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training as a scribe. His first reaction to Christianity was 
one of strong hostility and he threw his active support to those 
who were persecuting its adherents. There followed his dramatic 
conversion (c. 34) and subsequent acceptance as a coworker by 
the naturally somewhat reluctant Christian leaders in Jerusalem. 
To the end of his life Paul never wavered in the commitment he 
had made. He preached and founded churches among Jews and non
Jews. Paul was the first great Christian missionary. His 
labors extended from Asia Minor to Rome and from Macedonia to 
Malta. His letters provide us with a fuller look at him than 
it is possible to gain from almost any of his contemporaries. 
It seems probable that he suffered martyrdom at Rome. 

The earliest members of the Christian communities �w�~�r�e� 

Jews. It took them some time to decide that the±rs was not 
simply a reform movement within Judaism. At first reluctant to 
abandon entirely the ancient faith, they continued to meet its 
requirements. Furthermore, they insisted that all Gentile con
verts submit to circumcision and similarly obey the Jewish law. 
Am9ng the first to argue the unwisdom of this policy was Paul, 
at whose urging it was modified. This proved to be the first 
step to its eventual apandonment. 

Paul believed that there had been a time when the Jewish 
law was necessary for men, but that the need for it had now 
passed. The person of Christ had been substituted in its stead. 
Jesus, God become man, had borne on the cross the weight of sin 
for all mankind. His resurrection was both a sign of his divin
ity and of the validity of his promise of eternal life to the 
faithful . Salvation comes to those who have faith in the power 
of Christ to accomplish this mighty work. Faith is the key, a 
faith that transforms into righteousness the daily life of the 
believer. Wherever he went, Paul preached this doctrine of 
"Jesus and the resurrection," first to the Jews and then, since 
they usually rejected him, to the Gentiles. We can see that, 
in his mind, Jesus the Jewish Messiah became Christ crucified 
and resurrected, the Saviour of all men, both Jews and Gentiles. 
For him, this represented a clean break with Judaism and it pre
saged a clean break for the other Christians as well. But it 
was by no means a rejection of the whole Hebrew legacy. Paul's 
God was still the sovereign creator God of the Hebrews, but He 
was considered by Paul to have revealed Himself anew and finally 
in Jesus Christ, whose life, death, and resurrection became the 
central facts of history. 

For a time Christianity appeared to outsiders to be just 
another sect of Judaism; it is doubtful whether the Roman govern
ment was able to distinguish between the two before the year 100. 
The Jewish leadership was as vigorous in its rejection of Chris
tianity as it had been in condemning Jesus. Stephen, the first 
Christian martyr, was stoned to death by Jews. There were sev
eral reasons for this hostility. No firm opinion had crystal
lized of exactly what the Messiah would be like. To accept a 
false Messiah was certainly a sin. The Jews had rejected pre
tenders before and they would have to be prepared to continue 



I p. 86 

rejecting them . Moreover, as long as Christianity was r~garded 
as a Jewish ' sect by the Romans, it threatened the favored politi
cal position which the Jews enjoyed in the empire. Finally, 
some Jews were hostile because the Christians often tried to 
proselyte among them and especially among their recent converts. 

·nuring the Pax Romana Roman roads, the law and order main
tained on land ana-sea, and the fact that there were only two 
l anguages necessary to communicate with this vast empire facil
itated the spread of Christianity. Until about the year 70, 
when the Romans responded to a Jewish revolt by destroying .the 
city, Jerusalem was the chief center of the new faith. No one 
city arose immediately to take its place, although Antioch was 
important during the second century and Alexandria during the 
thi r d. By the year 200 there were Christians in all parts of 
the empire, although most of them were to be found in the eastern 
p r ovinces . They were both men and women; freemen and slaves; 
rich and poor ; with influence and without; and, although pagan
ism r emained strongly entrenched in the countryside, they were 
both urban and rural . ... 
~ it was preached in the Roman world, the Christian mes

sage of salvation bore resemblances to the mystery religions. 
Bu t more significant than the similarities were the definite 
advantages which Christianity had over the mystery religions: 
an historic figure from the recent past as a founder; unequiv-
ocal monotheism (which attracted many more persons than it re- L--
pelled) ; a stronger missionary spirit; a greater optimism; high 
ethical standards; and, after a time, a much superior organiza
tion, which created a fe~lowship that was truly empire-wide. 
The general consensus of -opinion is that the mystery religions 
never threatened seriously the existence of Christianity. In 
any event, they disappeare~ 


