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Christian scholars believe that Christianity spread throughout the Roman Empire in the
early centuries because Christians were guided by the Holy Spirit; they believed they were
sharing in the Church's sacred mission to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ. When
studying the growth of Christianity, historians take this belief into account, but they also
Iook at other reasons why Christianity, which started out as a tiny sect on the outskirts
of the civilised world, became the only religion permitted by law in the whole of the Roman
Empire.

INrnooucuoN
Christianity first spread in the Eastern Roman Empire
and then later in the West.

Why and how Christianity became the most
important religion in the Roman Empire is something
historians have argued and written about for

Eanly CHnrsrrnN CouvruNrrrEs

rN

THE EASTERN AND WESTERN
PARTS OF THE ROVAN EIT,TPTRB,

ABOUr 330 C.s.
Historians try to answer questions like:

centu ries.

In this unit of work you will be examining the
reasons given for the spread of Christianity f rom two

points of view

1. What was it about Christianity that appealed to
people?

- they are not conflicting points of

view; they simply come from different starting

2. Did Christianity attract more city people or country

points.

people?

One view is held by theologians and Church
writers who emphasise the role of the Holy Spirit in
history and the belief held by Christians about their
mission to soread the Gosoel to the whole world.

3. Did it appeal more to the poor or the rich?

4. What other factors influenced the spread

of

The other view is held by historians who, when
writing about the spread of Christianity in the Roman

Christianity?

Empire, would consider the Christians' belief in their
mission but would emohasise other factors such as

Theologians and Church writers also take these
ouestions into account.

social and oolitical conditions.
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How CrntsrIANITY Conqunnro
rgn Roua,x EuPrnB

W
GREEK PHILOSOPHIES
PLATONIC

Plato's philosophy was built on a division
between the world of rdeas (the spirit) and
material things. He regarded the world of the
spirrt as superior to that of material'things'

ARISTOTELIAN
Aristotle's philosophy emphasised an intimate
Here are some of the facts

relationship between the spiritual and the

to consider:

1. The {ounder of Christianity was crucified for
crimes against the State: for sedition.
poor in
2. Christianity was primarily a religion of the
Palestine.

material. Things, including animals and
human beings, were regarded as unities
which involved a.form (or spiritual essence)
which combined with matter to give beings
their distinct identitY.

3. Palestine was a small province far away from the
important and wealthy centres of the Empire'
4. Educated people at the time thought Christianity
was a religion suitable only for slaves and women'
Educated people who were familiar with the
sophisticated philospphies of Plato, Aristotle' the
Stoics and Epicurus at frrst regarded Christianity as
too simple and barbaric. (See the section on Greek

5.

Philosophies).

6.

Even after several centuries, Christianity had no

armies that could protect it or enforce its ideas'
the
7. By comparison with some other religions, like

razzle dazzle mystery cults of lsis, Mithra and
Dionysius, Christianity was an unspectacular religr0n.

B. In the early centuries, Christianity was not

an

official religion of the Empire and {or three centuries,
the Chnstians were Persecuted'

Have a Guess!

If

you had been an observer at the time,
,nit'irfrrmation,what do you think

iti'r,

STOIC
The Stoic school of philosophy emphasised
the impossrbility of changing reality, hence the
need to accept and endure the situation which
orevailed.

EPICUREAN
Epicurus was a philosopher who stressed the
imoortance of usefulness in making decisions
about what behaviour and thinking to follow'

TnB MtsstoN oF CnnrsulNrtY
'The end of the world is nigh!'
The early Christians believed that at the end of the
world Jesus would reappear to ludge the lives of
people, living and dead. This event was called the

Parousia. The early Christians expected that the
Parousia would probably come during their lifetime'
Thus few felt the need to plan for the future, or set
up any formal organisation of their new faith'
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What do You Think?
Some h[storians betieve that this is one

reason

ihy *r*rn

kad an equally

important place in early Christien communities... if the end of the world is to
come soon, what's thi point iorrying
about anything except getting yourself
ready to be judged by God?
When the expected Parousia did not happen, the
second generation of Christians were not disillusioned. In fact, there is no evidence to show that the
number of people becoming Christian declineo as

was usually the case when

a

announced a certain event and

it did not

religious group
happen.

Christians Plan for the Future
Christian leaders turned to give more thought to the
long term future for their communities. They thought

A photograph of a pagan marble sarcophagus
(burial casket) showing scenes from sn exotic
religious festival ffirst or second century). The
sarcophagus is in the Vatican Museum
Can you identify any features that show thut
the images are pagan and not Christiun?

about the growth and spread of their faith and the
idea of the 'mission' of the Church was develooed.
The following passages from the Gospels show now
these ideas were expressed:

All authority in heaven and on earth has been
given to me. Go, therefore, make discioles of all
the nations; baptise them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teacn
them to observe all the commands I gave you.
And know that I am with you always; yes, to the
end of time.' (Matthew 28 18-20).
So I now say to you: You are peter and on this
rock I will build my Church. And the gates of hell
can never hold out against it. I will grve you the
keys of the kingdom of heaven: whatever you bind

on eafth shall be considered bound in heaven;
whatever you loose on earth shall be considereo

loosed in heaven.
(Matthew 16: 1B-19).

How HrsroRrANs ExplarN OrHBn
Faclons THAT INFLUENCED THE SPREAD
OF CHRISTIANITY

A Mpssecg FoR Ar-r_ psopr_B
Although

it

was not the case in the beginning,

Christianity came

to be seen as a religion

whose
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The Cult of Mithra: A Persiun religion which
competed with Christianity for domination of
the Roman world. The god Mithras was
believed to wash away the sins of the world

with the ritual sacrffice of bulls. The frieze
(a sculpture in stone on u wall) shows a ritual
sacrifice of a bull
Why do you think

it would have been

expensive to belong to the cult of Mithri!
Why do you tkink the cutt was exclusively
for men?

A HISTORY OF CHRISTIANITY

pagan scholars as being too simple, appealing only
to the ignorant, the uneducated, lower classes and

t

slaves.

I

t

A photograph of a bas relief (wall sculpture),
from about the third or fourth century,
showing two msidens leading a sacrificial bull
to a temple of Mithra
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Early anti-Christian grffiti found in Rome.
The Greek inscription reads "Alammenos
adores his god'

;r W

Chrrstian scholars soon developed a philosophy
which many highly educated people came to respect.

The main philosophies of the time never

$'

mainly educated PeoPle.

Line drawing of a painting of a ritual from a
pagan, Roman cult
message was for all the people of the world, Jews
and Gentiles. Moreover, it did not discriminate
against people because of their race, class 0r sex'
This was not true for other religi0ns at the time.
The mystery cults, for example, were usually 0nly f0r

the wealthy because initiation into those cults was
very expensive. Also, the other religtons catered
mainly for men.

A

Sezuous RELIGIoN wITH
RsspncrBD TbACHING AND ScHolens
Early in its history, Christianity was criticised by

really

attracted the majority of people despite attempts to
make them easier to u nderstand; their f ollowers were

A Canmc RnltcIoN
Like the Jewish communities at the time, Christians

lived moral and caring lives. The Christian communities looked after the p0or, widows, 0rphans and
the sick, and in general had very high standards of
behaviour. For people who were disillusioned with

ish and immoral aspects of life in
changing Empire, the moral qualities of

the

self

the
the

Christians were ver;l attractive.

A WEll OncRNtseD CoMMUNITY
By the third century, the Early Church had
established an efficient organisation throughout the
Empire. There were many disagreements between
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Christian communities. Some disputes became quite
violent as can be seen from writings and paintings
of the time. However, compared with other religions,
Christianity presented a strong and unified structure

to the world.
The Christian churches worked together and
supported each other, showing that they shared the
same beliefs and had the same aims. Other religions
were not so well organised or unified. The Christian
churches gave their believers a feeling of coming into

a secure and closely knit community.

A RsuctoN THAT Censs FoR THE
Losr AND NEEDY
Most of the converts to early Christianity came from
the large cities of the Empire. Thousands of people
-slaves. free workers. merchants, craftsmen, whole

families,- had been brought to the cities either by
force or because of their own needs. They were
separated from their home environments. 0ften they

of

unscrupulous people who
exploited them. Many felt insecure and isolated;
many were under the control of others and were

were at the mercy

badlv treated.

have given them a sense of dignity and hope; it would

also have given meaning and direction to their lives.

THE PowsR To CAST
Another reason offered

our DsuoNs

for the

popularity of

Christianity was the miracles attributed to some
Christians. The people of ancient times believed that
demons were present in the world, ready to trick and
t0rment them. All classes of people believed this,
whether they were educated or not, Belief in demons
was as naturalto them as 0ur 0resent belief in atoms
and molecules is to us.
Christians claimed to have the power, through

Christ,

to drive out evil spirits and could

show

examples of their success. Other religions claimed to
have simrlar Dowers but as time went on the claims
of the Christians came to be more widely accepted.

THs SpnsAD oF CURISURNITY IN
Runal Ansas
Until about the third century C.E., most of the
converts to Christianity came f rom the cities.
Peasants and farm workers were very suspicious of

city people and city ideas. They remained loyal to

their local pagan gods and superstitious

beliefs,

which were a part of their everyday life. There were
gods and magic spells to help bring a good harvest,
to protect farm animals, to ward off storms,
drought, flood and pests - in other words, to ensure
that the life of the peasant and his family was secure
and prosperous. To the peasant, the thought of
abandoning all of these gods for just one god, was
{rightening.

In the early centuries, Christian missionaries
preached in the cities in or near the synagogues and

This is a photograph of a wall painting in the
Vaticun Museum. It shows a large gallery with
a shattered Roman stutue on the floor in front
of a crucifix. What is the message in the
painting?
The friendship and caring offered by the strong
Christian communities and the security which the
Christian faith oromised for life after death would

tended to overlook rural areas. Also, the missionaries taught in Greek or Latin, languages which were
largely unknown to the people living in the country

where most

of them spoke only their

ancient

languages like Celtic, Thracian, Coptic, etc.

Slowly, the attitude of the Christian teachers
changed and the missionaries began to preach to
country people in their own languages. Historians
have noted that this brought about a dramatic
chanoe. The last dedication tablets (like foundation
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stones with inscriptions) dedicated t0 a pagan 900

in a North African township were dated 272 C'E'
Tablets inscribed after that date, which have been
found and restored by anthropologists, have all been
Christian. A similar pattern was found tn dedication
tablets all over the country areas of both the Eastern
and Western Roman EmPires.

The commitment of country people t0 their
Christian faith was tested in 360 C.E., when the
Emoeror Julian tried to stamp out Chrtstianity and

defy an order from the Emperor t0 remove a pagan
statue from the Senate a government chambel'

-

However, as one Christian Emperor succeeded
another, and as the Christian Church became more
organised and able to maintain order at a time when
the Western Empire was falling apart, the aristocrats
were also converted. By that time too, Christian

scholars had shown that Christianity could offer
well thought out philosophy of life.

a

I

I

I

bring back the old Pagan gods.
Country people were among those m0st stub-

bornly opposed

to his

edicts (legally enforced

orders) against Christianity. Jultan's antt-Christian
policy failed. He was killed in battle after a shorl
reign.

(Theatre

for utt the Roman Goils). In the

fourth century,

it

was turned into a Christian

church. The building was kept intact; what do
you think was done to make the buiWing
'Christian'?
By the

fourth century, the Church had established

orphanages, hosprtals, inns
marble sarcophagus in Arles, France' The tomb
belonged to a wealthy nobleman. How can you
telt that this is u Christian tomb?

Tun ConwRSIoN oF THE Anrstocnartc

Cuss
In the Western part of the Empire, the aristocratic
class retained their pagan religions longer than any

other group. Historians believe this

occurred

because their religious beliefs were part of their
'class identity' - a part of their sense of supertority'
Their education was also part of their religious
beliefs. lt was hard for them to accept that the holy
books of an tnferior race could have anything to offer
them. As late as 380 C.E. Roman aristocrats tried to

for

travellers

and

pilgrims, homes for the aged and needy. In 380 C'E'
the Emoeror Theodosius made Christianity the sole
religion of the EmPire. He wrote:
We desire that all peoples who fall beneath the
sway o{ our imperial clemency should profess the
faith which we believe has been communicated by
the Apostle Peter to the Romans and maintained in
its traditional form to the present day.'
(Codex Theodosianus, XVl, 1.ll)

After this, the pagan religions were

T

I
declared

illegal. All pagan rituals and practices were outlawed
and the pagan priesthood abolished. From this time
on, there were Christian persecutions of the pagans'
As one historian points out, the words and legal
documents were stating what was already happening

in reality all over the Empire.

I
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Christianity was able to Juffil people's spiritual, intellectual and social needs in ways that
neither the philosophies nor the many pagan
religions of the Empire could satisfy. No other
religion of the time had such a complete view
of the purpose of life on earth and, through the
death and resurrection of its founder, an
assurance of ltfe after deathOne event which secured the place of
Christianity in the Roman Empire occurred in
313 when the Emperor Constantine made
Christianity a legal religion. It was then
accepted along with the other religions and
cults in the Empire. This meant that Christians
could practise their faith without fear of
p er s e c ution. S ometime late r, C hristianity was
made the fficiat religion of the Empire and all
other religions became illegal. But even before
then, the growth of Christianity had been
rapid.

founder of their faith. Something hap'
pened to the men who associoted with
iesus. In his contoct with them' in his
crucifixion and in their assurance of his
resurrection and of the continued tiving
presence with his disciples of his spirit, is
to bi found the maior cause ofthe success
of Christianity. That experienre and that
irroroor" were transmitted to succeeding
Eenerations.

Simply as o plain mntter of history the
uinliry of the movement which we call

Chi:istianity, when taced back to its
source. has its origin primarily in the
impulse which came from Jesus'2

Parousia: the Christian belief that Jesus
would return at the end of the world to
judge the lives of people, both living and
dead.

Mission: the Christian belief that they
This has been a brief discussion o{ a complex t0pic
which historians stlll debate, some emphasising one
factor or factors, others stressing different ones.
However, all historians, whether they are Christian 0r
not, take into account the influence of Jesus as the

starting point of the remarkable growth and spread
of Christianity. An example of this thinking can be
seen in the following comment by the historian K.S'

were called upon by Jesus to preach the
good news of the gospel to all peoples of

the earth. Those who were specially
committed to this role were called
missionaries.

Edict: a legally enforced order Jrom an
authority such as an emPerorAristocrat: one from the wealthy cLass or
the rulinp class.

Latou rette:

The more one examines the various
factars which seem ta accoant for the
exritordinary victory of Christianity, thc
nnre one is driven to search for a cause
which underlies them. It is clear that at
the very beginning of Christianiry there
m,ust have occurred a vast release of
energy, une:qualled in the history of the
race. Without it the fut*e course of the
faith is inexplicable. That burst of energy
was ascribed by the early disciples to the

Review Questions
1. What were some of the

mystery cults of the Roman

Emoire?

2. Why did some critics of Early Christianity say that
it was only a religi0n for the ignorant and the poor?

3. Why were the large cities o{ the Empire the first
centres of ChristianitY?
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4. Why do you think the people of the Roman Empire

worship) and write up its main beliefs and

believed in demons and evil spirits?

practices on a poster or large sheet of paperUse the Nicene Creed to compare Christianity
and these other religions.
2.If you had been living in the first or second
century C.E. and you are trying to work out
what religion you would like to ioin, what
qualitie s in C hr i st i anity do y ou think y ou mi ght
find attractive? Make a list of these. You will

What, in your opinion, are the three most
important factors that explain why Christianity

5.

spread rapidly through the Roman Empire? Explain
your choice in as much detail as you can.

need to decide what background you come

l.

In groups of 2-4 research one of the mystery
cults or the fficial religion of Rome (Emperor

from

first - a poor person, an aristocral'
merchant, a student, female or male.

a

