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Introduction

This book examines a religion that is both old and new. Christianity is old
because it has a history of almost 2000 years. Millions of men and women have
lived and died according to its principles through the ages. At the same time,
it is relatively new when compared to other great religions- of the world.
Christianity is a living religion that is continually being reformed.

We also will explore the history of the Christian church." We examine
dates, places, people, and ideas that have played roles in the development of
Christianity. More important, the book tries to give a feel for history and the
historical process. History is what has happened to people, institutions, or
countries in the past. The historical process refers to the interactions among
people, places, and events throughout history. This book focuses on the devel-
opment of Christian thought and the church as an institution. We need a basic
understanding of these developments before we can grapple with the complex
issues of church history and then properly assess contemporary conflicts in the
Christian community:.

This chapter introduces the study of history and the historical setting of
early Christianity. To clarify the relation of the church to the historical process,
we discuss a Christian view of history, examine how historians may help in the
discovery of the Christian past, and offer some thoughts on the study of church
history. We then turn to a brief outline of Jewish history and to the Roman and
Jewish worlds in which Jesus lived.

CHRISTIANITY AND HISTORY

Modern historical writing attempts to present history as “objective facts.” It
tries to describe actual events and persons. This scientific approach is less
than two hundred years old. Most introductory students believe all history,
including religious history, is written from an objective viewpoint. In fact,
until recent times, most histories were written with little regard for factual
history. Many were written to prove specific points. The accuracy of material
was secondary to what the writers were trying to prove. If we are to recover
the “facts,” we must take care to sort out fact from interpretation. To do this,
it is important to understand the assumptions of writers who present histori-
cal materials.

Christianity has operated on some basic religious assumptions about his-
tory. These assumptions underlie the Bible and many other Christian writings.
Christianity, like Judaism, presents a linear view of history, which means that
history has a definite beginning and will reach a definite end. For Christians,
history originates with God and moves toward the goal that he has established.
History also is the stage on which God reveals himself. The Christian faith



