 
people are still so accustomed to idols 
that when they eat such food they 
think of it as having been sacrificed to 
an idol, and since their conscience is 
weak, it is defiled. 
1 Corinthians 8:10
For if anyone with a weak conscience 
sees you who have this knowledge 
eating in an idol's temple, won't he be 
emboldened to eat what has been 
sacrificed to idols? 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/cgi-bin/bible?passage=1COR+8:4&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/cgi-bin/bible?passage=1COR+8:7&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on
http://bible.gospelcom.net/cgi-bin/bible?passage=1COR+8:10&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on


CONTROVERSY OVER THE 
RESURRECTION

• Physical or Spiritual?
• 12 But if it is preached that Christ has been 

raised from the dead, how can some of you 

say that there is no resurrection of the 

dead? 13 If there is no resurrection of the 

dead, then not even Christ has been raised. 

14 And if Christ has not been raised, our 

preaching is useless and so is your faith….

• 42 So will it be with the resurrection of the 

dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it 

is raised imperishable; 43 it is sown in 

dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in 

weakness, it is raised in power; 44 it is 

sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual 

body. 

• If there is a natural body, there is also a 

spiritual body. 

First Corinthians 15



PERSECUTIONS UNDER NERO

• Nero, approximately 64 AD.  Rome burns and Nero 

blames the Christians (Note: Coliseum in Rome not yet 

built, but were other amphitheaters). Peter and Paul 

believed killed.

Emperor Nero



TACITUS' DESCRIPTION OF NERO'S 
PERSECUTION 

• But all human efforts, all the emperor's gifts and propitiations of the gods, were not 
enough to remove the scandal or banish the belief that the fire [summer, 64 C.E.] 
had been ordered. And so, to get rid of this rumor Nero set up as culprits and 
punished with the utmost cruelty a class hated for their abominations, who are 
commonly called Christians. Christus, from whom their name is derived, was 
executed at the hands of the procurator Pontius Pilate in the reign of Tiberius. 
Checked for the moment this pernicious superstition broke out again, not only in 
Judea, the source of the evil, but even in Rome, the place where everything that is 
sordid and degrading from every quarter of the globe finds a following. Thus those 
who confessed (i.e.. to being Christians) were first arrested, then on evidence from 
them a large multitude was convicted, not so much for the charge of arson as for 
their hatred of the human race. Besides being put to death they were made objects of 
amusement; they were clothed in hides of beasts and torn to death by dogs; others 
were crucified, others were set on fire to illuminate the night after sunset. Nero 
threw open his grounds for the display and put on a show at the circus where he 
mingled with the people dressed like a charioteer and driving about in his chariot. 
All this gave rise to a feeling of pity, evens towards these men who deserved the 
most exemplary punishment since it was felt they were being killed, not for the 
public good but to gratify the cruelty of an individual. Tacitus, Annals, xv. 44 



We don’t know this for sure…..



FIRST CENTURY PERSECUTIONS

• Persecutions test the church. Key 

persecutions include Nero at 

Rome who blames Christians for a 

devastating fire that ravages the 

city in 64 AD Emperor Domitian 

demands to be worshiped as "Lord 

and God." During his reign the 

book of Revelation is written and 

believers cannot miss the 

reference when it proclaims Christ 

as the one worthy of our worship.



WHY THE PERSECUTIONS?

• Even though Christianity was generally illegal 
throughout the first two centuries, persecutions 
were sporadic. When they flared up, it was 
generally because of some public disturbance or 
catastrophe. 

• "... they think the Christians the cause of every 
public disaster, of every affliction with which the 
people are visited. If the Tiber rises as high as the 
city walls, if the Nile does not send its waters up 
over the fields, if the heavens give no rain, if there is 
an earthquake, if there is famine or pestilence, 
straightway the cry is, 'Away with the Christians to 
the lion!'" Tertullian, Apology, 40. 



The “Fish” Symbol (IXTHUS)



DESTRUCTION OF 
TEMPLE AND 

JERUSALEM IN 70 AD

• Temple completed A.D. 63

• The Revolt Against the Roman Empire, A.D. 66-70 

• Led by passionate Jewish nationalists

• Masada, Genocide A.D.73

• Josephus, Jewish Historian

• Destruction of Temple and End of Sacrificial SystemEmperor Titus



AFTERMATH OF 
JEWISH WAR OF 
70 AD

• “While the national status of the Jews, 
dependant though it had been, was now 
completely destroyed, the privileges that 
they had enjoyed in both the city 
(Rome) and throughout the Empire 
were not diminished. The only significant 
change was the transformation of the 
Temple tax, which the Jews had paid 
annually for the Temple at Jerusalem, 
into a poll tax called the fiscus Iudaicus, 
which was to go instead to the Temple 
of Jupiter Capitolinus.”  

• The Jews of Ancient Rome.



The Spoils of Jerusalem

Triumph of Titus

Triumphal Arch of Titus 

Celebrating Destruction of 

Jerusalem, 70 AD.



PERSECUTIONS UNDER DOMITIAN

• Domitian, 
approximately 
95 AD. Both 
Jews and 
Christians 
persecuted, 
including John 
and Jude.



SEVEN CHURCHES OF REVELATION

➢~90-95 John writes Revelation, canon closed.





PAGAN CARICATURE OF THE CHRISTIAN 
GOD



GEOGRAPHIC SPREAD  OF GOSPELS 
ACCOUNTS



Extent of Christianity, AD 100
(This map is not quite right)

Evidence

Of Christians 

In Crimea

Evidence of 

Babylonian 

Church

Church in 

Edessa

Possible church in 

England

Paul was in Syracuse

3 days, so probable 

Church there too

We know there was a church in Bithynia and one 

In Ethiopia



MISSIONARY ACTIVITIES

• “The ancient church knew nothing of “evangelistic services” 

or “revivals”. On the contrary, in the early church worship 

centered on communion, and only baptized Christians were 

admitted to its celebration.  Therefore, evangelism did not 

take place in church services, but rather, as Celsus said,in 

kitchens, shops and markets.” 

• Justo Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity



SPREAD OF THE GOSPEL



Early Church Developments 

Outside the Roman Empire

End of First Century 

Edessa (just east of Roman Empire becomes first Christian state.



WHAT HAPPENED TO THE REST OF THE 
APOSTLES?

• James, killed by Herod Agrippa, 44 AD (Acts 12:2)

• Thomas, believed to have gone to Parthia and India, burned to 
death

• Bartholomew, believed to have gone to India, beaten to death.

• Andrew, believed to have traveled to Scythia and crucified in 
Edessa

• Matthew, believed to have remained in Palestine, then gone to 
Ethiopia and beheaded

• Thaddeus, believed to have traveled to Edessa and eastern Syria

• John, lived to old age, imprisoned on Patmos, died in Ephesus

• Peter, tradition that he went to Rome and was crucified there

• Philip, believed to have gone to Phrygia.



QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

• What was the apostolic missionary strategy?

• Do we have a strategy? What is it?

• Where in the world do we see conditions most similarly 

“ripe” as we saw in the early Roman empire?

• Is our view of church history too ethno-centric? 


