
Objec tive

The chil dren learn about 

how the Chris tian  church 

devel oped after the death 

of the first Apos tles.

Con tents

■  Bishops become  

the highest spiritual  

authority. 

 

■  The estab lish ment of 

state ments con cern ing 

mat ters of faith.

 

■  The per se cu tion of the 

Chris tians.

 

■  The bat tle of faith and 

con vic tion of faith.

The post-apostolic age
(circa ad 100–400)



Intro duc to ry 

 Remarks

 1 The development of the Christian church after the death of the  

  first Apostles

 

 The Apostles of the early church were probably active until the end  

of the first century after Christ. After that a time began in which the 

Apostle ministry as such existed, but it was not occupied. Even during 

this period, however, the church felt that it was bound to the doctrine  

of the Apostles. 

 The bish ops, who led the con gre ga tions and kept them togeth er, 

 became the  supreme spir i tu al author ity. In order to  achieve unity in the 

lead er ship of the Chris tian  church, bish ops gathered from time to  

time to discuss  church mat ters and make deci sions. The bish ops 

endea voured espe cial ly to  ensure doc tri nal unity. Their meet ings, which  

con sti tuted  supreme author ity in mat ters of faith, were  referred to as 

coun cils (from the Latin word con cil ium) or syn ods (from the Greek 

word syn odos).

 2 Sac ra ments

 Augus tine (354–430), a bish op and doc tor of the  church (a teach er), 

estab lished the basis for what is con sid ered to be a sac ra ment. 

 Different ideas regard ing the number of sacraments and their content 

started to develop. That is why the Roman Cath o lic and Ortho dox 

 Churches have seven sac ra ments, Prot es tant  Churches two, and the 

New Apostolic Church three.

 3 Per se cu tions of the Chris tians

 The Roman emper ors  placed spe cial sig nif i cance on the prac tice of 

relig ion for the con tin ued exis tence and strength en ing of the  empire, 

 because the con tin u ous suc cess of Roman pol i tics was attrib uted 

direct ly to the con sis tent wor ship of var i ous gods. In many  places there 

were idols.  Because of the con vic tion of their faith (namely that the 

liv ing God is the only one!) Chris tians could not acknowl edge pagan 

gods.

 Chris tians in the Roman  Empire were con fronted with a multi tude 

of gods day in and day out. For exam ple, if they came into a Roman 

home, there were house hold gods ( penates) to whom they had to pay 

 respect in pass ing––an impos sibil ity for a  devout Chris tian!
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 The prob lems which Chris tians of that time had to reck on with in their 

every day lives are  impressed upon the chil dren in this les son with the 

help of pertinent text.

 Emper or Nero  blamed the Chris tians for the burn ing of Rome in AD 64 

to jus tify order ing their system at ic per se cu tion.

 Under Emper or Domi tian, who  reigned from 81 to 95, the  state’s 

inter est in the Chris tians was  aroused anew. Domi tian was extreme-

ly vain and mis trust ful, and sus pected oppo si tion on all sides. He 

intro duced pay ing hom age to the emper or as a sign of uncon di tion al 

loy al ty.  Unable to wor ship the emper or on  account of their faith, Chris-

tians were  accused of athe ism (that is, deny ing God’s exis tence) and 

per   secuted. Many were killed dur ing these per se cu tions. The worst 

 perse cu tions of Chris tians took place in the east ern part of the  empire 

 because emper or wor ship was most pro nounced there.

 Accord ing to Ire naeus, the Bish op of Lyon who died  around 202, the 

Rev e la tion of Jesus Christ was writ ten at the time Emper or Domi tian 

 pressed ahead with this wave of per se cu tion.  

 At this time per se cu tion of the Chris tians in the  empire was spo rad ic  

and local. How ev er, when they were per se cuted it was not  always for 

polit i cal rea sons. Chris tians were still  regarded as eccen trics, whose 

teach ings and goal were not under stood. Again and again Chris tians  

fell vic tim to the  unjust  reports of their neigh bours. When ev er there were 

epi dem ics,  famine or crop fail ures, sus pi cion that the Chris tians were 

respon sible for the dis as ter was suf fi cient to  effect their pun ish ment.

 4 The last great per se cu tions

 Under Emper or  Decius, who  reigned from 249 to 251, Chris tians were 

put into  extreme jeop ar dy. In 249 he  issued an edict  against bish ops  

and other cler gy. They were sum moned to  appear in court and exe-

cuted for refus ing to wor ship the emper or. In 250 this edict was 

 extended to  include all cit i zens of the  empire. Now per se cu tions were 

no long er  directed sole ly at Chris tians.  Decius  wanted to  secure the 

unity of the state. He  ordered that all cit i zens had to pro vide writ ten 

con fir ma tion to cer tify they had paid hom age to the emper or. If a cit i zen 

did not, it was  regarded as lèse- majesté. Now every one had to pub lic-

ly  declare his or her posi tion. And as ear li er on  already, there now were 

also many Chris tians who staunch ly pro fessed their faith.
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Under Dio cle tian, who  reigned from 284 to 305, extreme ly vio lent per-

se cu tions com menced, which devel oped into a ver i ta ble anni hi la tion 

cam paign espe cial ly in the east. Christian churches were  destroyed 

and the people’s books  burned. They them selves were  arrested and 

exe cuted by the thou sands. Nev er the less, he did not suc ceed in blot-

ting out Chris tian ity.

In 311 and 313  Diocletian’s suc ces sors, one of whom was Emper or 

Con stan tine I,  issued  edicts call ing for tol er ance, which  secured equal 

stat us for Chris tian ity and pagan relig ions, and (for the time being) put 

an end to the per se cu tion of the Chris tians.

None the less, fol low ing a peace ful inter val, the Chris tians were again 

per se cuted dur ing the reign of Roman Emper or  Julian (361–363).

In the year 380, how ev er, Theo do sius, who  reigned from 378 to 395, 

ele vat ed Chris tian ity to state relig ion stat us in the Roman  Empire. In 

addi tion he  enacted a law ban ning all forms of pagan wor ship 12 years 

later. The ter rible per se cu tions of Chris tians by Roman emper ors were 

final ly a thing of the past, and Chris tian ity had  attained  undreamt-of 

sig nif i cance with in the state.

5 Chris tian ity among the Gen tiles

At the time of the early  church, the gos pel was initial ly  spread only 

among the Jews. But short ly after God had  revealed to Apos tle Peter 

that the gos pel was also to be  preached to the Gen tiles, the spread ing 

of Chris tian ity among the Gen tiles began. At the begin ning of the fourth 

cen tu ry AD,  Christianity’s area of influ ence  extended from Spain in the 

west to Per sia and India in the east, from North Afri ca in the south up  

to the Brit ish Isles in the north.

 Already at the time the Chris tians were being per se cuted, many Chris-

tian prin ci ples  aroused the inter est of the Gen tiles. For many of them it 

was an amaz ing and, at the same time, attrac tive accom plish ment that 

Chris tians treat ed one  another the same, regard less of  social stat us. 

Wheth er  enslaved or free, rich or poor, every one in the con gre ga tion 

was equal.  Slaves, who were  regarded as mere  objects and treat ed so 

too in every day life, could even  assume min is tries with in the con gre ga-

tion. This  attracted many ordi nary peo ple.



 Chris tians were pre pared to die for their faith. This had an exem plary 

 effect. Their fear less pro fes sion of faith  caused many non-Chris tians 

to  become pen sive and ask them selves what power and hope inspired 

these peo ple.

 Women were also per mit ted to  attend Chris tian  divine ser vices, 

 although in the  ancient world they were often  regarded as being  

infe ri or.

Les son Plan

Lead-In

Work book The chil dren look at the pic ture on the title page.

 Teacher’s Pres en ta tion For the  Jewish Chris tians of the early  church, the meno rah (the 

seven-armed can de la brum used in the  ancient tem ple), rath er than the 

cross, was the sym bol of their faith, where as non-Jew ish Chris tians 

from Anti och, Rome, and  Greece had made a fish the sign by which to 

iden tify fel low Chris tians. The Greek word for fish is ich thys. The let ters 

of this word are the first let ters of the con fes sion,  Iesous Chris tos  

Theou Yios (or Huios) Soter, which means Jesus  Christ, Son of God, 

Savi our.

Ques tion  Prompt What does this state ment mean?

Dis cus sion With His sac ri fi cial death, the Son of God estab lished the basis for the 

sal va tion of all peo ple.

Imple men ta tion

Ques tion  Prompt How did the gos pel, the mes sage of sal va tion, reach the peo ple?

 ■  Jesus Him self was only  active for about three years with in a lim it ed 

geo graph ic area (namely Gal i lee, Samar ia, and  Judea) and there fore 

 reached only few peo ple with His doc trine.

 

 ■  He commissioned the Apos tles as His ambas sa dors: “Go therefore 

and make disciples of all the nations” (Mat thew 28: 19).

 

 ■  The early Chris tian Apos tles ful filled this com mis sion as far as  

pos sible. But under the circum stances at the time, they were  

 unable to familiarize all peo ple with the glad tid ings of the gos pel.



Ques tion  Prompt What hap pened after the last Apos tle of the early  church had died?

 If nec es sary, sup ple ment the  children’s  answers.

 ■  The Bish ops were now the  supreme mini ste ri al author ity. They 

 assumed respon sibil ity for the con gre ga tions, cared for them, and 

con tin ued to  spread  the gospel of Jesus.

 

Teacher’s Pres en ta tion The epoch from the death of the last Apos tle (approx i mate ly AD 100) 

until the year 400 is  called the post-apos tol ic early Chris tian age. With 

the  spread of Chris tian ity and the cor re spond ing  increase in the num-

ber of con gre ga tions, the bish ops saw the neces sity for estab lish ing 

uni for m ity of  church lead er ship. To this end meet ings of bish ops  

(con sti tut ing  supreme author ity) were con vened, at which  church  

mat ters were dis cussed and deci sions made. These meet ings  

were  called coun cils or syn ods. At these gath er ings the bish ops  

endea voured espe cial ly to  ensure doc tri nal unity.

 

  The bish ops of the post-apos tol ic age estab lished basic prin ci ples, 

such as the doctrine of the Trinity, which are essential for the Christian 

faith. 

 

Work book, Exer cise 1 The chil dren work on the exer cise togeth er with the teach er.

 

Dis cus sion ■  The Creed of  Nicaea-Con stan tin o ple doc u ments the  Christian  

 belief in God the  Father, His Son, Jesus  Christ, and the Holy Spirit 

(Catechism-QA 35).

 

 ■  The canon of the New Testament established at the councils of 

Hippo and Carthage is binding for all Christian churches. 

 

State ment  Prompt All Chris tian  churches and com mu nities believe in the triune God.

 

  They  believe in 

 

 ■  God, the Father. 

 

 ■  God, the Son. 

 

 ■  God, the Holy Spirit. 

 ■ one holy universal [catholic] and apostolic church. 
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State ment  Prompt The  Christians’ con vic tions of faith dif fered dis tinct ly from those of the 

Gen tiles, which  resulted in many dif fi cul ties for the Chris tians.

Work book, Exer cise 2 The chil dren work on the exer cise indi vid u al ly or with a part ner.

Dis cus sion Idol wor ship contra vened the first com mand ment. Accord ing ly it was 

incom pat ible with a  Christian’s con vic tion of faith, and that of a Jew’s.  

If he  refrained from the  demanded form of wor ship, however, he  

pro voked mis trust and dis ap prov al in his sur round ings, and even  

had to reck on with court  action.

Work book, Exer cise 3 The chil dren read the text with the parts given out and  answer the 

ques tions.

Result The Chris tian was put to death by the sword  because he would not 

wor ship the emper or.

 Teacher’s Pres en ta tion Chris tians also had to reck on with sim i lar meas ures if they were 

 reported for not wor ship ping the pagan gods.

 Per se cu tions of the Chris tians  ensued. A good many Chris tians were 

cruel ly put to death (by cru ci fix ion, as live feed for the ani mals in 

the are nas, or burnt as live  torches). Not all Chris tians had to die on 

 account of their faith. But at all times they had to reck on with the  

deri sion and scorn of their fel low-men.

Work book, Exer cise 4 The chil dren look at the satir ical draw ing and dis cuss it.

Ques tion  Prompt Have you ever been  mocked  because of your faith?

Dis cus sion  The chil dren  report about their own expe ri enc es.

 In many parts of the world there are sit u a tions that,  although they are 

not com par able to those encoun tered at the time of the per se cu tion  

of the first Chris tians, require us to make it clear where we stand and 

pro fess our faith. But even today there are countries in which Christians 

are persecuted and killed. 

 Also make it clear that pro fess ing one’s faith can lead to last ing con-

flicts. Pos sibly peer pres sure is expe ri enced (from fel low-stu dents or 

teach ers).
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Ques tion  Prompt How do we react to this?

 In spite of it, we  always want to read i ly pro fess our faith. As chil dren of 

God we can be sure that our hea ven ly  Father will stand by us. That is 

why we do not have to be  afraid of any one.

 A child reads aloud from the Bible.

Bible  Mat thew 5: 11:

“Blessed are you when they revile and persecute you, and say all kinds 

of evil against you falsely for My sake.”

Dis cus sion The impor tant part of this state ment of the Lord is the require ment 

“false ly”. It  implies that the  Lord’s bea ti tude  refers to being unjus tifi ably 

 reviled and to unjus tifi able evil words.

Con clu sion

 A child reads aloud what Jesus Him self prom ised.

Bible Mat thew 10: 32:

“Therefore whoever confesses Me before men, him I will also confess 

before My Father who is in heaven.”

Work book, Exer cise 5 The chil dren write this text into their work book.

Notes
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