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CHAPTER 1

“If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I 
have more: circumcision on the eighth day, a member of the 
People of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of 
Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor 
of the church; as to righteousness under the Law, blame-
less. Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard 
as loss because of Christ.”

Paul of Tarsus wrote this in his letter  
to the church in Philippi

So you want to learn about the first 
Christians? Get back to the roots? Dis-
cover what really went on back in the 
time of Jesus and his first followers? 
Or perhaps you have questions about 

how early Christianity formed. Where did it start? Who was in 
charge? Why did the Catholics emerge as champions at the first 
church Council of Nicaea (325 ce)? Is their story the whole story? 
Or maybe you have heard that there are other gospels than the 
gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John found in the Bible. 
You wonder about who wrote these gospels and what they have 
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2 CHAPTER 1  Sectarian Jews 

to say about Jesus and the early Christians. Why isn’t the Gospel of Thomas or the Gospel of Mary found 
in the New Testament? Or possibly you have heard that early Christianity was controversial and conten-
tious, with some Christians and their churches identified as heresies or illegitimate forms of Christianity, 
while others with orthodoxy or legitimate Christianity. Who made this call? And why was it made? How 
did this controversy between orthodoxy and heresy relate to the rise of religious intolerance and the 
formation of Christianity? What does all this mean for Christianity as we know it today and its future?

These, in fact, are the very questions that are foundational to this textbook. They are questions that 
have compelled me, first as a student and then as a professor and scholar of early Christianity. The ques-
tions started when I was nineteen, when my mother came across a book that captured her eye in our local 
bookstore. After she read it, she passed it on to me. The book was a small, edited volume of early Christian 
gospels containing the Gospel of Thomas, the Secret Book of James, the Gospel of Peter, the Infancy Gospel of 
Thomas, and the Gospel of the Hebrews. Before I opened that book, I never knew that the early Christians 
wrote more literature than what we find in the New Testament. As I read those early Christian writings, 
I was riveted. I could not put the old gospels down and wanted to know more about them. But in 1982, 
there was very little published on these texts that was available to the public. It became clear to me that if 
I wanted to figure out why these texts were not in the New Testament, I was on my own.

At the end of my first semester in college, I left nursing school to explore the Humanities. As a 
Junior, I decided to major in Biblical Studies in the Department of Near Eastern Studies at the Uni-
versity of Michigan. I enrolled in classical Greek, and then Coptic, the ancient Egyptian language that 
some of these gospels survive in. I studied the New Testament alongside the Christian Apocrypha (Fig-
ure 1.1), writings that did not become part of the New Testament. I learned how Bishop Athanasius 
of Alexandria (ca. 296–373 ce) was the first known person to identify as a collection the 27 Christian 
books that became part of the Catholic New Testament (Figure 1.2) in an Easter letter he wrote to the 

FIGURE 1.1 Examples of second- and third-century Christian Apocryphal writings.
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1.1 Orientation to the Past 3

bishops in Egypt (367 ce). In defining the Christian Bible as he does, Athanasius excludes many early 
Christian writings that were popular among Christians, disabusing them of their authority by calling 
them “apocrypha” or false writings. I went on to write my doctoral thesis and several books on the 
Gospel of Thomas. My fascination with the early Christian gospels and the Christianities that competed 
with Catholicism has resulted in the publication of several other books, including my book on the infa-
mous second-century Gospel of Judas and another book on the Gnostics of antiquity.

Comparing Christianities is meant to fully engage early Christian literature inside and outside the 
New Testament. It is the textbook that I wished for when I was a college student back in 1982 with all 
those questions about earliest Christianity. As Christianity was kickstarted with the tragic death of the 
Jewish Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, and was reengineered after the First Roman–Jewish War (66–73 ce) so 
that it was able to compete successfully as a new religious movement in Rome, numerous Christian iden-
tities and groups developed. The emergence and interaction of these multiple Christianities take center 
stage in this textbook and, with them, several questions. Why are there so many Christian movements 
in the first and second centuries? What makes them Christian? Why are their memories of Jesus and the 
historical Christian past different from each other? Where do all these documents and movements come 
from? How were they related to each other and to Judaism? Why did some of these movements survive 
while others failed to have a future? Did any of these movements actually have a monopoly on the truth?

1.1 Orientation to the Past
Before embarking on this journey into the ancient Christian past, 
we need to get oriented to that past. Most helpful in this orienta-
tion is a collection of letters that Paul of Tarsus wrote to a number 
of early Christian churches he had established in Asia Minor and 

companion readings
Philippians

FIGURE 1.2 Books of the New Testament first listed by Athanasius in 367 ce.
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4 CHAPTER 1  Sectarian Jews 

Greece, roughly between the years 40–55 ce (Figure 1.3). They are the earliest Christian writings to 
survive, composed within twenty years of the execution of Jesus of Nazareth. Paul tells us that he 
joined Jesus’ movement after he received an ecstatic revelation of Jesus. What did Jesus reveal to him? 
He says he came to know the “gospel” that Jesus is the Messiah and that Jesus’ life and death are part 
of God’s plan to redeem the People of Israel at the eschaton or end of time.

What is the meaning of the word “gospel” or “evangelion” (Greek)? This is a well-known word in 
antiquity. It is used by emperors, for instance, to communicate abroad something exciting or notewor-
thy that they had done. An evangelion is simply a newsflash or big announcement. Paul uses the word 
“evangelion” to refer to what he considered fantastic breaking news: that God had intervened in history 
by sending his son to save believers from death (Gal. 1:11–12, 16; Phil. 3:8; 1 Cor. 15:1–7; 1 Thess. 1:10; 
Rom. 1:6). There is no sense at all that gospel refers to a text that tells Jesus’ biography. As we see later 
in this textbook, this usage develops much later in Christian history.

Paul never provides us with a name for the movement beyond telling us that he is aware of a dis-
tinct church community in Jerusalem that is run by James (Jesus’ brother), Peter, and John. According 
to Paul, the Jerusalem church had been established before his conversion. Missionaries from this church 
had been concentrating on converting fellow Jews not only in and around Palestine, but also urban areas 
outside Palestine in the Jewish Diaspora. The community of converts in Jerusalem called themselves the 
Poor and they required Paul to collect donations from his own churches to support their community.

It is clear that Paul considered the movement to be a Jewish sectarian movement, not a distinct 
Christian religion. However, in this textbook, we use the Christian label to identify the sect that Paul joins 
even though the name “Christian” only begins to show up in literature that was written in the second 
century when the movement began to distinguish itself as a religious movement that superseded Judaism. 
If anything, Paul mentions that some converts in Corinth were identifying themselves with the name of 
the person who converted them (“we are Petrine” or “we are Apollarian”), a practice Paul dislikes. Because 
Paul leaves us without a name for the Jewish sectarian movement he had joined, we must keep in mind 
that our use of the word Christian to describe the earliest movement does not signal a non-Jewish identity. 
Everyone who joined the Christian movement during Paul’s life were converting to a Jewish sect. They 
were joining the People of Israel. When exactly Christianity developed an identity as a religion distinct from 
Judaism is hotly contested in scholarship. As we see in this textbook, this parting of the ways happened at 
different times in different ways for different Christians. For Paul, however, to join this movement means 
that you are joining a Jewish messianic movement that identifies Jesus with the Messiah.

The title Messiah or Anointed One (Hebrew: mashiach; Greek: christos) derives from the verb “to 
anoint” (Hebrew: mashach; Greek: chrio) and refers to the anointing ritual that the Jews used to install 
priests, prophets, and kings into office. In the first century, the Jews were living under the oppressive 
rule of imperial Rome. Many Jews felt that their colonization was linked to behaviors like idolatry that 
had strained their relationship with their God, a God who had promised to protect their nation from 

FIGURE 1.3 Timeline mapping first two generations of Christians.
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1.1 Orientation to the Past 5

foreign invasion as long as they kept God’s commandments and were exclusively devoted to him.
The Jewish national God was so holy and sacred, so set apart from mundane everyday existence 

that even his name was considered ineffable, that it was written without vowels: yhwh. Although his 
name was only intoned during the Day of Atonement ceremonies in their Temple in Jerusalem by the 
high priests, scholars who have studied naming practices among Jews think that it was pronounced, 
“Yah-weh.” As a national God, yhwh was worshipped in the land of Judea by Judeans, from which 
comes the designation “Jew.” Once Jews began living outside the land of Judea in the Diaspora, the 
word Jew came to designate people who worshipped yhwh, the God of the Judeans, wherever they 
were dispersed geographically. Wherever they were, the Jews distinguished themselves from the non-
Jews or Gentiles who did not share in this exclusive relationship with yhwh.

Their commitment to worshipping yhwh exclusively meant that Jews could not also worship the 
colonial civic Gods and Roman emperors. Nor could they consider yhwh to be Zeus or Baal by another 
name. He was a standout God, with a history deeply entangled with the Jews. He was a revelatory 
God, communicating directly to his people through his prophets. Indeed, their scripture showcases 
a special relationship between yhwh and the Jews. This relationship is premised on a covenant or 
contract that both parties consented to and is reaffirmed every time a Jewish infant boy is circumcised. 
yhwh, whom the Jews believed was the God who created the world and ruled it, had chosen to make 
an official pact with their nation. He promised to protect them as his chosen people and defend them 
from their enemies as long as they remained obedient servants to him and followed his rules. This cov-
enantal agreement between the Jews and their God provided the Jews with a theological, rather than 
a political, explanation for their colonization. They believed that their colonization signaled the loss 
of yhwh’s protection because they had broken their covenant with yhwh by failing to observe his rules.

These rules, which yhwh’s prophet Moses delivered to them, are written in the Pentateuch or the 
first five books of the Bible and are known as the Torah. These rules cover almost all aspects of human 
life, not only cultic or ritual aspects like how to perform certain sacrifices or keep the Sabbath as a day 
of rest. The rules govern everything from sex, semen, and menstruation to diet, property damage, and 
disease. The rules govern the operation of the Temple in Jerusalem, which was the cultic center of 
Jewish worship and which regulated the festival calendar.

Roman authorities tended to tolerate the religions of the people they colonized unless the native reli-
gion promoted social unrest. Romans took this stance because it was good publicity and it reduced the 
impact of the changing of the guards once they had installed themselves as the new rulers of the regions. 
The local populations could continue their lives as usual, as long as they paid their taxes to their new over-
lords and obeyed their laws. The Romans, in fact, allowed the Jews to worship yhwh at the Temple in Jerusa-
lem, exempted Jewish men from military service because it forced them to break the Law, and collected the 
tax for the Temple from Jews living in the Diaspora. The Romans tolerated the worship of the Jews because 
the Romans were convinced that their devotion to yhwh was their ethnic prerogative and ancestral heritage.

But religious tolerance did not mean that there was no social unrest among the Jews or anti-Jew-
ish sentiment among the Romans. The Romans often installed client kings and governors who ruled in 
ways that privileged their own imperial aspirations and financially crippled the native populations. It 
was during Roman occupation that messianic dreams fermented among Jews. They speculated about 
the emergence of a national hero who would renew their obedience to the Law and, with it, the prom-
ises of yhwh’s covenant. The advent of the Messiah was understood by Jews to be part of latter world 
events that included the defeat of their colonizers, the resurrection of the dead, the final judgment, 
the establishment of New Jerusalem, and the restoration of their national independence under yhwh’s 
sovereignty. There is a wide range of opinions recorded in Jewish literature about the nature of each 
of these final world events or eschaton, including the description of the Messiah and his role in the 
inauguration of eschaton.

Messianic speculation among the Jews was caught up in a circle of unrest, resistance, and terror. 
While eschatological expectations grew in reaction to the horrible conditions of colonial life, providing 
the Jews with hope that yhwh would eventually make things right, they also spurred violent upris-
ings and equally violent clampdowns from the colonizers. The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (ca. 
37–100 ce) records a number of incidents in the first century of messianic contenders, who took up 
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6 CHAPTER 1  Sectarian Jews 

arms against Roman authorities and were defeated decisively (Jos., JW 2.261–3, 427–434; 4.385–90, 
505–513; 6.98, 434; 17.271–5, 278–85). He identifies the Zealots as Jewish nationalists and revolution-
aries who urged the Jews to rebel against Rome in order to return governance of Palestine to the Jews 
(Jos., JW 18.1.6). He also tells about the Sicarii or daggermen who sparked terror in crowds by pulling 
from beneath their cloaks, hidden knives (Jos., JW 20.9.3). They used these knives to assassinate and 
kidnap high-ranking Jewish authorities whom they believed were cooperating with the Romans. The 
violent resistance of these parties incited the Romans to take drastic measures, which led to the First 
Roman–Jewish War (66–73 ce), the destruction of the Temple (70 ce), and the massacre of the Jews in 
Jerusalem (70 ce) and at Masada (73 ce).

During the time of Jesus’ activities, Pontius Pilate was alarmed by the local eschatological and 
messianic zeal that he confronted as governor of Judea. He felt that this apocalyptic enthusiasm 
threatened the fabric of Roman social order. For instance, Pilate reacted brutally to a messianic 
prophet who emerged among the Samaritans in the village named Tirathana. Pilate sent a detach-
ment of cavalry and heavy-armed infantry, which killed most of the prophet’s followers and took 
the rest prisoners. Pilate then executed the leaders of this messianic movement (Jos., Ant. 18.85–89). 
Given this reaction, it is not surprising that Jesus’ activities resulted in his execution as the “King 
of the Jews.”

From Paul, we learn that the first Christians from Jerusalem frequented synagogues in order to 
convince other Jews to join their movement. But, while they made some headway, they had a difficult 
time convincing most Jews that Jesus’ messiahship was prophesized in the Jewish scriptures. The big 
stumbling block was the fact that Jesus not only died, but was also an executed criminal. This seemed 
ridiculous to most Jews who thought that their scriptures prophesized the rise of a messianic teacher, 
king, or priest who would be a hero. He would be victorious in his pursuit to renew the covenant and 
usher in the new age of Israel’s glory by overthrowing Roman rule. Clearly, the executed Jesus was 
not this person.

While Jews were reticent to convert because of the incongruity of Jesus’ life with traditional inter-
pretations of the prophets, the missionaries found that a number of Gentiles (non-Jews) who frequented 
the synagogues were more easily convinced. These Gentiles had mostly converted to Judaism, following 
the Law except that they refused to be circumcised. They were called God-Fearers and were considered to 
be Jewish proselytes or recruits. This means that there was a diversity of Christians from the get-go. Some 
were ethnic Jews, while the majority were Jewish proselytes (uncircumcised Gentiles).

Paul tells us that he was not commissioned to convert Jews. Instead, the missionaries from Jeru-
salem were those responsible for working in the synagogues and bringing into their house churches 
Jewish converts (which included Jewish proselytes). Paul’s relationship with these missionaries 
seems to have suffered from his terrible reputation. He admits to violently persecuting Christians 
before he converted, although he does not relate how or why he did this. We can imagine though 
that it had something to do with the fact that Paul characterizes himself as a Pharisee, who was par-
ticularly zealous about his Jewish faith prior to becoming a Christian (Phil. 3:5). The Pharisees (or 
Separatists) were a Jewish sect of laymen who thought that every Jew had to be as holy as a priest 
in order to keep yhwh’s Law correctly (Exod. 19:3–6). During Jesus’ time, in order to maintain their 
stringent purity rules, the Pharisees formed segregated lay groups consisting of Jews, who ate their 
meals together and worshipped together. Because the Law could be ambiguous, the Pharisees fash-
ioned a set of rules and regulations that helped them observe the Law consistently. For instance, 
while the Law commanded that the Jews keep the Sabbath day holy, it did not give many details 
about how this observation might look. For generations, the Pharisees studied the Torah and filled 
in these conspicuous gaps with rulings. This body of legal traditions about how to precisely observe 
the Law is known as the Oral Torah. It was codified and written down in the late second century 
ce as the Mishnah. Even later, the Mishnah was studied by the rabbis and opinions about its inter-
pretation were recorded. In the fifth century, this larger body of material came to be known as 
the Talmud.
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1.1 Orientation to the Past 7

Paul’s reputation as a zealous Pharisee who persecuted Christians had spread throughout the 
churches in Judaea and seems to have made it difficult for him to work in this region after his 
conversion. So he ends up going north into Syria, Asia Minor, and Greece and begins mission-
izing pagans rather than Jews or Jewish proselytes (Figure 1.4). Paul persuades them to join the 
movement by teaching them while he sewed leather goods in his portable shop. These pagan Gen-
tiles had no former knowledge of Judaism, were not Jewish proselytes, and were not frequenting 
synagogues. According to Paul, the Gentile converts met in their homes. Their gathering or ecclesia 
is translated as assembly or church. Paul claims to have been commissioned to do this by Jesus him-
self in a revelation. Paul also relates that he traveled to Jerusalem to visit with James, Peter, and John 
and receive their blessing to expand the mission to the pagan Gentiles. The leaders of the Jerusalem 
church complied.

So, because of Paul, the Christian movement came to contain three constituencies instead of 
two: ethnic Jews, Jewish proselytes, and non-law-observant Gentiles. The latter put pressure on the 
movement because they were unfamiliar with the Jewish Law and did not want to memorize or follow 
all its prescriptions. They especially disliked the idea of having to follow the Jewish diet and be cir-
cumcised, but the rest of the 613 commandments seemed unnecessary to them as well. Since the 
earliest leaders of the Christian movement had not yet made a ruling about whether converts had to 
be circumcised or observe the Jewish diet, the Law became hotly contested among the earliest Chris-
tians. This becomes aggravated when Paul begins to teach the Gentiles in his churches that the Law 
is not necessary for them to observe at all because Christ brought an end to the Law which God had 
intended to only be a temporary custodian anyway. Besides, Paul said, as long as the Gentiles love each 
other, they have fulfilled the Law inadvertently. Their faith made them righteous, not the Law (Rom. 
13:8–10). This teaching polarized the Christians so that Paul finds himself embattled against other mis-
sionaries who come into his communities to convince Gentiles to fully convert by being circumcised 
and by observing the Jewish commandments.

Paul’s decision to bring non-observant Gentiles into the movement caused the movement to frac-
ture along legal fault-lines. There was a range of opinions among Jews about the meaning and appli-
cation of the Law to real life situations. There were Jews who were Maximalists, believing that fidelity 
to the Law and its traditional interpretation should be strictly maintained. Minimalists were Jews 

FIGURE 1.4 Map of the world that Paul traveled.
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8 CHAPTER 1  Sectarian Jews 

who felt that there was flexibility when it came to interpreting how the Law should be observed. This 
flexibility allowed for innovative interpretations that would keep up with the changing times. The 
moderate Jews fell somewhere in between, thinking that traditional interpretation had its place, while 
allowing for some adaptability to new social situations.

It is important to recognize that this discussion over how the Jewish Law should be valued and 
applied to real life situations was integral to questions of Jewish identity. Historically, this kind of 
difference of opinion over the Law, typically, has resulted in the rise of separate social groups. For in-
stance, consider the modern Jewish landscape: the Jewish community consists of Orthodox Jews (Max-
imalists), Conservative Jews (Moderates), and Reform Jews (Minimalists). The Christian community 
too has developed socially along these lines so that modern denominations are organized around their 
position on the Law and its importance for salvation: Catholic and Orthodox Christians (Moderates), 
Protestants (Minimalists), and Messianic Jews (Maximalists).

It appears that the same social phenomenon took place among the very first Christians. The trigger 
appears to have been the conversion of masses of non-observant Gentiles in Paul’s churches–Gentiles 
who did not want to undergo circumcision or change their diet. This was the social crisis that got all of 
them thinking. How was the Jewish Law applicable to these new Gentile converts? While the Chris-
tians agreed that Gentiles ought to be brought into the covenant at the end of time to worship yhwh  
(Ps. 22:27; 86:9; Isa. 49:6; 60:3), they disagreed on how this ought to be done. The Maximalists Chris-
tians demanded that the Gentile converts be circumcised and fully observe all God’s commandments 
in his Law. Moderate Christians thought that circumcision was not necessary, but that other parts of 
the Law need to be intentionally observed, especially the Ten Commandments or some version of the 
Noahide laws (a reduced set of commandments that God gave Noah). Minimalist Christians expected 
Gentiles to devote themselves exclusively to the worship of the one God, love one another, and live 
temperately so as not to sin or bring unwanted attention to themselves. They thought that it was not 
necessary to burden Gentiles with the Law at the end of time when believers from the nations were 
being gathered together to worship God. Their faith was enough, they said, to make them righteous. 
Some of these Minimalists took Paul’s comment about Christ being the “end of the Law” to mean that 
they were not obligated to any moral code, but free to behave as the Holy Spirit so moved them. This 
is why Paul finds himself having to crack down on antinomian (lawless) and ecstatic or charismatic 
behaviors that begin to erode the social order of his churches.

Paul’s correspondences leave us in the mid-first century ce with a picture of a Jewish messianic 
movement that is fractured into three social parties along these legal fault-lines. In this textbook, we 
refer to these parties as the Maximalists, Moderates, and Minimalists. The Christian movement is gain-
ing the most ground among the non-observant Gentiles and the least ground among ethnic Jews. The 
growth of the movement is dependent upon missionaries who are either from the apostolic-run church 
in Jerusalem like Peter (Aramaic name: Cephas), independent operators like Paul and Apollos (mis-
sionary whom Paul meets in Ephesus), or people commissioned by their own local church like Prisca 
and Aquila (Jewish converts from Rome whom Paul also knows).

There is no indication from Paul’s letters that there is anyone in charge of all of the churches be-
ing founded, or that there is any single authority that controlled the missionaries and their message, 
or that there was some overarching plan and vision for the future of the Christian movement. At best, 
Paul regards the Jerusalem church as a legitimate authority because it predates Paul and is run by 
some of Jesus’ disciples. But he felt his own revelatory calling was just as legitimate. He did, however, 
find it strategic to link into the Jerusalem network because he thought that it would help authorize his 
own independent mission to the non-observant Gentiles in Asia Minor and Greece. That said, he was 
highly critical of the apostles when he disagreed with them, especially those who were not Minimal-
ists, and he did not feel in any way obliged to conform to their opinions.

From Paul’s letters we can glean that there are established churches in Jerusalem and Pales-
tine, north into Syria and Asia Minor, and west across Greece to Rome. So not only is the Christian 
movement split into three parties along legal fault-lines, but the churches also display regional char-
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1.2 The Christian Standard Versions 9

acteristics, so that the churches in northern Asia Minor, for example, develop local traditions and 
interpretations of scriptures that are distinct from those developed in other locales, and so forth. This 
means that there was not a time when the Christian movement was homogeneous. It was a pluralistic 
movement from the start. This diversity only generates more diversity as the movement expands into 
the late-first and early-second centuries.

What is stable in the churches is the fact that all the churches baptize their converts in Jesus’ name 
and share a thanksgiving meal that they call the Eucharist, with its ritual blessings memorialized as 
Jesus’ words (variations of: “This is my body that is for you”; “This cup is the new covenant in my 
blood” 1 Cor. 11:23–26). The other constant is the fact that all the churches are charismatic, paradigms 
of religious enthusiasm. The Christians in all the churches thought that they were experiencing the 
fulfillment of the end-time prophecy found in Joel 2:28: “I will pour out my spirit out on every per-
son; your sons and daughters will prophesy; your elders will dream dreams, and your youth will see 
visions.” The Christians insisted that the Holy Spirit had descended on them at their baptisms and 
filled them up, making them prophets, healers, and visionaries.

Because of this charisma – the spirit filled both the sons and the daughters so that “in Christ there 
is neither male nor female” (Gal. 3:28) – women held positions of power alongside men in the first 
churches. Paul names women who preached alongside him (i.e. Euodia and Synthyche: Phil. 4:2–3), 
women who led churches in their homes (i.e. Nympha: Col. 4:15; Chloe: 1 Cor. 1:10–13; Prisca: 1 Cor. 
16:3–4, 19; Phoebe: Rom. 16:1–2; Apphia: Philem. 1), women who were apostles and missionaries 
(i.e. Prisca: 1 Cor. 16:3–4, 19; Junia: Rom. 16:7), women who were co-workers (i.e. Phoebe: Rom. 16:3; 
Mary: Rom. 16:6; Typhena and Tryphosa: Rom. 16:12; Persis: Rom. 16:12), and women who were dea-
cons (i.e. Phoebe: Rom. 16:1–2). Women converts were doing the same things as male converts, includ-
ing traveling as apostles, presiding over house-churches, prophesying, and preaching.

1.2 The Christian Standard Versions
When did Christianity start and who started it? Did Christianity start with Jesus in Galilee as has been 
traditionally assumed by Protestant churches? Or Peter the apostle as Catholic doctrine has it? Or 
James the brother of Jesus and leader of the first church in Jerusalem as the Orthodox proclaim? Or 
was it the joint creation of his disciples, who after Jesus’ death found themselves unemployed, in need 
of work, as the German Enlightenment philosopher Hermann Samuel Reimarus argued in a draft of a 
work which was so radical that it was kept secret until after his death (1694–1768)? Or was it invented 
by Saul of Tarsus turned Paul the Apostle, a Jew who, after an ecstatic experience, fashioned a message 
about Jesus that was wildly attractive to non-Jews, as many biblical scholars today maintain?

While these answers are all different, they are more similar than we might think. All assume that 
Christianity started around the time of Jesus and involved a cast of characters that were chosen by 
him to establish the Christian church and its legacy: Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Protestantism. In 
other words, all these stories, including the academic one, do the work of authorizing our present-day 
Christian churches, giving them a direct line back to Jesus.

These linear stories construct the origins of Christianity by connecting the Christian church, as 
we know it today, with Jesus. In this way, late doctrines like the Trinity or the Two Natures of Jesus, 
sacraments like the Eucharist, the creation of the New Testament scriptural canon, and ecclesiastic 
structures like the Papacy are authorized by Jesus through a succession that occurred via his apostles 
and a second-century cast of characters, traditionally, called the Apostolic Fathers (the successors to 
the apostles), and the Church Fathers (the successors to the Apostolic Fathers) (Figure 1.5). Generally, 
these narratives are told as a coherent chronological story starting in Galilee or Jerusalem with Jesus 
and then soldiering through the New Testament documents, the Apostolic Fathers, and the Church 
Fathers, mining them for positivist historical information.
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Frequently in these stories, the Fathers of the Church are in conflict with other Christians whom 
they identify as fake Christians masquerading as real Christians. In these stories, the fake Christians 
are called heretics, a label which reflects the position that they have deviated from the straight and 
narrow path of the truth or orthodoxy preserved by the Church Fathers. The early Catholic Church 
is viewed as the rightful heir and guardian of the New Testament scriptures, which the heretics have 
misunderstood, corrupted, and abused.

This orthodox narrative was first forged by the Church Fathers in order to displace and marginal-
ize Christians they disagreed with at a time when what it meant to be Christian was hotly contested. 
This story has had a long shelf-life because it has served the purposes of Christian churches over the 
centuries. It has survived for two thousand years, broadcast not only within Christian churches, but 
also within the academic fields of Biblical Studies and Church History, which were originally located 
within the religious discipline of theology. There have been two basic academic versions of the story, 
both reflecting standard theological narratives of Church History.

The standard Catholic version presents the story as a continuous development of church insti-
tutions and doctrines that represent the outward expressions of the Holy Spirit working within the 
community, an idea that gained traction in the academy through the nineteenth-century work of 
Catholic theologian and Church historian Johann Adam Moehler (1796–1838 ce). This continuity is 
presented from Jesus to the Council of Nicaea as a natural progression of the maturation of Christian 
doctrine and practices by learned men who, in this line of apostolic succession, understood the truth 
of Jesus’ incarnation and worked to communicate this sacred mystery in the language and culture of 
the times. In other words, it was the natural process of enculturation, when the sacred truth came to be 
expressed in Greek philosophical jargon. While the doctrines are viewed as human constructions, they 
are meant to witness to the truth of the incarnation and safeguard it. The Fathers were defenders of 
the sacred truth against others who would try to pedal a cheap imitation. The Fathers’ well-organized 
defense of the truth triumphed at Nicaea (325 CE) and has been expressed ever since in official coun-
cils and creeds (Figure 1.6).

The standard Protestant version of the story developed out of Catholic–Protestant conflicts in the 
wake of the Reformation (1517–1648 ce). It presents the development of the orthodox doctrines of the 
Catholic Church as a corruption of the pure truth taught by Jesus found in the scriptures. This echoes 

FIGURE 1.5 Classifications “Apostolic Fathers” and “Church Fathers”.
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the Protestant doctrine of sola scriptura, that the New Testament is the self-contained deposit of the 
revelation of Jesus. This version haunts the academic work of the famous German Lutheran Church 
historian, Adolph von Harnack (1851–1930 ce), who said that Christianity started with the true prin-
ciples taught by Jesus. Over time, these true principles were degraded under the weight of intellec-
tual activity and Greek philosophical speculations that focused on understanding Jesus’ person and 
nature rather than Jesus’ teachings which were the real essence of Christianity. He calls this process 
the Hellenization of Christianity (when Christianity was made to conform to Greek thought) which, 
he says, transformed the “living faith” into creeds that had to be believed and ceremonies that had to 
be followed.

Why did the Hellenization of Christianity occur in the first place? Harnack gives this first-place 
honor to the heretics who, out of their pagan fascination with Greek culture, hellenized Christianity to 
the extreme. Harnack says that the Catholic Fathers remedied the acute enculturation program of the 
heretics, putting its own teachings, worship, and practices into fixed forms and ordinances that tried to 
keep the worst of pagan culture, like polytheism, at bay, while still speaking the language of the Greek 
world. When all is said and done, Harnack presents a picture of the origins of Christianity rooted in 
Jesus’ original message minus all the Catholic accoutrements which, he explains, were analogous to 
the Hellenization program of the pagan heretics anyway.

In 1934, the German Church historian, Walter Bauer (1877–1960 ce), published the first history 
of early Christianity which aimed to deconstruct these standard narratives because, Bauer explains, 
he had recognized that they were more theological stories than historical accounts. By examining 
regional Christian literature and legends, Bauer investigates whether there was a primary Christian 
church with an ecclesiastical teaching from which heresies diverged. As a historian, he says that he felt 

FIGURE 1.6 Nicene Creed (325 ce).
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compelled to set aside his theological biases and to let the other side also be heard. By casting aside his 
preconceived ideas about what ancient Christianity was supposed to look like, he started his project by 
remaining open to all possibilities.

In his book, Bauer ponders where to start. He realizes that his project cannot start with the 
New Testament because the majority of texts cannot be arranged confidently either chronologically 
or geographically. Nor can the precise circumstances of the origins of these texts, including their 
authors, be sufficiently determined. He instead offers to write a retrohistory, starting at a later time 
when information about early Christians is better known, then working backward to figure out 
what is less known. As he works backward through the materials, he demonstrates how orthodox 
Catholic authors construct legends and forge texts to create, authorize, and distribute their truth 
across the Mediterranean into regions that were not originally orthodox but non-Catholic to begin 
with. In the end he determines that there was no original unity of thought or practice among the 
Christians – orthodoxy was not the original Christianity – but instead, there was a great diversity 
that, beginning in the second century, was disciplined and restrained by Catholics who cast them-
selves as the original Christians. Bauer had dropped a bomb: early Christianity was plural and ortho-
doxy was constructed.

But the bomb did not detonate immediately. It was only decades later, when scholars began 
in earnest to study newly discovered Christian writings from Nag Hammadi, that Bauer’s thesis 
finally gained an audience. For these scholars, the vast diversity of non-orthodox thought and prac-
tices reflected in the Nag Hammadi collection destabilized the standard story of orthodoxy (Figure 
1.7). Bauer’s insistence on Christianity’s original plurality rang true even when some of his specific 
arguments had become dated and his interpretation was shown to carry on the project of Liberal 

FIGURE 1.7 Contents of Christian books found in the Nag Hammadi Codices.
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1.3 Trajectories Through Early Christianity 13

Protestantism from the nineteenth century. The Liberal Protestant project arose in order to sync 
Christianity with modern intellectual knowledge. Liberal Protestants took seriously Darwin and 
the scientific method, so that, for instance, the Bible and church creeds came to be understood by 
Liberal Protestants as human cultural products. Orthodoxy was also viewed as a human cultural 
construction, set into motion by the apostles. Orthodoxy was seen as only one way among many 
diverse ways to frame Christian truth. So, while Bauer made many historical advances in our under-
standing that early Christianity was plural and orthodoxy constructed, he continued the theological 
Protestant project of his era by writing a history that left Jesus as the sole authority of the Christian 
church and truth.

1.3 Trajectories Through Early Christianity
If Christianity was originally diverse and orthodoxy constructed and secondarily imposed to limit and 
control this diversity, then the model of a linear progression of the Church from Jesus to the Apostles 
to the Apostolic Fathers to the Church Fathers to Nicaea was fractured, if not split open. In place of this 
narrative, New Testament scholars Helmut Koester (1926–2016 ce) and James Robinson (1924–2016 
ce) offered the model of trajectories through early Christianity. Their idea was simple. Investigate the 
earliest Christian texts – the New Testament texts and a select number of non-canonical sources – and 
map the variant forms of Christianity represented in them. Then demonstrate how these variant forms 
of early Christianity produced other types of Christianity that moved through history in a variety of 
trajectories.

Using this model, they emphasized that early Christianity was not randomly plural but the plu-
rality developed along trajectories that were traceable. For instance, they suggested that an orthodox 
trajectory can be traced from Paul to Ephesians to 1 Peter to Luke-Acts to the Pastorals to the emergent 
Catholic Church. Another trajectory went from Paul to certain heterodox (not conforming to orthodox 
standards) second-century Christians, from Colossians to Valentinus, Basilides, and Marcion. As they 
mapped the trajectories, they brought into question the privileging of New Testament texts so that 
the study of New Testament texts, in their work, was bundled together with the study of second-cen-
tury Christian literature. Their model resisted telling the story of the history of the Christian church. 
Instead, they created a history-of-ideas model that showed how Christian thought developed along 
different thought paths among early Christians.

The trajectories model had ties with earlier scholarship which had determined that there were two 
major Christian movements represented in the New Testament texts and which became significant 
players in early Christianity. In this way early Christianity was divided into Jewish Christianity and 
Pauline or Gentile (non-Jewish) Christianity. Today, this terminology is considered dated because it 
coded Jewish Christianity as legalistic and backward, while also inaccurately suggesting that Jewish 
Christians were ethnic Jews, which was not always the case. Some were Gentile converts. In addition, 
as we already learned, earliest Christianity was a Jewish sectarian movement that brought Gentiles 
into the People of Israel alongside ethnic Jews.

The trajectories model has been influential because it created space for imagining early 
Christian diversity outside the traditional stories. Yet it has been criticized for not going far enough 
beyond the traditional story because it simply multiplies the old teleological narrative of the Catho-
lics into many similar narratives with beginnings that determine the endings (or vice versa). More 
problematic is the understanding of individual trajectories as representatives of different forms of 
Christianity developing in isolation of each other, with little allowance for multiple trajectories in 
a single geographical location. Because individuals and texts are placed within single trajectories, it 
has been difficult to imagine individuals or texts participating in multiple trajectories.
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In the end, we are left in a mire with no real answers to the simplest questions. What does the 
plurality of early Christianity mean for our understanding of early Christianity history? How did early 
Christian diversity originate? What did the various movements look like and where were they located? 
How did the various movements relate to each other? What made the movements different from each 
other? What made the movements Christian? What factored into the intergenerational survival of 
some and the failure of others?

1.4 Family Networks of Christian Movements
This textbook aims to answer these questions, but to do so by implementing a different model based on 
the concept of family networks. Modeling early Christian movements in networks of religious families 
decenters the standard Catholic and Protestant stories so that the products of history (Catholicism, 
Orthodoxy, and Protestantism) do not determine the telling of the stories. This model also allows us to 
map the emergence of Christian pluralism in a relational rather than isolationist way, so that we can 
come to understand the connections between different groups as well as the multivocality (multiple 
authorial voices) and the multivalency (multiple meanings) of the Jewish and early Christian texts 
they used (Figure 1.8). This means that different groups could use the same texts but interpret them in 
remarkably distinct (and even opposite) ways.

This model has its roots in the rise of taxonomy or classification that developed in the biological 
sciences in the eighteenth century in order to describe, identify, and name organisms systematically 
based on shared characteristics. Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778 ce), a Swedish botanist, is considered the 
father of modern taxonomy, since he introduced the formal system of naming organisms with two 
Latin names: the first identifies their genus (e.g. Homo) and the second their species (e.g. sapiens).

After Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species, scientists retooled the old taxonomies to 
reflect Darwin’s principle of common descent. When they began to diagram evolutionary trees or clado-
grams, they realized monophyletic (single arrangement) groups, like “mammals” or “birds” defined by a 
set of shared attributes with a recent common ancestor, were not always the case. Groups of organisms 
existed that were not defined with reference to a recent common ancestor and a property which was 
necessary and sufficient for membership in that group. This led researchers to talk about polyphyletic 
(multiple arrangement) groups like marine mammals or flying vertebrates that are composed of organ-
isms that share a large number of similarities, yet no property is necessarily shared by all individuals in the 
group, and no individual has all the properties generally characteristic of members of its group.

FIGURE 1.8 The difference between multivocality (multiple authors) and multivalency (multiple meanings).
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Consider this possible polyphyletic scenario illustrated below (Figure 1.9). There are six individuals 
who can be grouped according to seven attributes A–G. In this case, one grouping (Species 1) includes 
individuals 1–3 and a second grouping (Species 2) includes individuals 4–6. Each grouping shares a 
majority of attributes. In Species 1, each member shares at least one of the attributes C or D, neither of 
which is present in the second grouping. In Species 2, each member shares at least one of the attributes E, 
F, or G and none of these are present in the first grouping. We might imagine that the individuals could be 
arranged so that the individuals resemble their nearest neighbors very closely and their further neighbors 
less closely. Those individuals nearest the extremes would resemble each other hardly at all.

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951 ce) famously applied this concept to philosophy using the concept 
of a game as an example. What makes Solitaire, Chess, Ring-Around-The-Rosie, and Minecraft games? 
There are no “essential” attributes of games, Wittgenstein said, but rather there are overlapping charac-
teristics shared by individual games. The category game is heterogenous, so that individual games share 
many but not all the properties that games have in common (Figure 1.10). Wittgenstein called these sim-
ilarities family resemblances. Games, he said, form a family whose members have family resemblances 

FIGURE 1.9 Table laying out possible polyphyletic scenario.

FIGURE 1.10 Example of game grouping based on family resemblances Series 1 (1–3): Board Games; Series 2 
(4–6): Computer Games.
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which overlap. The members of a family are related to each other in different ways. Families are compli-
cated networks of similarities that overlap and crisscross. When we study games, Wittgenstein advised, 
we should not think that there must be something in common or they would not be called “games.”

Rodney Needman (1923–1996 ce) applied Wittgenstein’s idea to the field of social anthropology when 
he reflected on the concept of kinship which he understood to be the allocation of rights (i.e. group member-
ship, succession to office, inheritance of property, locality of residence, type of occupation, etc.) and their 
transmission from one generation to the next. He resists defining kinship prescriptively but instead wants to 
think about it as a category with possible features that are related to each other and vary from case to case.

J. Gordon Melton (1942– ce), scholar of American religions, used the idea of family resemblances 
and networks to successfully chart the modern religious landscape in his massive Encyclopedia of 
American Religions. He organized various groups into 26 religious families based on common heritage, 
thought worlds, and lifestyles, while recognizing that aspects of these features would vary and overlap 
from group to group within each family. His organization helps us see the emergence of various move-
ments, as well as understand the various movements and their families in relationship to each other.

This textbook likewise organizes the diversity of early Christianity into families. Groups in each fam-
ily may share many similar features, but not all, and they share in common some features that are distinct 
from other families. The features that are studied in the following chapters include each group’s theol-
ogy (beliefs about God), Christology (beliefs about Christ), cosmogony (beliefs about creation), cosmology 
(beliefs about world structure), anthropology (beliefs about humans), soteriology (beliefs about salvation), 
devotional patterns (worship activities), ecclesiastic (church) organization, scriptural usage, and remem-
bered heritage, especially when it comes to their understanding of Judaism and their ties to it. The families 
that they belong to are comprehensively mapped out in the final chapter of the textbook, after all the evi-
dence of the individual groups is presented in the preceding chapters. In this way, our understanding of the 
early Christian landscape is created out of the sources rather than superimposed on them.

1.5 Rethinking How We Talk About 
Religious Movements

While it is essential to understand the broad families of early Christian movements, it is also impor-
tant to understand the nature of each of the movements within the different families. The sociology of 
religious movements has gained ground in recent years with the recognition that the traditional termi-
nology that relies on church (conventional religious organization), sect (deviant religious organization 
with traditional beliefs and practices), and cult (deviant religious organization with novel beliefs and 
practices) is not sufficient to describe religious movements, but is a product of the Protestant world-
view and authorizes Christian denominationalism. Consider how problematic this typology is when 
we are analyzing a religious landscape like second-century Christianity that does not have a conven-
tional religious organization yet. Also consider how this typology organizes religious movements in 
relationship to the categories of what is normative and what is deviant, which immediately values or 
devalues particular movements. Sociologists of religion have tried to adjust this typology, but their 
adjustments have mainly served their purposes in describing new religious movements in relationship 
to their tension with society and secularism, how world-affirming or denying they are. This also is not 
sufficient for trying to describe early Christian plurality.

In this textbook, we use a new typology to describe the types of religious groups that make up early 
Christian sectarianism (Figure 1.11). Here sectarianism denotes independently organized groups that claim 
to be the authentic representatives of the same religious tradition. Within this sectarianism, we observe five 
types of religious movements based on the ways in which they form or emerge. A consolidated religious 
movement is a group created when two or more independent religious units form a single network with 
common religious leadership. A modern example is the merger of the American Unitarian Association and 
the Universalist Church of America, in 1961, to form the Unitarian Universalist Association. A reformed 
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FIGURE 1.11 Diagram illustrating how new religious movements emerge.

religious movement is a group which has changed something about the religious group with which its mem-
bers are already affiliated. Usually the reformed group perceives itself as a restoration of the ideal form of 
the tradition and operates tensely within the  tradition to make these reforms. If opposed, they often secede 
and form an independent and competing organization as happened during the Protestant Reformation. In 
a secessionist religious movement an independent religious group is formed when a segment splits off from a 
religious group and starts an alternative form of the parent group. An example of a secessionist movement 
is the Pilgrims who left the Church of England which they perceived to be corrupt. A schismatic religious 
movement is created when a single religious movement splits into smaller segments, such as what happened 
in 1054 when the Catholic Church split into the Roman Catholic and the Greek Orthodox Churches. A 
counter religious movement is a group formed in opposition to another religious group because it disagrees 
with the other group and attempts to compete with it for converts. A modern example is Mormonism or 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. An innovative religious movement is a group that emerges 
as a novel religious organization, generated as a product of innovation. The Church of Christ, Scientist is 
a contemporary example of an innovative religious Christian movement that emerged when Mesmerism 
and the teachings of Phineas Parkhurst Quimby informed Mary Baker Eddy’s interpretation of her personal 
visions and study of the Bible.

1.6 All that Jazz
To write a history of early Christianity is to grapple with the extreme diversity among early Christians. If 
we were to put this history to music, the composition would not be a symphony in four movements with 
brisk and lively beginnings in Jesus’ mission to the slow and lyrical development of the early church to the 
contrast and clash with the heretics to the climatic triumph of the Catholic Church in the finale. Nor would 
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the story of its pluralism be written as the discordant compositions of modern composers with no melody. 
Rather it would be a jazz composition in which a melody is improvised again and again around a variety of 
patterns of chord progressions and harmony lines that may not be orthodox.

What are some of the patterns that the early Christians used to improvise their melodies? Certain pat-
terns involve theology. We see throughout this book, three distinct theological patterns entertained by the 
Christians (Figure 1.12). One pattern, yahwism, focuses on the worship of the Biblical Creator God whose 
name is yhwh. Another pattern is transtheism (from Latin: trans-, beyond) centering on a transcendental 
primal God who is the source of life but not the actual Creator of the universe. The final pattern, xenotheism 
(from Greek: xeno-, foreigner) features a God who is a foreigner or alien intruder in our universe.

When it comes to demiurgy (who created the universe; from Greek: demiurgos, craftsman), the pat-
terns are highly complex, involving many moving parts. At the most basic level, there are two potential 
patterns. In the autocrat pattern, the creator God creates the universe by himself. In the administrator 
pattern, God creates the universe using an assistant or assistants like angels or attendant Gods. Often 
the administrators are envisioned as mental aspects of God (e.g. God’s reason or logos; God’s wisdom 
or sophia). These usually are described as powers (Greek: dynameis or exousia) or angels.

Demiurgy becomes complicated when we start considering the nature of the creator figure or figures 
(Figure 1.13). If the creator figure or figures are benevolent and conscientious, we are dealing with the 
caretaker demiurge. If the figure or figures are malicious, we are faced with the villain demiurge. When 
the universe is created by a rebellious figure or figures, the rebel demiurge is playing out. When the uni-
verse is created by a figure or figures who are fools or do not know any better, the ignorant demiurge is 
in control. Closely related is the impaired demiurge. These creator figures are somehow diminished in 
their capacity, flawed, or deficient. This deficiency might be a character flaw (e.g. narcissism; erogene-
ity; lust; arrogance) or a flaw in their own generation (e.g. they are copies of an original). Sometimes the 
figure or figures are operating in discriminatory ways, showing favoritism or partiality to some of their 

FIGURE 1.12 Early Christian theological patterns.
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creatures. This is the patron demiurge. Sometimes the demiurge creates to rule his universe with a set of 
laws that require him to judge human compliance, to reward and punish his creatures as a high court 
justice might. This is the justice demiurge. To complicate matters, none of these descriptions is mutually 
exclusive. For instance, a demiurge may be an ignoramus and also impaired. Or the demiurge may be a 
caretaker while also a patron or a justice.

In all Christian systems, the created universe is a place of evil, although what evil is and what is 
evil varies, as are explanations for the origins of evil. Demons exist in all Christian systems as powerful 
evil supernatural beings who play a part in ruling the universe, sometimes even as the demiurge. They 
control human beings, tempting them to sin by inciting the passions (i.e. lust, anger, gluttony, etc.). 
They possess human beings and make them sick. They incite people to conflict and war. This means 
that Christians in antiquity looked at the human body with suspicion and the material world around 
them as a potential booby trap.

This also means that most Christians were very conflicted about their bodies and the world. While 
some thought that the universe was created with good intention and others malicious intention, this did not 
mean that the “good intention” Christians saw the material world and their bodies as good in contrast to the 
“evil intention” Christians who saw the world and their bodies as evil. Rather Christians who thought the 
universe was created with good intention, also thought that Satan or the Devil ruled the world and demons 
were all around them wreaking havoc. Those who thought the world was created with malicious intention 
thought that the creator God ruled the world and demons were all around them wreaking havoc. In both 
cases, the physical world and the human body are viewed as the playground of the demons.

The universe that these demiurgic figures create is always a place of suffering and death, although 
the explanations for why this is the case (a.k.a. theodicy) and what humans are supposed to do about it 
are highly dependent on the interaction of the theological and demiurgic patterns that each Christian 
movement assembled for itself. At the core of these various explanations for why the universe is a place 
of suffering and death however are two basic options. Either a God or Gods are responsible (faulty-god 
pattern) or humans are responsible (faulty-human pattern). These patterns were not mutually exclusive, 
but could be combined. The Christians did not consider the no-fault pattern (as in “shit happens”).

When it comes down to it, Christian movements are all about building salvific or soteriological 
(from Greek: soter, savior) systems that allow Christians liberation from demonic control here on 
earth and in their afterlives. This afterlife was imagined as a utopian world that would be fashioned 
following the eschaton when the world and demonic rule ended. The soteriological options that 
the Christians developed depended on their explanations for evil and preferred patterns of theodicy 

FIGURE 1.13 Patterns of Demiurgy.
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(Figure 1.14). All Christian systems promoted a God who intervened in history to save humanity. 
In all systems, Jesus’ death is instrumental in this act of salvation. All Christians believed salvation 
was exclusive to them as God’s elect, and that, in order to be redeemed, it was necessary to join their 
group, participate in their rituals, and live a life that reflected their redeemed status. The question 
that the groups debated was whether humans had to achieve their salvation through human actions 
too. Does salvation depend on whether certain laws were observed that God required them to follow 
(Figure 1.15)? Christian systems that answered affirmatively represent the achievement pattern (hu-
mans have to do something to achieve their salvation). If answered negatively, the system represents 
the gift pattern (salvation is a gift of God’s grace alone).

Anthropological patterns are recognizable too. In antiquity, human beings were understood to 
have physical material bodies (a.k.a. flesh; Greek: sarx) animated by the soul (Greek: psyche). The soul 
is the human’s mental and emotional self, very similar to our modern psychological term, psyche. 
One common pattern is monistic, perceiving the soul to be the breath of life animating the body. It is 
the material principle of vitality that makes up the person’s mental capacities. It is what makes the 
person a living conscious being. The soul does not exist outside the body. Body and soul form a single 
indissoluble monistic unit. The soul, like the body, is mortal. The deceased is destined to be a shade 
or ghost in the afterlife. For some Jews this meant that the deceased – body and soul – are supposed 
to be resurrected from the dead and immortalized at the end of time to live in the new utopian world.

The second anthropological pattern is dualistic, based on the teachings of Plato who believed that 
the soul was immortal. The soul was divided into a higher self – the mental capacity to reason (Greek: 
nous, mind) – and a lower self – the appetite and passions. The soul fell from its heavenly abode and 
embodied when it lost sight of God. The immortal soul is released at death and, in many dualistic sys-
tems, reincarnates (Greek: metempsychosis) until it achieves perfection and can return to its heavenly 
starting place. Some Christians, however, were dualists but they straddled the fence on the question of 
the soul’s immortality. They believed that the soul of baptized Christians will separate from the body at 

FIGURE 1.14 Patterns of Theodicy: Who is responsible for suffering?
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FIGURE 1.15 Patterns of Soteriology: Who Saves Us?

death and wait around in a heavenly realm. Then at the end of time, the body will be resurrected from 
the grave, the soul will be immortalized, and they will join together as a resurrected being for eternity.

The third anthropological pattern is triadic, where the human being is more than body and soul. 
In this pattern, the ability to intuit and discern the truth (rather than reason out the truth) is under-
stood as a separate mental capacity, usually called the Spirit (Greek: Pneuma) but also called the Mind 
(Greek: Nous). This capacity is immortal and divine. In this pattern, the Spirit or Mind is the true 
self rather than the soul. In some instances, all humans are seeded with the Spirit or Mind. In other 
instances, only an elect group is gifted with it, while everyone else has a counterfeit spirit that is not 
divine or immortal. Systems are built to ensure the separation of the soul from the body, and then 
the spirit from the soul. Usually, the soul’s final resting place is different from the final abode of the 
spirit. One Christian group in antiquity used a quadratic pattern, adding to the triadic a substance they 
believed to be superior to the spirit (which was divine, in their view, but not God’s equivalent). They 
called this fourth substance filial, believing it to be equivalent to God, born as a child from a parent.

Five basic Christological patterns emerge among the first Christians (Figure 1.16). The adult pos-
session pattern relied on scriptural stories of Jewish prophets who received God’s Spirit when they 
were chosen by God. It explains Jesus’ divinity in terms of Jesus, the human being receiving the Holy 
Spirit at his baptism. This Spirit leaves him when he is dying on the cross. The human Jesus is gifted 
with the Holy Spirit because he had lived a morally exceptional life and aligned his own will or soul 
with the possessing Spirit. He is rewarded with a resurrected angelic body following his death when 
God raises him from the dead to live eternally among the heavenly host.

Some early Christians pushed the possession pattern back to the womb, believing that an angel 
or Spirit or Power possessed the gestating Jesus. While Jesus was born fully human (he had a mortal 
body and soul), he also, from birth, was possessed by an extraordinary Power that allowed him to do 
extraordinary things. This is the fetal possession pattern.

The hybrid pattern relies on the popular imagination of the ancients who recognized extraordinary 
and heroic people as divine-human hybrids. Geniuses like Plato were mythologized as children of God. 
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Plato, in fact, was considered the son of the God Apollo and Perictione, the virgin wife of Ariston (who 
was told in a vision not to have sex with Perictione until Apollo’s child was born). Alexander the Great 
was known to have been Zeus’ son born of his liaison with the Macedonian Queen Olympia. If we were 
to list all the hybrid offspring of sexual trysts between Greek Gods and human partners, the list would 
be pages long. This same cultural imagination was applied to Jesus so that he was understood to be 
sired by God’s Spirit in Mary’s womb, born a divine-human hybrid capable of performing superhuman 
feats like walking on water, feeding crowds from a few loaves of bread, and even raising the dead. Yet, 
because he was also human, he was mortal and died.

The ensoulment pattern plays with anthropological dualism, the idea that the soul is a separate 
entity that exists before birth, and after death outside the body. At birth, the soul descends from heaven 
and enters the material body which it animates as the human psyche. In Jesus’ case, the separate entity 
is a special divinity (e.g. an angel, divine Power, God’s Mind or Wisdom) that descends as Jesus’ soul. 
In other words, Jesus is God in flesh. In cases where the anthropology is triadic, this concept can be 
extended to include the Spirit. This means that the Spirit of the human Jesus also is an extraordi-
nary divinity.

The visitation pattern understands Jesus to be a divine entity who descends to earth and is indis-
tinguishable from human beings in the same way that angels or Gods like Zeus or Apollo or Aphrodite 
appear on earth. In Biblical stories, angels eat, drink, and are entertained unaware by humans. In 
Genesis 6, angels have sex with women and birth giants. This is true for the Greek Gods as well. They 
too are perceived to be indistinguishable from humans in their appearance. They frequently have sex 
and babies with human partners, although their babies are born extraordinary demigods as we have 
previously learned.

From this brief overview it is clear that the Christians improvised using a large number of patterns 
and their combinations in their literature. Yet it is a dilemma how to write a Christian history as a jazz 
composition rather than the more familiar orthodox symphony with its predetermined beginning and 

FIGURE 1.16 Early Christology patterns.
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ending. When we look at the historical literature produced by the Christians, what is actually known 
about the movement immediately after Paul is murky. While Paul’s letters are our oldest records of 
the beginnings of the movement and provide us with fabulous details that help us understand what 
the movement looked like around 50 ce, it is more difficult to figure out what happened between the 
mid-first century and the mid-second century. The reasons for this have to do with the fact that by 
the late-first century the first-generation (ca. 30–70 ce) and the original leaders of the movement had 
died, leaving the churches without direct historical memory of Jesus or the direct knowledge about 
the beginning of the movement. This memory loss is exacerbated by the First Roman–Jewish War 
(66–73 ce) which ended tragically for the Jews. The Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed and the total 
population of the city massacred.

This meant that Christians in Jerusalem (who might have been lucky enough to get out of town 
before the massacre) became war refugees. Tradition has it that most Christians in Judea fled across 
the Jordan deeper into Mesopotamia just as the war was starting (Figure 1.17). The consequence of the 
migration of Christians from war-ravaged areas of Judea is huge. After 70 ce, the church in Jerusalem 
is no longer a viable center for the Christian movement as the Christians scatter across the Syrian 
Diaspora all the way to Persia (modern Iran and Iraq), many ending up in smaller independent groups 
along the rivers which were convenient locations for their baptisms.

Post-Pauline literature is extremely difficult to date although it is clear that this literature is aware 
that the temple has been destroyed and that new church leadership models are being experimented 
with now that the first-generation leaders were gone. The fact that Jesus had not yet returned nor had 
the world ended are constantly mentioned and rationalized in this literature. The texts were either 
anonymously published because the actual authors were not well-known leaders or pseudonymously 
published. The pseudonyms gave the texts heroic and legitimate authors from among the first-gen-
eration of Christians. This anonymous literature includes not only the gospels that later Christians 
called the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John, but also texts like the Book of Acts, Hebrews, 
Revelation, and pseudonymous letters like James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus. It includes 
gospels that were not collected into the New Testament, like the Gospel of Thomas, Mary, Philip, and 

FIGURE 1.17 Migration of Judean Christian refugees as result of First Roman–Jewish War.
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Judas and writings like the Didache. It is clear that these texts were written after 70 ce but how much 
after is debatable and is argued on a case-by-case basis. How these case-by-case arguments are made 
determines how scholars write their histories of earliest Christianity.

The first time in the historical record that we hear about the existence of letters of Paul and 
Christian gospels is in the mid-second century among third-generation Christians (110–150 ce) 
who themselves disagree about where they came from and whose versions of them are authentic. 
Gospels do not start getting author’s names and origin stories attached to them until the fourth gen-
eration of Christians (150–190 ce) with Irenaeus who was a bishop of Lyons (ca. 177–202 ce). He 
claimed that his church was better than other churches because it had not just one gospel, but four 
gospels that had apostolic lineage: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. While Irenaeus claims these 
gospels as the intellectual property of his church, we know that other fourth-generation Christians 
were using them too, but interpreting them very differently. For instance, Heracleon (ca. 175 ce), 
one of Valentinus’ Gnostic students whom we meet later in this textbook, wrote the first scholarly 
commentary on the Gospel of John, a text that the Valentinian Gnostic movement interpreted in 
their own fashion.

In this textbook, we are going to approach the history of early Christianity by starting in the 
middle with Christian literature that we can reliably date and position geographically (ca. 120–220 ce). 
This retrospective approach means that the end does not determine the beginning of the story nor does 
the beginning of the story determine the end. Once the middle is mapped, we will have a good sense 
of the makeup of the family networks of Christians, the patterns they develop and rely on, and their 
relationships to each other. By decentering the standard linear stories of Christian origins, we are able 
to write in the final chapter of this textbook, a brief retrohistory that accounts for the emergence of the 
different Christianities and their intergenerational struggles for survival.

We begin this project with Marcion of Sinope because he is the first Christian we learn about 
from the historical record, who had a Christian gospel and the letters of Paul, which he was studying, 
editing, and publishing. So in the next chapter, we begin in Rome around 130 ce with Marcion and 
his story.

Takeaways
1.	 Earliest Christianity is pluriform from the start, shaped by three parties (Maximalists, Moderates, and Mini-

malists) and the regional cultures of different native populations.

2.	 Early Christians wrote a large amount of literature in the first, second, and third centuries ce that expressed 
their beliefs and practices. Only a small portion of this literature is found in the New Testament.

3.	 Early Christian literature has been divided into several categories including the New  Testament or canonical lit-
erature, the Christian Apocrypha, the Nag Hammadi writings, the Apostolic Fathers, and the Church Fathers.

4.	 Paul’s authentic letters are the oldest surviving Christian writings, presenting us with a picture of early Chris-
tianity as a charismatic, pluriform, and Jewish sectarian movement that is decentralized and especially attrac-
tive to Gentiles.

5.	 Because the early Christian movement believed that the Spirit filled its sons and daughters, making them 
prophets, healers, and visionaries as promised by Joel 2:28, women held  positions of power alongside men in 
the first churches.

6.	 There are many ways to write the history of early Christianity, although most have been written as church 
histories which authorize Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Protestantism.

7.	 This textbook implements a new model – the family network and the concept of family resemblances – to 
explain and map Christian diversity.
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8.	 The history of Christianity is most akin to a jazz composition that uses patterns of chord progressions 
and harmony lines to improvise melodies. Distinct patterns of theology, demiurgy, theodicy, soteriology, 
anthropology, and Christology are in play throughout the early Christian literature studied in this textbook.

9.	 While early Christianity is characterized as a plurality of sectarian movements, socially these movements 
formed in relationship to each other. A typology of the emergence of religious movements can help us deter-
mine and understand these relationships better.

Questions
1.	 How does earliest Christianity compare to other contemporary Jewish sects? What makes it a unique movement?

2.	 Why was the Christian movement more attractive to Gentile converts than ethnic Jews?

3.	 Who would the Maximalist party have been most attractive to? Why?

4.	 Who would the Minimalist party have been most attractive to? Why?

5.	 Who would the Moderate party have been most attractive to? Why?

6.	 What advantages are there to writing the history of early Christianity by starting in the  middle of the story 
rather than at the beginning and the end? Do you think it really matters? If so, why?

7.	 If Christians were so diverse that they worshipped different Gods, had different schemes for Jesus’ divinity, 
thought about theodicy and demiurgy in opposing ways, etc., what makes their melodies Christian?

8.	 How does the Family Networks of Christian Movements model decenter the telling of the Christian story? 
Why is this important for historians to do?

9.	 Why is it important to understand the way in which a particular Christian movement formed?

10.	 Who gets to decide who is Christian and who is not? How would you decide?
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