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THE EARLY CHURCH 

 
 

  
 

 

"And he gave some as apostles, others as prophets, others as 

evangelists, others as pastors and teachers, to equip the holy ones 

for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ." 

(Ephesians 4:11-12, NABRE) 
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The Early Church: Formation, Liturgy, and Worship, Challenges 

Introduction 
The Early Church, spanning from Pentecost to the Council of Constantinople in 381 AD, experienced a 

profound transformation as it grew from a small community of disciples into an institution that would shape 

the course of Western civilization.  During its formative years, the Church, guided by the Apostles and their 

successors, developed its identity and doctrine, grounded in the teachings of Christ and nourished by the 

Holy Spirit.  Initially rooted in Jewish worship, the early Christians gradually established their own 

liturgical practices, with the Eucharist becoming central to their worship. 

The Church faced numerous external challenges, including persecution by Roman authorities, which tested 

the faith and produced countless martyrs.  Internally, the Church had to defend itself against heresies like 

Gnosticism and Arianism, which threatened doctrinal purity, prompting theological debates and the 

clarification of Christian beliefs.  Significant milestones, such as the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) and the 

Council of Constantinople (381 AD), affirmed the Church’s foundational teachings on the Trinity and the 

divinity of Christ.  The legalization of Christianity under Constantine in 313 AD allowed the Church to 

flourish openly, and the rise of monasticism further deepened its spiritual life. 

Throughout this period, the Church not only preserved and transmitted the apostolic faith, but also set the 

stage for its future development, establishing a legacy of worship, theology, and unity that continues to 

shape Christianity today. 

The development of the Early Church from the life of Jesus Christ up to the Council of Constantinople (381 

AD) can be divided into significant periods: 

The Apostolic Age (c. 30–100 AD): 
This period begins with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ and includes the early missionary 

work of the Apostles, as described in the Acts of the Apostles.  It is characterized by the spread of 

Christianity and the establishment of Christian communities throughout the Roman Empire.  Key events 

include Pentecost (c. 30 AD), the Council of Jerusalem (c. 50 AD), and the martyrdoms of Peter and Paul 

(c. 64–67 AD). The development of liturgy and Eucharistic worship, as described in your provided material,  

aligns with this period, particularly from around 40 AD to 50 AD. 

Formation: The Apostolic Age marks the earliest phase of the Church, beginning with the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ and continuing through the ministries of the Apostles. After Christ’s ascension, 

the Apostles, especially under the guidance of Peter and Paul, began spreading the Gospel.  In the early 

formation of the Church, Christianity began within a Jewish context, as Jesus and his Apostles were 

Jewish, and many of the first Christians were Jews.  Early Christians participated in synagogue worship 

on the Sabbath (Saturday), following Jewish customs of prayer and Scripture readings.  However, they 

also began to gather separately on Sunday to commemorate the Resurrection of Jesus, which took place 

on a Sunday.  This Eucharistic celebration became the central act of Christian worship, marking the 

"Lord’s Day" (Revelation 1:10) in obedience to Christ's command at the Last Supper, "Do this in memory 

of me" (Luke 22:19).  The outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2) empowered the Apostles for 

their mission, and the Church began to expand beyond Jerusalem into the Gentile world.  

The Council of Jerusalem (c. 50 AD) was a pivotal moment during this time, resolving the question of 

whether Gentile converts needed to observe the Mosaic Law (Acts 15:1-29).  The decision not to impose 

full Jewish practices on Gentiles allowed Christianity to develop as a distinct faith, marking the beginning 

of its universal mission. 
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Liturgy and Worship: During this period, Christian worship was centered on the Eucharist, which was 

celebrated in house churches.  Christians gathered on Sundays, the day of the Lord's Resurrection, for the 

"breaking of the bread" (Acts 2:42) and prayers.  The liturgy included readings from the Old Testament, 

oral accounts of Jesus’ life and teachings, and prayers. The structure of worship began to develop, 

particularly as seen in the writings of the Apostolic Fathers (such as the Didache and St. Justin Martyr).  

The Eucharist was viewed as a participation in the sacrifice of Christ, a theme found in Paul’s writings (1 

Corinthians 11:23-29).   

The Didache, also known as "The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles," is an early Christian text dating to 

the late first or early second century. It provides instructions on Christian ethics, baptism, fasting, prayer,  

and the Eucharist, offering a practical guide for early Christian communities. The Didache was used as a 

manual for catechumens (new converts) and a basic guide for Christian life and worship, helping to shape 

the moral and liturgical practices of the early Church. It emphasizes living a Christ-centered life and outlines 

communal worship, particularly the celebration of the Eucharist. 

Challenges: The early Church faced both internal and external challenges: 

1. Persecution: Early Christians were persecuted by Jewish leaders (e.g., the stoning of Stephen in 

Acts 7) and later by Roman authorities who saw Christianity as a threat to the social order, 

especially after Christians refused to worship Roman gods or the emperor. 

2. Doctrinal Disputes: Questions about the inclusion of Gentiles, the nature of Christ, and the 

relationship between Judaism and Christianity arose. Apostolic teaching, reinforced by the writings 

of Paul and others, helped clarify essential beliefs. 

3. Martyrdom: The martyrdom of figures such as Peter and Paul under Nero (c. 64 AD) was both a 

significant loss and an inspiring witness, strengthening the resolve of early Christians.  

The Post-Apostolic Age (c. 100–313 AD): 
During this era, Christianity continued to spread, but the Church faced increased persecution from Roman 

authorities.  Significant theological development occurred, as Christian leaders began to write apologetic 

works defending the faith against Roman accusations and heresies.  Christian worship became more 

structured, and early doctrinal disputes arose, especially concerning the nature of Christ.  Persecutions were 

intense, especially under emperors Nero (64 AD), Domitian (81–96 AD), and Diocletian (303–313 AD). 

Formation: Following the death of the Apostles, the Church continued to grow under the leadership of the 

bishops, who were seen as successors to the Apostles.  Church Fathers, such as St. Ignatius of Antioch, St. 

Polycarp, Justin Martyr, and St. Irenaeus, were instrumental in defending the faith against emerging 

heresies and maintaining unity in doctrine.  This period saw the establishment of a more formal hierarchy, 

with bishops overseeing local communities, assisted by presbyters (priests) and deacons.  Apostolic 

Succession became crucial for preserving orthodox teaching.  Through Apostolic Succession, the authority 

and mission given by Christ to the Apostles is passed down through an unbroken line of bishops, ensuring 

the continuity of the Church's teaching, sanctifying, and governing authority. 

Christianity spread widely throughout the Roman Empire during this time, moving beyond its Jewish roots 

and into Gentile regions such as Asia Minor, North Africa, and Rome.  Early Christian writings, such as 

the letters of St. Ignatius and the works of the Church Fathers, defended the faith against both Roman 

opposition and internal heretical movements like Gnosticism. 

Liturgy and Worship: The liturgical life of the Church continued to evolve, becoming more formalized. 

By the second century, the basic structure of the Christian liturgy was in place, as described by early writers 

like St. Justin Martyr. The Eucharistic celebration involved: 
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• Scripture Readings from the Old Testament and writings of the Apostles (which would later form 

the New Testament canon), 

• A homily or teaching by the presiding bishop or priest, 

• Prayers of the Faithful for the Church and the world, 

• The consecration of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ, 

• Communion among the faithful. 

Sunday remained the primary day of worship, and the Church began celebrating key feast days, such as 

Easter, as central moments in the liturgical year. 

The Age of Constantine and the Edict of Milan (c. 313–381 AD): 
The early fourth century saw a dramatic change in the Church’s situation with the rise of Emperor 

Constantine.  In 313 AD, Emperor Constantine issued the Edict of Milan, which legalized Christianity and 

ended centuries of Roman persecution.  The Church began to flourish openly, and imperial support helped 

to formalize Church structure and practices.  The First Council of Nicaea (325 AD) was convened during 

this period to address the Arian heresy and resulted in the Nicene Creed, a key formulation of Christian 

belief about the Trinity and the divinity of Christ. 

Formation: Christianity quickly moved from being a marginalized and persecuted faith to receiving 

imperial support.  This period saw a massive increase in the building of churches, the formalization of 

Church structures, and the public recognition of Christianity as a legitimate religion within the Roman 

Empire. 

Constantine also played a role in addressing theological disputes, most notably the Arian controversy 

concerning the nature of Christ.  This led to the First Council of Nicaea (325 AD), where bishops from 

across the Empire gathered to condemn the Arian heresy and affirm the full divinity of Christ.  The Nicene 

Creed, formulated at this council, remains a cornerstone of Christian orthodoxy. 

Liturgy and Worship: As Christianity became publicly accepted, Christian worship moved from private 

homes and small gatherings into larger public spaces, often repurposed Roman basilicas.  Liturgy continued 

to develop, incorporating more formalized prayers, hymns, and rituals.  The structure of the Mass as we 

know it today—Scripture readings, the homily, prayers, the Eucharistic consecration, and communion—

was largely established by this time. 

The Church also began developing its liturgical calendar, formalizing the celebration of Easter, Christmas, 

and other key feasts. The veneration of martyrs and the building of churches over their graves became 

common. 

Challenges: 

• Arianism and Other Heresies: The Arian heresy, which claimed that Christ was a created being 

and not fully divine, posed a major theological challenge to the early Church. In response, Emperor 

Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea in 325 AD to address the controversy. The council 

formulated the Nicene Creed, which affirmed that Christ is homoousios (one in being or of the 

same substance) with the Father, thus proclaiming His full divinity. 

• Christianization of the Empire: With the legalization of Christianity, the Church faced new 

challenges related to its relationship with imperial power.  While Constantine supported the Church, 

the involvement of the state in ecclesiastical matters would create tensions in later years.  
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• Growth and Organization: The rapid growth of the Church required better organization.  The role 

of bishops became more prominent, and dioceses were established to ensure proper oversight of 

Christian communities. 

The Council of Constantinople (381 AD): 
This council, convened by Emperor Theodosius I, further clarified and expanded the Nicene Creed, 

particularly regarding the divinity of the Holy Spirit.  It marked the conclusion of significant theological 

developments about the Trinity and solidified the Nicene faith as the orthodox position of the Church.  

Formation: The First Council of Constantinople (381 AD) marked the end of the Arian controversy and 

further developed the Nicene Creed.  The council affirmed the full divinity of the Holy Spirit, combating 

the Macedonian heresy, which denied the Holy Spirit’s divine nature.  This council solidified the Church’s 

teaching on the Trinity, affirming the equality and consubstantiality of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

The council also confirmed the structure of the Church, recognizing the special status of the sees of Rome, 

Alexandria, and Constantinople.  This marked an important moment in the development of ecclesiastical 

hierarchy and Church authority. 

Liturgy and Worship: By this time, the structure of Christian worship was well established, with 

formalized Eucharistic prayers, a set liturgical calendar, and regular Sunday worship. The council's 

theological contributions were reflected in the creeds recited during the liturgy, which reinforced the 

Church's Trinitarian belief. 

Formation of the Early Church (Pentecost to 100 AD) 

From Pentecost to c. 50 AD 
The formation of the early Church began with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Following 

His ascension, the Apostles, filled with the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2), began to preach the Good 

News of Christ’s resurrection and salvation.  The Church's early growth is narrated in the Acts of the 

Apostles, where we see a fledgling community rooted in Jewish tradition, yet gradually embracing its 

identity as the Body of Christ.  The followers of Christ were first called “Christians” in Antioch (Acts 

11:26), a term that marked the recognition of this new faith. 

The early Church developed within the structure of apostolic authority, with the Apostles and their 

successors (bishops) overseeing local Christian communities.  St. Peter, recognized as the leader of the 

Apostles, served as the first Pope, and his successors maintained this role of unity and authority (Matthew 

16:18-19).  As the Church grew, the Apostles appointed presbyters (priests) and deacons to assist in the 

ministry (Acts 6:1-6). 

The central focus of the Church's life was the belief in Christ’s resurrection and the anticipation of His 

second coming.  The teaching of the Apostles, the breaking of the bread (the Eucharist), communal prayer, 

and mutual care formed the essence of the early Christian community (Acts 2:42). This early period saw 

the Church consolidating its identity, defining its beliefs, and preserving the teachings of Christ through 

oral tradition and, eventually, written scripture. 

Liturgy and Worship in the Early Church 

The early Christians continued many elements of Jewish worship but gradually developed distinct Christian 

practices.  Initially, they attended the synagogue for prayers and readings from Scripture, but they also 

gathered in private homes to celebrate the Eucharist, following Christ’s command at the Last Supper, “Do 

this in memory of me” (Luke 22:19). 
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The central act of Christian worship was the Eucharistic celebration.  Early descriptions, such as those 

found in the Didache and writings of Church Fathers like Justin Martyr, outline a liturgy that included 

readings from Scripture, prayers, the breaking of the bread, and the sharing of the cup. The Eucharist was 

understood as a re-presentation of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross and the means by which believers 

participated in His body and blood (cf. 1 Cor. 10:16-17). 

The structure of the early liturgy involved: 

• Scripture Readings – The Old Testament was read, along with letters from the Apostles and, 

eventually, the Gospels. 

• Homily or Teaching – A reflection on the readings, given by the bishop or presbyter, explained 

their significance in light of Christ. 

• Prayers of the Faithful – Intercessory prayers for the Church, the world, and the needs of the 

community. 

• Eucharist – The consecration of bread and wine as the Body and Blood of Christ, followed by 

communion. 

Christian worship was seen as both a fulfillment of Jewish worship and a participation in the heavenly 

liturgy (cf. Revelation 4-5). The early Christians celebrated the Eucharist on Sundays, the day of Christ’s 

resurrection, marking it as the “Lord’s Day.” 

Challenges of the Early Church 

The early Church faced numerous challenges, both external and internal. 

• Persecution – From the outset, Christians were viewed with suspicion by both the Jewish 

authorities and the Roman Empire. Initially, the Jewish leaders persecuted the followers of Christ 

(Acts 7:54-60; Acts 8:1-3), but as Christianity spread throughout the Roman Empire, Roman 

authorities also began to persecute Christians. Christianity was illegal in the Roman Empire 

because Christians refused to worship the Roman gods or the emperor. Periodic persecutions, such 

as under emperors Nero, Domitian, and Diocletian, saw many Christians martyred for their faith. 

The bravery and faithfulness of the martyrs, however, often strengthened the Church, as Tertullian 

famously remarked, "The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church." 

• Doctrinal Disputes – As the Church grew, it encountered internal challenges in the form of 

doctrinal disputes and heresies. One of the earliest controversies was the question of whether 

Gentile converts needed to follow Jewish law (Acts 15). The Council of Jerusalem (circa 50 AD) 

settled this issue by declaring that Gentiles did not need to be circumcised or follow the Mosaic 

Law to become Christians. Over time, other heresies, such as Gnosticism and Arianism, arose, 

which necessitated the Church's clarification of core doctrines regarding the nature of Christ and 

the Trinity. 

• Mission and Evangelization – Spreading the Gospel to the ends of the earth was both a mission 

and a challenge. The Apostles and their successors took seriously Christ’s Great Commission to 

“make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19-20). This required adapting to different cultures 

and languages, as Christianity spread from Jerusalem into Asia Minor, Greece, Rome, and beyond. 

St. Paul, in particular, was instrumental in establishing churches throughout the Mediterranean. 

However, missionary efforts often met with resistance, not only from Jewish communities but also 

from Gentile populations who were steeped in pagan religions. 

• Community Life and Charity – The early Christian community was known for its care of the poor 

and its emphasis on charity (cf. Acts 4:32-35). However, maintaining unity and caring for the needs 

of a growing and diverse community presented logistical and social challenges. The appointment 

of deacons (Acts 6) was one way the early Church addressed the practical needs of its members, 
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particularly widows and the poor. Paul’s letters also reveal tensions within communities, such as 

divisions based on wealth, ethnicity, or status (cf. 1 Corinthians 11:17-34). 

The early Church was a dynamic and growing body of believers who, despite numerous challenges, 

remained steadfast in their faith and mission. Through its formation under apostolic leadership, its liturgical 

worship centered on the Eucharist, and its perseverance in the face of persecution and heresy, the Church 

established itself as the community of the New Covenant. The early Christians, by their witness and faith, 

laid the foundation for the growth of the Church throughout history. 

From 50 AD to 100 AD 
From 50 AD to 100 AD, the Early Church experienced significant developments in areas of theology, 

structure, evangelization, and worship. This period, often referred to as the Post-Apostolic Age, laid crucial 

foundations for Christian doctrine and practice, as well as for the survival and spread of the faith amid 

internal challenges and external persecution. Key developments during this time include: 

The Council of Jerusalem (c. 50 AD) and Inclusion of Gentiles 

• The Council of Jerusalem, held around 50 AD, was a pivotal moment in the early Church’s history, 

as it addressed the issue of whether Gentile converts to Christianity needed to follow Jewish laws, 

particularly circumcision. This was a pressing issue because Christianity had emerged from 

Judaism, and many Jewish Christians believed that Gentile converts should adopt the Mosaic Law.  

• The Council, presided over by St. Peter and St. James, with significant input from St. Paul, ruled 

that Gentiles did not need to follow all aspects of Jewish law to be Christians (Acts 15). This 

decision was monumental because it opened the door for the rapid expansion of Christianity among 

the Gentiles, allowing it to emerge as a distinct faith, no longer bound by the full requirements of 

the Jewish tradition. 

Spread of Christianity and Apostolic Missionary Work 

• Following the Council of Jerusalem, the Apostles and their companions continued to spread the 

Gospel throughout the Roman Empire and beyond. St. Paul’s missionary journeys (c. 50–67 AD) 

were especially crucial in establishing Christian communities across Asia Minor, Greece, and 

Rome. His letters (Epistles) to these early communities not only provided theological instruction 

but also addressed the practical challenges of living as Christians in a largely pagan world.  

• Other Apostles and early Church leaders, such as St. Peter, St. John, and St. Thomas, also played 

significant roles in spreading the faith to various regions, including Rome, Ephesus, and as far as 

India, according to tradition. The Apostles’ work during this period solidified the Church’s 

foundation and spread Christian teaching far beyond its Jewish origins. 

Development of Christian Scripture 

• Between 50 AD and 100 AD, many of the New Testament writings were composed. The Epistles 

of St. Paul (e.g., Romans, 1 Corinthians, Galatians) were among the earliest written, addressing 

doctrinal issues and the practical life of Christian communities. The Gospels—Mark (c. 65-70 AD), 

Matthew (c. 70-85 AD), Luke (c. 80-85 AD), and John (c. 90-100 AD)—were written during this 

period, solidifying the apostolic witness to Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. 

• Additionally, other writings, such as the Acts of the Apostles and various pastoral letters (e.g., 1 

Timothy, Titus), were written to provide guidance for the growing Church. These texts were 

circulated among Christian communities and, by the end of the first century, were increasingly 

viewed as authoritative alongside the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament). 

Church Structure and Apostolic Succession 
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• As the Apostles spread the faith and established new communities, the need for structured 

leadership became increasingly important. By 100 AD, the early Church had developed a 

hierarchical structure centered on the Apostles and their successors, the bishops, who oversaw local 

communities. The role of presbyters (priests) and deacons also became more clearly defined 

during this time, particularly as seen in the pastoral letters of St. Paul (1 Timothy, Titus).  

• Apostolic succession, the passing down of authority from the Apostles to bishops, ensured 

continuity in teaching and governance. This structure helped maintain unity in the rapidly 

expanding Church and provided a safeguard against doctrinal error. St. Clement of Rome, in his 

letter to the Corinthians (c. 96 AD), emphasized the importance of maintaining this apostolic 

tradition in leadership. 

Worship and the Development of the Liturgy 

The basic structure of Christian worship continued to develop during this period. The Eucharist (the 

“breaking of the bread”) remained central to Christian worship, celebrated primarily on Sundays, the day 

of the Lord’s Resurrection. By the end of the first century, descriptions of Christian liturgy (such as in the 

Didache and the writings of St. Ignatius of Antioch) indicate a formalized structure that included: 

• Readings from Scripture (both the Old Testament and apostolic writings) 

• Prayers of thanksgiving 

• The breaking of the bread and sharing of the cup (Eucharist) 

• Communal prayers for the Church, the world, and individuals 

The Eucharistic celebration was seen not only as a commemoration of the Last Supper but also as a re-

presentation of Christ’s sacrifice on the Cross, a view echoed by St. Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:23-29. 

Persecutions and Martyrdom 

• Christianity faced periodic persecution throughout the Roman Empire during this time. Early 

Christians refused to participate in the imperial cult or worship Roman gods, which led to suspicion, 

hostility, and, at times, outright persecution. Emperor Nero’s persecution of Christians in Rome (c. 

64 AD) after the Great Fire was one of the earliest and most infamous examples. Both St. Peter and 

St. Paul were martyred during this persecution. 

• Other emperors, such as Domitian (81–96 AD), also persecuted Christians, particularly those of 

high status within Roman society. Despite this, the steadfastness of the Christian martyrs inspired 

many to convert. St. Ignatius of Antioch, who was martyred around 107 AD, wrote letters on his 

way to execution, expressing his desire to die for Christ and encouraging Christians to remain 

faithful even in the face of persecution. 

Heresies and Doctrinal Development 

• As Christianity spread and matured, it faced doctrinal challenges, particularly from emerging 

heresies. One of the earliest was Gnosticism, a dualistic belief system that claimed secret 

knowledge was necessary for salvation and that the material world was evil. Gnostics also denied 

the full humanity of Christ, a belief that was opposed by the orthodox Christian teaching.  

• To combat these heresies, early Church leaders, such as St. John and St. Irenaeus (writing towards 

the end of the century), emphasized the importance of apostolic teaching, the Scriptures, and the 

true nature of Christ. The Johannine letters (1, 2, and 3 John), for example, directly address false 

teachings about the nature of Christ and call the Christian community to remain faithful to the 

apostolic message. 

• The period from 50 AD to 100 AD was a time of consolidation and growth for the early Church. 

It saw the development of key theological teachings, the spread of the Gospel throughout the 
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Roman Empire, and the establishment of a structured leadership under the Apostles and their 

successors. Despite persecution and internal challenges, the Church solidified its identity through 

liturgical practices, doctrinal clarifications, and the continued faithful witness of the Apostles 

and early Christians. This period laid the foundation for the further development of the Church in 

the centuries to come. 

Formation of the Early Church (100 AD to 200 AD) 
The period from 100 AD to 200 AD, often referred to as part of the Post-Apostolic Age, was crucial for 

the consolidation of the Early Church. Following the death of the last Apostle (traditionally St. John, around 

100 AD), the Church entered a phase marked by continued growth, the development of hierarchical 

structures, the emergence of key theological writings, and ongoing challenges from persecution and 

heretical movements. Several significant developments shaped the Church during this time: 

Development of Church Hierarchy and Apostolic Succession 

• With the Apostles gone, the Church turned to the leadership of bishops who were seen as 

successors to the Apostles. This period saw the growing importance of apostolic succession, which 

ensured that bishops, presbyters (priests), and deacons maintained the authentic teaching and 

authority passed down from the Apostles. Bishops were regarded as guardians of the faith, and their 

authority was linked to the Apostles, providing a foundation for unity and doctrinal orthodoxy. 

• During this time, several prominent early Church leaders, known as the Apostolic Fathers,  

emerged. These figures, such as St. Ignatius of Antioch, St. Polycarp of Smyrna, and St. 

Clement of Rome, helped clarify the Church's structure and provide a model for leadership. 

Ignatius’ letters, written around 110 AD as he journeyed to martyrdom, emphasized the role of 

bishops in maintaining unity and orthodoxy, particularly in combating heresies. 

Formation of Christian Theology and the Emergence of Early Apologists 

As Christianity spread, it encountered both external opposition and internal doctrinal confusion. Early 

Church Fathers and apologists arose to defend and explain the Christian faith in response to these 

challenges. The Apostolic Fathers, along with later writers such as St. Justin Martyr and St. Irenaeus of 

Lyons, were key figures during this period. 

• St. Justin Martyr (c. 100–165 AD), one of the earliest Christian apologists, wrote works such as 

the "First Apology" and "Dialogue with Trypho," defending Christianity against pagan 

criticisms and explaining the faith in philosophical terms familiar to Greco-Roman intellectuals.  

He is one of the first to articulate the concept of the Logos, presenting Christ as the divine Word 

(Logos) through whom all things were made (cf. John 1:1-3).  His writings also provide some of 

the earliest descriptions of Christian worship, particularly the Eucharist, reinforcing the Real 

Presence of Christ in the Eucharistic celebration. 

• St. Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 130–202 AD) was another significant figure, especially in combating the 

heresy of Gnosticism.  His major work, Against Heresies, defended the apostolic faith by 

emphasizing the unity of God’s revelation in Scripture and the importance of apostolic 

succession in preserving authentic Christian teaching.  St. Irenaeus’ theology centered on the 

Incarnation, affirming that Christ’s coming in the flesh was the means of human salvation, 

refuting Gnostic dualism that viewed the material world as inherently evil. 

These apologists and theologians laid the foundations for future doctrinal development and provided a 

strong defense against both pagan misunderstandings and internal heretical challenges, ensuring the 

preservation and transmission of orthodox Christian teachings. 
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Defining Orthodoxy and Combatting Heresies 

One of the most pressing challenges of the second century was the rise of heretical movements, 

especially Gnosticism and Marcionism.  Gnosticism was a dualistic system that held the material 

world as evil and salvation as the possession of secret knowledge (gnosis).  Gnostic teachings denied 

the full humanity of Christ and distorted the message of Christian salvation, proposing an alternative 

view of the divine that rejected orthodox Christian beliefs about creation and redemption.  

In response to these heresies, early Christian theologians, particularly St. Irenaeus of Lyons, argued 

for the importance of apostolic tradition and the unity of Scripture.  St. Irenaeus’ teaching 

highlighted the significance of the Old Testament as a precursor to the New Testament, countering 

Gnostic tendencies to reject the Hebrew Scriptures.  He also emphasized the rule of faith (the core 

tenets of Christian belief handed down by the Apostles) and the importance of the Church’s unity 

under legitimate apostolic authority, particularly the role of bishops in preserving the true faith. 

Marcionism, propagated by Marcion (c. 85–160 AD), rejected the Old Testament and taught that the 

God of the Hebrew Scriptures was different from the loving God revealed in Jesus Christ.  

Marcion’s influence was significant, but his teachings were condemned by the mainstream Church,  

which affirmed the continuity between the Old and New Testaments and the revelation of the one 

true God in both. The Church also reaffirmed the validity of the Old Testament as an essential part 

of divine revelation, integral to the Christian faith. 

These heretical movements necessitated the Church’s clearer articulation of key doctrines, 

particularly regarding Christ’s nature, the role of Scripture, and the unity of divine revelation.  This 

period of doctrinal development helped establish the foundations of orthodox Christian theology,  

particularly through the contributions of early Church Fathers like St. Irenaeus. 

The Formation of the Canon of Scripture 

The second century also witnessed the beginnings of the process by which the Church discerned the 

canon of Scripture.  As various writings circulated among Christian communities, it became important 

to distinguish which texts were divinely inspired and authoritative.  The rise of heretical movements 

like Marcionism, which advocated a limited and edited version of Christian Scripture, prompted the 

Church to more clearly define which books were to be included in the New Testament canon. 

By the end of the second century, a core canon had emerged, including the four Gospels, the letters 

of Paul, and other apostolic writings. Early Christian leaders such as St. Irenaeus of Lyons argued 

for the authority of these texts based on their apostolic origins and their widespread acceptance among 

the churches. 

While the full canon would not be formally established until later centuries, this period laid the 

groundwork for the Church's eventual formal declaration of the canon, as later affirmed in councils 

such as the Council of Rome (382 AD), the Council of Hippo (393 AD), and the Council of Carthage 

(397 AD). These councils, guided by the Holy Spirit, formally recognized the  

Growth of Christian Worship and Liturgy 

Christian worship continued to develop in the second century, building on the patterns established in the 

Apostolic Age. The Eucharist remained the central act of Christian worship, celebrated on Sundays as a 

commemoration of Christ’s Resurrection. St. Justin Martyr’s writings provide detailed descriptions of 

second-century Christian liturgy, which included: 

• Readings from Scripture, both from the Old Testament and apostolic writings, 

• A homily or teaching by the presiding bishop or priest, 

• Prayers of thanksgiving and intercession, 
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• The consecration of bread and wine, 

• The sharing of communion among the faithful. 

The Church’s liturgy was seen as the fulfillment of Jewish worship and a participation in the heavenly 

liturgy, as described in the Book of Revelation (Revelation 4–5). The Eucharist was viewed as a sacrificial 

act, re-presenting Christ’s offering on the cross, a belief attested to in the writings of St. Ignatius of 

Antioch and St. Justin Martyr.  This understanding of the Eucharistic sacrifice formed the foundation 

of the Catholic doctrine of the Real Presence, where Christ is truly present—Body, Blood, Soul, and 

Divinity—in the consecrated elements of bread and wine. 

Persecutions and Martyrdom 

• Although the Roman Empire did not yet conduct systematic persecutions of Christians during the 

entire second century, periods of intense persecution occurred, particularly under emperors such as 

Trajan (98–117 AD), Hadrian (117–138 AD), and Marcus Aurelius (161–180 AD). Christians 

were often viewed with suspicion because of their refusal to participate in the imperial cult or the 

worship of Roman gods. 

• Many Christians, including prominent figures like Ignatius of Antioch and Polycarp of Smyrna,  

were martyred during this period. Their steadfastness in the face of death inspired other believers 

and strengthened the Church’s resolve. The writings of early Christian apologists often appealed to 

Roman authorities for tolerance, arguing that Christians were loyal citizens who posed no threat to 

the empire. The famous dictum of Tertullian (c. 160–220 AD) that “the blood of the martyrs is the 

seed of the Church” captures the profound effect that these persecutions had on the growth and 

resilience of Christianity. 

• The period from 100 AD to 200 AD was a critical time for the consolidation of the Early Church. 

Through the development of apostolic succession, the emergence of early Christian theology, the 

defense of orthodoxy against heresies, and the growing structure of Christian worship, the 

Church strengthened its identity as it continued to spread throughout the Roman Empire. Despite 

external persecution and internal challenges, the foundations laid during this time helped the 

Church to survive and flourish in the centuries to come. 

Formation of the Early Church (200 AD to 313 AD) 
The period from 200 AD to 313 AD was a crucial time for the Early Church, marked by both internal 

growth and increasing external pressures. This era, situated in the later phase of the Post-Apostolic Age, 

was characterized by theological development, a clearer organizational structure, and periodic waves of 

intense persecution from Roman authorities. These developments prepared the Church for the monumental 

shift that would occur in 313 AD with the Edict of Milan, which granted legal tolerance to Christianity. 

Below are the key developments during this period: 

Further Theological Development and the Fight Against Heresies 

As the Church continued to grow, it faced the ongoing challenge of heresies, which threatened the unity of 

doctrine. Two significant heresies that the Church fought during this period were Gnosticism and 

Montanism: 

• Gnosticism continued to be a major threat to orthodox Christian belief. This heretical movement 

promoted a dualistic view of the world, teaching that the material world was evil and salvation 

could only be achieved through secret knowledge (gnosis). Gnostics denied the goodness of 

creation and the full humanity of Christ. The Church’s response, led by theologians such as 

Tertullian and Hippolytus of Rome, emphasized the goodness of creation, the unity of body and 



12 

https://dcref.info/catechesis/ 

soul, and the full divinity and humanity of Christ. Irenaeus’ earlier work Against Heresies 

continued to influence Christian thought in this period. 

• Montanism, which emerged in the late second century, was another significant challenge. Founded 

by Montanus in Phrygia, this movement claimed to have new prophetic revelations and promoted 

a rigorous moral discipline. Montanists believed the Holy Spirit was giving them direct guidance, 

sometimes even superseding the authority of bishops. The Church rejected Montanism, asserting 

that public revelation had ceased with the death of the last Apostle and that the bishops, as 

successors to the Apostles, were the proper guardians of the faith. 

During this time, the Church also developed clearer doctrinal formulations regarding the Trinity and the 

nature of Christ. The groundwork was laid for the theological discussions that would take place in the fourth 

century, particularly through the writings of Tertullian (c. 155–240 AD), who was the first to use the term 

Trinity (Latin: Trinitas) to describe the relationship between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Tertullian’s 

work was critical in defending orthodox teaching against various heretical movements and provided 

theological language that would be essential for later Church councils. 

Growth of the Church and Organization 

By the early third century, the Church had spread widely throughout the Roman Empire, particularly in 

urban centers such as Rome, Carthage, Alexandria, and Antioch. The Christian population grew 

significantly, and the Church began to develop a more defined and organized structure: 

• Episcopal Leadership: The role of the bishop became more prominent as the head of local 

Christian communities. Bishops were seen as the successors to the Apostles, responsible for 

safeguarding orthodox teaching and administering the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist. By 

this period, the threefold structure of ministry—bishops, presbyters (priests), and deacons—was 

firmly established. Bishops held authority over regional groups of Christians, often called dioceses,  

and played a key role in maintaining unity and orthodoxy across the Church. 

• Synods and Councils: To address theological disputes and disciplinary issues, local and regional 

synods (gatherings of bishops) became common during this period. These councils allowed bishops 

to meet and discuss issues facing the Church, contributing to the Church’s unity in doctrine and 

practice. One such significant council was the Synod of Carthage (c. 251 AD), which dealt with 

the controversy over how to treat Christians who had lapsed in their faith during persecution.  

• Formation of the Canon of Scripture: The process of determining the canon of Scripture 

continued during this period. By the third century, there was a growing consensus on the core books 

of the New Testament, though debates remained about a few texts, such as Hebrews, James, and 

Revelation. The growing need to distinguish authentic Christian writings from heretical texts (such 

as those used by Gnostic groups) accelerated the process of canon formation. Figures like Origen 

of Alexandria (c. 184–253 AD) contributed to this development through their extensive biblical 

commentaries and theological writings. 

Liturgy and Christian Worship 

Christian worship became increasingly formalized during this period, with the liturgy taking on more 

structured elements. The Eucharist continued to be the central act of Christian worship, celebrated on 

Sundays, the day of Christ’s Resurrection. By this time, certain elements of the liturgy were standardized 

across different regions of the Church: 

• Eucharistic Prayers: Early forms of Eucharistic prayers began to develop, emphasizing the 

sacrificial nature of the Eucharist and its connection to Christ’s death and resurrection. Early 

liturgical texts, such as those found in The Apostolic Tradition attributed to Hippolytus of Rome, 
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reveal a structured order for the celebration of the Eucharist, including prayers of thanksgiving, the 

invocation of the Holy Spirit, and the words of institution. 

• Baptismal Rites: The rite of baptism also became more formalized, with the use of creeds and 

confessions of faith becoming standard elements of the baptismal ceremony. By the third century, 

the Apostles’ Creed was widely used in the Western Church as part of the catechetical instruction 

for new converts preparing for baptism. 

• Martyrdom and Veneration of Saints: As persecution continued, the martyrs held a special 

place in the Church’s life. The stories of martyrs were recorded and circulated among Christian 

communities, and the Church began to celebrate the feasts of martyrs on the anniversary of their 

deaths (dies natalis, or "birthday" into heaven). This practice laid the foundation for the later 

development of the cult of the saints. 

The Great Persecutions 

One of the most defining aspects of this period was the intense and widespread persecution of Christians 

by the Roman Empire. While there had been earlier persecutions, particularly under Nero and Domitian in 

the first century, the third century saw more organized and empire-wide efforts to suppress Christianity. 

• Persecution under Septimius Severus (193–211 AD): Septimius Severus issued edicts around 

202 AD that prohibited conversion to Christianity (and Judaism). This persecution particularly 

affected Egypt and North Africa, where several Christian leaders, including Origen’s father, 

Leonides, were martyred. Severus’ persecution was not as widespread as later ones, but it set the 

stage for more organized imperial actions against Christians. 

• Persecution under Decius (249–251 AD): The emperor Decius launched one of the most 

systematic and severe persecutions of Christians. In 250 AD, he issued an edict requiring all citizens 

of the empire to make a sacrifice to the Roman gods as a sign of loyalty to the empire. Christians 

who refused were imprisoned, tortured, or executed. This persecution caused a great crisis in the 

Church, as many Christians, under pressure, lapsed in their faith by either sacrificing to the gods or 

obtaining false certificates (libelli) stating they had done so. The aftermath of this persecution led 

to a significant controversy in the Church over how to deal with lapsed Christians, particularly 

regarding whether they could be readmitted to the Church. 

• Persecution under Valerian (253–260 AD): The emperor Valerian intensified the persecution of 

Christians, particularly targeting Church leaders. Pope Sixtus II and St. Cyprian of Carthage 

were among the prominent Christians martyred during this time. Valerian’s persecution, however, 

ended abruptly when he was captured in battle, and his successor, Gallienus, issued an edict of 

toleration. 

• The Great Persecution under Diocletian (303–313 AD): The last and most severe persecution 

occurred under the reign of Diocletian. Beginning in 303 AD, Diocletian issued a series of edicts 

aimed at eradicating Christianity. Churches were destroyed, Christian texts were burned, and 

Christians were imprisoned and executed. This persecution continued in the Eastern Roman Empire 

under Galerius until 311 AD, when Galerius, on his deathbed, issued the Edict of Serdica, granting 

Christians the right to worship freely. However, persecution persisted in some regions until the 

Edict of Milan in 313 AD. 

Martyrs and Christian Identity 

• Despite the severity of these persecutions, they often strengthened the resolve of the Christian 

community. The martyrs were seen as witnesses to the truth of the faith, and their deaths inspired 

others to remain steadfast. The writings of Church Fathers, such as St. Cyprian of Carthage (c. 

200–258 AD), emphasized the importance of unity and perseverance in the face of persecution. 
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Cyprian’s works, including his letters and treatises like On the Unity of the Church, were crucial in 

shaping the Church’s response to persecution and doctrinal division. 

• The stories of martyrs were compiled and shared among Christian communities, contributing to the 

development of the cult of the martyrs and the later practice of venerating saints. These narratives 

served as a source of inspiration and strength for Christians facing persecution. 

• The period from 200 AD to 313 AD was a time of significant growth and development for the Early 

Church, despite the external challenges of persecution and the internal challenges posed by 

heresies. The Church solidified its structure, expanded its theology, and continued to spread 

throughout the Roman Empire. The perseverance of Christians during this period laid the 

foundation for the Church’s future expansion, and the theological and liturgical developments made 

during these years helped to shape the faith that would flourish after the Edict of Milan legalized 

Christianity in 313 AD. 

Formation of the Early Church (313 AD to 381 AD) 
The period from 313 AD to 381 AD was transformative for the Early Church, as it moved from a persecuted 

minority to an officially recognized and supported religion within the Roman Empire. During this time, 

Christianity not only gained legal status but also became a powerful force in both religious and political 

life. The Church’s internal theological debates intensified, leading to key doctrinal definitions, especially 

concerning the nature of Christ and the Trinity. The period culminated with the Council of Constantinople 

in 381 AD, which finalized critical elements of Christian doctrine. Below are the significant developments 

during this period: 

The Edict of Milan (313 AD) and the Legalization of Christianity 

The Edict of Milan, issued by Emperor Constantine and Licinius in 313 AD, marked a major turning 

point in the history of Christianity. This edict granted religious tolerance throughout the Roman Empire 

and specifically allowed Christians to practice their faith freely without fear of persecution. The Edict also 

returned confiscated property to Christians and permitted the construction of churches. 

For the first time, Christians were able to openly organize and worship, and Christianity began to spread 

even more rapidly. Constantine himself, though not baptized until near his death, favored the Christian faith 

and provided imperial support for the Church, including financial backing for church-building projects. His 

reign signaled the beginning of the Church’s close relationship with the Roman state. 

Impact of the Edict of Milan: 

• The Church gained public visibility and legitimacy. 

• Large churches (basilicas) were constructed, particularly in major cities like Rome,  

Constantinople, and Jerusalem. 

• Christian leaders, especially bishops, gained influence in imperial courts and political matters. 

• The Church began to address the internal challenges of growth, including the need for more 

formalized organization and the resolution of theological disputes. 

The Arian Heresy and the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) 

One of the most significant theological controversies of this period was the Arian heresy, a doctrine 

propagated by Arius, who argued that Christ was not co-eternal with the Father but rather a created 

being, distinct from the divine essence of God. This teaching significantly challenged the early Church's 

understanding of Christ's divine nature.  To address the growing division, Emperor Constantine convened 
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the First Council of Nicaea in 325 AD, where bishops from across the empire gathered to discuss the 

issue. The council resulted in the formulation of the Nicene Creed, which affirmed that Christ is 

homoousios (of the same substance) with the Father, thereby establishing His full divinity as co-eternal 

and consubstantial with the Father. 

This teaching, known as Arianism, gained considerable support, leading to widespread conflict within the 

Church. To resolve the growing division, Constantine called the First Ecumenical Council of Nicaea in 325 

AD, which brought together bishops from across the empire to address the controversy. 

Key Outcomes of the Council of Nicaea: 

• The Nicene Creed was formulated to affirm the full divinity of Christ. The Creed declared that 

Christ was “begotten, not made, consubstantial (homoousios) with the Father,” meaning that 

He shares the same divine essence as the Father. 

• Arianism was condemned as a heresy, though it continued to have a strong following, especially 

among certain regions and emperors in the Eastern Roman Empire. 

• The council also set a precedent for imperial involvement in Church affairs, as Constantine played 

a significant role in calling and guiding the council. 

The Rise of Monasticism 

The legalization of Christianity under Constantine also coincided with the rise of Christian monasticism,  

which became a significant movement within the Church during this period. Monasticism emerged as a 

response to the changing social and cultural environment, particularly as Christianity transitioned from 

being persecuted to becoming accepted and, eventually, the dominant religion of the Roman Empire.  Some 

Christians, seeking a more radical form of discipleship, retreated from society to live lives of prayer, 

asceticism, and solitude, in imitation of Christ's own example of fasting and prayer in the wilderness  

(cf. Matthew 4:1-2). 

The origins of monasticism are often traced to St. Anthony of Egypt (c. 251–356 AD), who is considered 

the father of Christian monasticism.  He left society to live as a hermit in the desert, dedicating himself 

to a life of prayer and asceticism.  His life, as recorded by St. Athanasius in The Life of Anthony, inspired 

many to follow his example, and his influence spread widely across the Christian world.  

Types of Monasticism: 

• Eremitic Monasticism: Monks, like St. Anthony, lived as hermits in solitude, focusing on prayer, 

fasting, and contemplation, in an effort to pursue greater union with God. 

• Cenobitic Monasticism: In contrast, St. Pachomius (c. 292–346 AD) founded the first monastic 

communities where monks lived together under a rule of life, which emphasized communal 

living, prayer, and manual labor. This form of monasticism became especially influential and 

eventually dominated Christian monasticism, shaping future monastic practices. 

Monasticism played a key role in shaping Catholic spirituality and theology. It became a source of 

renewal for the Church, emphasizing the virtues of poverty, chastity, and obedience, and produced 

many of the great theologians and Church leaders of the time, such as St. Basil the Great, St. Athanasius, 

and St. Benedict of Nursia, whose Rule of St. Benedict became the foundation for Western monastic life. 

Further Doctrinal Development and the Role of the Church Fathers 
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The period between the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) and the Council of Constantinople (381 AD) was 

marked by ongoing theological debates and the work of prominent Church Fathers, who helped to further 

clarify and articulate Christian doctrine, particularly concerning the nature of Christ and the Trinity. 

• Athanasius of Alexandria (c. 296–373 AD) was one of the most prominent defenders of Nicene 

orthodoxy against Arianism.   As bishop of Alexandria, he was exiled several times for his 

unyielding defense of the doctrine of the consubstantiality (homoousios) of the Son with the Father. 

His writings, particularly his work On the Incarnation, were instrumental in shaping orthodox 

Christology and reaffirming the full divinity of Christ, which became central to Catholic teaching.  

• The Cappadocian Fathers—Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa—

made significant contributions to the development of Trinitarian theology.  They clarified the 

relationship between the (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), emphasizing the unity of essence (ousia) 

and the distinction of persons (hypostases).  Their work laid the groundwork for the Church’s 

understanding of the Holy Spirit’s divinity, which would be formalized at the Council of 

Constantinople in 381 AD. 

• Ambrose of Milan (c. 340–397 AD) was another key figure in the Western Church, known for 

his defense of the Church’s independence from imperial control and his influence over Emperor 

Theodosius I.  Ambrose also played a significant role in the development of Catholic liturgical 

practices, including the introduction of hymnody to enhance worship. 

• Jerome (c. 347–420 AD) was one of the greatest biblical scholars of the early Church.  His Latin 

translation of the Bible, the Vulgate, became the standard version of Scripture in the Western 

Church and remained so for centuries, solidifying the Church's reliance on an authoritative text for 

teaching and liturgy.  His scholarly rigor ensured the accuracy and consistency of biblical texts in 

the Latin-speaking Church. 

Christianization of the Roman Empire 

• As Christianity gained imperial favor, it increasingly became intertwined with the structures of 

Roman political power. Emperor Constantine not only favored Christianity but also took an active 

role in Church affairs, commissioning the construction of important churches, such as St. Peter’s 

Basilica in Rome and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. 

• This period also saw the beginning of the Christianization of Roman law and society. 

Constantine’s successors, particularly Theodosius I (379–395 AD), continued the trend of 

supporting Christianity. In 380 AD, Theodosius issued the Edict of Thessalonica, which made 

Nicene Christianity the official state religion of the Roman Empire. Pagan worship was 

increasingly discouraged, and in some cases, it was actively suppressed. 

The Council of Constantinople (381 AD) 

The First Council of Constantinople, convened by Emperor Theodosius I in 381 AD, was the second 

ecumenical council of the Church. It was primarily called to address ongoing theological issues related to 

the nature of the Holy Spirit and to reaffirm the Nicene faith in the face of persistent Arianism and 

other heretical views. 

Key Outcomes of the Council of Constantinople: 

• The council affirmed the divinity of the Holy Spirit, completing the doctrine of the Trinity. The 

Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, which continues to be recited in Catholic liturgies to this day, 

was expanded to include the phrase: "We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, 
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who proceeds from the Father, who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified." 

This formulation reinforced the Holy Spirit’s consubstantiality with the Father and the Son.  

• The council reaffirmed the Nicene Creed and condemned various heretical views, including 

Arianism, Apollinarianism (which denied the full humanity of Christ), and Macedonianism 

(which denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit). These doctrinal clarifications were critical for 

maintaining the integrity of the Church’s teaching on the Trinity and Christology. 

• The council also recognized the primacy of the bishops of Rome and Constantinople, reflecting 

the growing importance of Constantinople as the "New Rome" and acknowledging its role as a 

center of ecclesiastical authority in the Eastern Roman Empire. 

The period from 313 AD to 381 AD was one of tremendous growth and transformation for the Church.  It 

saw the end of persecution, the rise of Christianity as the dominant religion of the Roman Empire, and 

the formal articulation of key Christian doctrines through ecumenical councils.  Theological debates,  

especially regarding the nature of Christ and the Trinity, shaped the Church’s development, while 

monasticism and the contributions of the Church Fathers deepened the spiritual and intellectual life of 

Christianity.  This era laid the foundation for the Church’s continued influence throughout the Middle Ages 

and beyond. 
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