
CHURCH HISTORY 
 

1. INTRODUCTION & PREHISTORY 
 
 
WHY STUDY CHURCH HISTORY? 
 

1. It is the history of God at work in the world 
a. Jesus promised that He would build His Church 

i. Matthew 16:18 
ii. Matthew 28:19-20  

b. God is in control of history 
i. Acts 4:27-28 

2. It is our history 
3. To protect us from false teaching 
4. To spot abuses of history 

• Anachronism: The way things are now are the way they have always been. 
5. To avoid making the same mistakes 
6. To recognise our privilege and responsibility 

 

WHERE DO WE BEGIN? 
 

• Many history classes assume a great deal of background knowledge that is crucial in 
understanding the world the Church is born into.  

 

• How did we go from Priests, Prophets, Kings in the Old Testament to Scribes, Pharisees, 
Sadducees and all those Herod’s – Herod the Great, Herod Antipas, Herod Phillip, Herod the 
Tetrarch – in the New Testament? 

 

• We need to explore some of the important historical events that set the stage for the New 
Testament to unfold. 

 
 The geographical location of Israel and its strategic importance: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

“THE CENTRE OF THE WORLD” 
 
Though this map was drawn up in 1518, it reflected 
an idea that had long been held. 
 

• Name means City of Peace, or Vision of Peace 

• Destroyed: 3 times 

• Surrounded / Besieged: 24 times 

• Attacked: More than 50 times 

• Captured / Recaptured: 44 times 

• Yet Jerusalem always rises again 
 
 

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN RELIGIONS 
 

• Most religions of the time were either: 
o Polytheistic (Worship of many gods). 
o Henotheistic (Worshipping one of the many gods above all others). 

• Idols (statues, paintings, altars) and temples to these gods abounded. 

• The sun, moon, stars, rivers & mountains were often associated with deities. 

• Jews were the obvious exception: Monotheism (Belief in the existence of only one God). 

• The Romans especially found the Jewish religion to be perplexing. 

• Gods were believed to be tied to geographical areas: 
o 2 Kings 5:17 
o Ezekiel 10:15-19, 11:22-25 

 
 

CONQUERORS 
 
No empire had the same philosophy for managing conquered lands. Movement was difficult and 
news travelled very slowly. How do you keep your newly won territories in check? 
 

• Assyrians:  
o Took large numbers of people captive and relocated them to another part of the 

empire, while settling other captives in their place. 
o Aim was twofold:  

▪ Create a stable empire by intermarriage of different peoples (loss of identity 
and culture). 

▪ You could not call on your gods for help if you were removed from your 
land! 

 

• Babylonians: 
o Took captive the high-ranking families, the intellectuals and other promising 

candidates and moved them to Babylon (Daniel and his friends). 
o Their aim was to teach and assimilate them into Babylonian culture and religion, 

which they would find so compelling that they would spread it to their people and 
so stop any revolts from occurring. 

o The lower classes of captives were used as servants or slaves throughout the 
empire.  



 
 

o Referred to themselves as Hellenes, the name Greeks was given to them by the 
Romans. 

o They established colonies in conquered lands to establish trade, and Greek became 
the language of trade.  
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• Greeks: 
o Settled colonial cities to establish trade, in fact Greek became the trading language 

throughout the Mediterranean & Middle East. 
o Did not remain a united empire for very long. 

 

• Romans: 
o Key tactic was to arrange ‘god-swops’: When Rome conquered a territory, they 

would add the particular gods of that people to their own and force the people of 
that region to adopt the Roman gods. 

o For example, the planets in our Solar System are named after Roman gods, who are 
all just equivalents of the Greek Gods (Mercury → Hermes, Venus →Aphrodite, 
Jupiter → Zeus, etc.). 

o This neutralized faith in a sense, because you could not ask your god to deliver you 
from your enemy (Romans) if your enemy (Romans) worship him (or her) too!  

o Only one exception to the rule: the Jews.  
▪ The Jews had no idols, pictures or statues of their God, so it was difficult to 

know how to include Him or what He was like. 
▪ Jews ferociously resisted any efforts to be made to worship any God other 

than Yahweh. 
 

• In Deuteronomy 28:1-14, God promises blessing for His people if they continue to keep the 
Covenant made at Sinai (Mosaic). 

• This included protection from, and victory over, their enemies (v.7, 10) 

• Verses 15-68 deal with God’s promise of curse if His people should follow after false gods 
and turn away from obedience to Him and forget the Covenant: 
“The LORD will scatter you among all the peoples, from the one end of the earth to the other, 
and there you will serve other gods, wood and stone, which neither you nor your fathers have 
known.” (v.34) 
 

 

ASSYRIAN CONQUEST OF ISRAEL  
 

• King Shalmaneser V defeated the Northern Kingdom in 721 BC. 

• Many Israelites were taken to various parts of the empire and foreign people were sent to 
Israel. 

• There was no return from this exile, the people remained scattered. 

• Intermarriage and blending of cultures resulted in the people known as Samaritans. 

• Hated by the Jews for being ‘half-breeds’ (and thus giving up their ancestry), but also for 
their idolatry, because the Samaritans had built their own temple on Mount Gerazim and 
worshipped there (John 4:20). 

• This temple was destroyed by the Jews around 100 BC, but Samaritans continue to worship 
on that site to this day. 

 
 

BABYLONIAN CONQUEST OF JUDAH 
 

• Despite seeing what happened to Israel, the people of Judah did not repent and cease their 
wickedness before God. 

• The Babylonian empire arouse in what is today Iraq. They became a force to be reckoned 
with then they conquered Assyria in 612 BC.  



• King Nebuchadnezzar wanted to expand his kingdom and gain control of trade routes to 
Egypt. That put him in direct conflict with Judah.  

• Nebuchadnezzar’s army invaded Judah in 605 BC and finally conquered Jerusalem in 597 BC. 

• They deported many Jews to Babylon and installed a puppet king, Zedekiah, who despite the 
warnings of the prophet Jeremiah rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar’s rule. 

• Zedekiah, instead of turning to God, placed his faith and trust in Egypt, hoping they would 
send an army to support his rebellion. This did not happen. 

• Nebuchadnezzar’s army returned in 587 BC and ruined the city of Jerusalem and its walls, 
including the temple. They carried off many of the sacred temple vessels to Babylon along 
with more captives. 

 
 

EFFECTS OF THE EXILE ON THE JEWISH PEOPLE 
 

• Jewish Law was centred on two pillars: 1. Temple centred ceremonial worship 
2. Obedience to ethical & moral instructions  

• The Prophets had criticized the people for paying close attention to pillar 1 but ignoring 
pillar 2. BOTH were needed, in balance. 

• After the Exile and the subsequent destruction of the temple, pillar 2 became the foundation 
of Jewish religion. New places of assembly and learning, called Synagogues, were set up all 
over the empire. It was here that Jews could meet to study the Law and discuss and debate 
it.  

• During the days of Temple worship, it was the Priests who were considered the religious 
authorities, but now the expert teachers in the Law, called Rabbis, began to rival the 
authority of the priests. 

• They began to teach that in addition to the written Law of Moses, there was an oral Law that 
was passed on by Moses to Joshua and eventually to the Rabbis, that explained how to 
interpret the written Law properly.  

• Through the so-called Oral Law the Rabbis sought to address questions not directly 
answered in the Mosaic Law. For example: Deuteronomy 21:18-21  
 
If a man has a stubborn and rebellious son, who will not obey the voice of his father or the 
voice of his mother, and who, when they have disciplined him, will not listen to them, then his 
father and his mother are to lay hold of him and bring him out to the elders of his city, to the 
gate of his city. They shall say to the elders of his city, “This son of ours is stubborn and 
rebellious. He will not listen to us. He is a glutton and a drunkard.” Then all the men of his 
city must stone him with stones, until he dies. In this way you are to remove the evil from 
among you, and all Israel shall hear and fear. 
 
What other behaviours would also make a son ‘rebellious’ besides being a glutton and a 
drunkard? From what age might this law be enforced? Should both parents consent to the 
punishment?  

  

• The Scribes were those who copied Biblical books and wrote down the teachings of the 
Rabbis (that would eventually be compiled into a book called the Mishna). They also taught 
what they learned from the Rabbis. 

• Their emphasis on the strict obedience of the Law sowed the seeds for the group that would 
later become known as Pharisees. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

The Cyrus Cylinder 

 

• In 538 BC, after conquering the Babylonian Empire, Cyrus the king of Persia issued a decree 
allowing all deported and captive people in Babylon to return to their homes.  

• Isaiah prophesied that this would happen, even calling Cyrus by name (Isaiah 44:28, 45:1), 
between 200-150 years before! This causes many sceptics to assume that this part of Isaiah 
was written long after and then added to the book. 

• Many Jews returned home, but many also chose to stay where they had settled. It is from 
these people that the Magi (wise men) were believed to have come to search for Jesus. 

• Jerusalem and the temple in were rebuilt under the leadership of Nehemiah and Ezra, but it 
paled in comparison to Solomon’s Temple: 

o Necessity - Many Jews had become accustomed to religious life without the temple, 
and therefore temple worship did not regain its centrality as before the Exile. 

o Splendour - They lacked comparable resources 
o Glory - The Ark of the Covenant, the single most important part of the first Temple,  

was lost. It is not mentioned as being carried off to Babylon or being brought back. 
And apart from Indiana Jones, no-one has seen it since. Rather, the Mishna states 
that “the Foundation Stone” of the first Temple was placed in the Holy of Holies. 

 
 

ALEXANDER THE GREAT 
 

• Alexander took over the throne of Macedonia (northern-Greece) in 336 BC, aged 20. He was 
tutored by the famous Greek philosopher Aristotle and he had ambitions of conquering the 
whole known world. In 334 BC he began an expansion of his empire that included southern-
Greece, Persia, Palestine, Egypt and up to the borders of modern-day India. 

• His appetite for conquest did not diminish, but his troops had become more and more 
home-sick: They had been on campaign for the best part of 10 years! After a terrible 12-day 
march through the Indian desert, they had had enough. Alexander was forced to turn back 
and head home. 

• However, in order to punish his army for their rebellion, he chose the most difficult and 
challenging road home and many soldiers died on the way.  

• While camping at Babylon, Alexander suddenly became ill, most likely due to being 
poisoned, and died soon after, at the age of only 32. 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• While Alexander was an extraordinarily gifted general and soldier who commanded the 
greatest empire ever seen at that time, his greatest legacy was the spread of Greek language 
and culture throughout the Middle East and Mediterranean. He founded the important port 
city of Alexandria, and many other Greek colonies were settled all over his empire, making 
Greek the language of trade for centuries to come, including New Testament times. 

• After his death there was a mad scramble for control of his vast empire. It was divided 
between his four generals, but in no time, they went to war with each other in the quest to 
become the new Alexander. 

• BONUS: Daniel 8:1-8 prophesies Alexander’s rise, his victory over the king of Persia, his 
sudden death and the four-way split of his empire. 

 
 
SELEUCID & PTOLEMAIC DYNASTIES 
 

• The two most important generals, Seleucus and Ptolemy, soon neutralised most of the 
threat posed by the other generals, but the struggle for supremacy between their kingdoms 
lasted hundreds of years, with neither being able to fully conquer the other. 
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Seleucid Empire 

Ptolemaic Empire 



• Israel was caught in the middle, and so control over that region constantly shifted as it was 
conquered and then reconquered until the Seleucids finally drove the Ptolemies out and 
incorporated Israel into their kingdom.  

• It is important to note that both these empires championed Greek ways, and that the city of 
Alexandria especially had a large population of Jews who had relocated there. 

• Hellenism (The influence of Greek language, culture, philosophy and religion) was a real 
problem for the Jews: How much Greek culture and learning could you adopt and still call 
yourself a pure Jew? Some Jews embraced it wholeheartedly, while others rejected it 
completely. Others adopted it purely because they wanted to maintain a good relationship 
with their Greek overlords.  

• It was really only in Jerusalem where Hellenism was resisted by the general population, it 
thrived in other regions of Israel. 

 
 
SEPTUAGINT 
 

• As a result of Alexander’s spread of the Greek language, Jews who lived outside of Israel 
(especially in Alexandria, Egypt) over time began to lose their ability to read Hebrew, and so 
required a Greek translation of the Old Testament.  

• This Greek translation came to be known as the Septuagint, (Latin for “70”), as 72 rabbis 
supposedly each went into a cave to do the translation and when they emerged, they all had 
the same document, word for word!  

• Work on this translation started around 250 BC and continued for about a hundred years, 
with various subsequent revisions.  

• Because different translators were involved, there are different translation styles present. 
Some parts of the Septuagint, such as the Pentateuch, are excellent, while other parts are 
less well translated. 

• It was the Bible of the Early Church, as almost all the quotes from the Old Testament in the 
New Testament are from the Greek, not the Hebrew text. 

• It was also the main basis for the Old Latin, Coptic, Ethiopic, Armenian, Georgian, Slavonic, 
and Arabic translations of the Old Testament, and remains the text of the Greek Orthodox 
Church to this day. 

• The Septuagint contained all 39 books of the Old Testament, plus the Apocrypha. These 
were books that were mostly written in Greek and all dated after the death of the last 
prophet Malachi (and the ceasing of divine revelation), so were never considered to be 
inspired Scripture by the Jews, but rather as useful reading. The books of Maccabees for 
example are a history of the events around the Maccabean revolt. 

• The Apocryphal books are Tobit; Judith; the Wisdom of Solomon; Wisdom of Jesus son of 
Sirach; Baruch and the Letter of Jeremiah, additions to Daniel (The Prayer of Azarias, the 
Song of the Three Children, Susanna, and Bel and the Dragon); additions to Esther; 1 
Maccabees; 2 Maccabees; 3 Maccabees; 4 Maccabees; 1 Esdras; Odes (including the Prayer 
of Manasseh); the Psalms of Solomon, and Psalm 151.    

• As we will see in future classes, The Roman Catholic & Greek Orthodox Churches accept 
these books as Scripture, which we would strongly disagree with. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

ANTIOCHUS IV  
 

• The Seleucids began to rule over Israel from 198 BC, with respite from their wars with the 
Ptolemies in Egypt. Although it started as a peaceful time and Jews could practice their 
religion in peace, it didn’t take long for a new enemy to rise and challenge the Seleucids. 

• By this time, the Romans had already unified Italia (what is today the country of Italy) and 
were expanding rapidly.  

• When Antiochus IV came to power in 175 BC, Jewish fortunes took a turn for the worst.  

• He gave himself the title Epiphanes, meaning “God manifest”. He is almost certainly the 
‘Little Horn’ prophesied in Daniel 8:9-12.  

• He believed that Rome was having such success against them because the Greek gods were 
angry, and that the only option was to unify the Seleucid empire in the worship of Zeus 
(chief of the Greek gods).  

• He enacted very strong Hellenistic reforms, trying to unite the empire culturally. 

• Antiochus became desperate for money to fund his increasingly expensive wars with the 
Romans and Ptolemies. He deposed the Jewish High Priest Onias when a man called Jason 
offered him a large sum of money to buy the office. Remember that the office of High Priest 
was reserved for men from the tribe of Levi, specifically descendants of Aaron.  

• But a certain Menelaos, brother of Onias, made a higher bid to Antiochus, and he was 
installed as High Priest. In order to pay his debt to Antiochus he raided the Temple treasury. 

• While Antiochus was on a war campaign in Egypt, Jason led a revolt against him. 

• Furious, Antiochus returned in 168 BC and plundered Jerusalem, installing a pagan altar in 
the Temple and plundered whatever money or valuables were still left. 

• Practice of the Jewish religion became illegal: Temple sacrifice, circumcision and Sabbath 
observance were not allowed.  

• Jews were forced to offer sacrifice to Zeus or be killed. While some Jews resisted, some gave 
in and for pragmatic or other reasons complied. 
 

 

MACCABEAN REVOLT & INDEPENDENCE 
 

• Revolt broke out in the town of Modiin in 167 BC, when a priest by the name of Matthias 
killed a Jew who was about to offer the required sacrifice to Zeus, as well as the Greek 
soldier who was forcing him.  

• He and his sons fled to the hills and formed a war band. They were joined by many of the 
Hassidim (keepers of the Law). Matthias died soon after, and his son Judah, who was 
nicknamed “Maccabeus” (meaning Hammer) took charge. Eventually the whole revolution 
would bear his name. 

• They waged war on the Seleucids by using guerrilla tactics: short and quick ambushes meant 
to negate the vast difference in numbers.  

• In 164 BC they managed to win back Jerusalem, and they cleansed and re-dedicated the 
Temple. 

• The Jewish festival of Hanukkah celebrates this re-dedication of the Temple. According to 
Rabbinic tradition, the victorious Maccabees could only find a small sealed jug of oil that had 
remained pure and uncontaminated, and although it only contained enough oil to sustain 
the Menorah for one day, it miraculously lasted for eight days, by which time further oil 
could be procured. 

• Hanukkah is the “Feast of the Dedication” mentioned in John 10:22. 



• The battle for Jewish independence wasn’t over until 142 BC, when the Seleucids were 
finally kicked out for good by the Maccabees.  

• This led to the establishment of the Hasmodean dynasty, when Simon Maccabee began to 
rule in the capacity of High Priest. 

• The throne passed to his descendants, who were all priest-kings, and they slowly but surely 
won back old territories that were lost previously. This included the land of the Samaritans, 
and the destruction of their pagan temple.  

• Although Israel now enjoyed independence from outside powers, internally there was 
anything but unity. During this time two opposing factions emerged from seeds planted 
many years before: The Pharisees and the Sadducees.  
 

• The Pharisees were strong believers in the importance of keeping the Law, both the written 
Law of Moses and the Oral Law of the Rabbis. They put additional rules in place on top of 
what Moses commanded to make sure that you wouldn’t break the Law. 

• Most often they worked full-time jobs and dedicated their free time to study and teaching.  

• They enjoyed support from the common people, those who were less likely to be influenced 
by Hellenism, which they rejected and strongly opposed.  
 

• The Sadducees were nobles, wealthy families from Jerusalem, who were connected to the 
priesthood.  

• They were in charge of Temple worship and all related functions (including turning God’s 
House into a ‘den of thieves’ – Matthew 21:13). 

• They were disliked and distrusted by the common people, as the priesthood had become 
more and more corrupt since the days of Menelaus, who had bought the High Priesthood.  

• They embraced Hellenism, rejected the traditions of the Pharisees, and did not believe in the 
afterlife or angels (Acts 23:8). 

• Sadducees made up the majority of the Jewish Sanhedrin (ruling council), and so had control 
over what was decided there. 
 

• A group of Jews called the Essenes believed that Temple worship had been so corrupted that 
they rejected it completely and moved to the desert to settle ‘pure’ Jewish communities 
who could focus on keeping the Law to the fullest.  

• It is believed that the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered in 1947 were buried in those caves by 
Essene communities. Because they rejected marriage, they soon died out. 

 

• The animosity between the different factions grew, making political life very unstable. 
During this time of relative peace in Israel, the Romans had greatly expanded their influence. 
There were those ‘wise’ enough to see that war with Rome would be a certainty in future 
and it would be best to align themselves with the Romans. Thus in 64 BC some of the Jews 
appealed to Rome to come and restore order. The Roman general Pompey came and did just 
that but brought with him Roman rule and the end of Israel’s short-lived independence. 
Israel had basically been conquered without any fighting or bloodshed. 

• Pompey caused the Jews great embarrassment when he walked into the Temple and even 
into the Holy of Holies, without divine repercussion. He did however allow the Temple to be 
cleansed and sacrifices to be continued as usual. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



ROMAN RULE 
 

• At this time, Rome was a Republic. The last Roman king had been kicked out in 510 BC. A 
Senate ruled from Rome, while their generals were responsible for leading their fierce, well-
equipped and well-trained armies into battle.  

• It was not a stable republic however, as there were always those who sought power. To 
placate the potential dictators, a Triumvirate of rulers was appointed: Pompey, Julius Caesar 
and Crassus. After Crassus died, the rivalry between Pompey and Julius intensified. In 49 BC 
Julius met Pompey in open war and defeated him, becoming the emperor of Rome in all but 
name. 

• After a chaotic series of events following the assassination of Julius in 44 BC, his adopted son 
Octavian became emperor, and took the name Augustus (meaning “venerable one”), though 
he always referred to himself as simply ‘the first citizen’ of Rome, the first among equals as it 
were and never called himself emperor. 

• He was emperor when Jesus was born (Luke 2:1). 

• A final note on the Ptolemies: Cleopatra, the renowned queen of Egypt, was a direct 
descendant of Ptolemy, and so she was of Greek heritage. After military defeat by Octavian 
in 31 BC, she committed suicide and her infant son was killed, and Egypt became part of the 
growing Roman Empire. 
 

 
Roman Empire under Caesar Augustus 

 

• As stated previously, Romans expected conquered peoples to mingle worship of their gods. 
They quickly found that the Jews were ready to take up arms (and fight ferociously) to 
oppose this idea, and so they were granted an exception: They were allowed to worship 
Yahweh alone. The Romans even thought of the Jews as ‘atheists’, because they did not 
have any statues or pictures of their God. 
 



• Rome offered leadership of its outer territories to those indebted to them, to ensure they 
would remain loyal. Herod the Great is a good example. He was an Edomite (descendant of 
Esau) and had no right or claim to the Jewish kingship, but Rome installed him as king in 37 
BC. He therefore always knew that without Rome’s backing he would be in deep trouble 
with the Jews and therefore never even considered revolting. 

• It also explains why he was willing to kill babies in Bethlehem to ensure that no ‘king of the 
Jews’ would rise up and overthrow him. 

• In an effort to increase his popularity, Herod the Great commissioned the expansion and 
restoration of the Temple in 19 BC, which was not ultimately completed until 64 AD. 

• His kingdom was divided between his sons, which is why we meet so many different Herods 
in the New Testament: Herod Antipas, Herod Phillip, Herod the Tetrarch, Herod Agrippa I & 
II. 

• The Romans played games with the Herods, constantly moving them around to ensure that 
no one of them became too popular. A Roman governor oversaw Jerusalem and carried 
ultimate authority (such as Pontius Pilate). 

• A group of Jews who supported Herod arose, called the Herodians.  

• The Sadducees realised that their influence was dependant on Herod who was rebuilding the 
Temple, and the Romans who kept the Herods in power, and so were politically involved 
with them. 
 

 
MESSIANIC EXPECTATION 
 

• This is something that we often misunderstand when reading the Gospel accounts. 

• The people in Jesus’ day were expecting the Messiah to come. We see so many examples of 
this: 

o The wise men looking for the star (see Numbers 24:17). 
o Simeon (Luke 2:25) waiting to see the Messiah at the temple. 
o Anna (Luke 2:36-38). 
o People asking John the Baptist if he is the Messiah (John 1:19-21). 
o The Zealots 

▪ They were protestors seeking political revolution. 
▪ They believed that when Messiah comes, he will need an army to fight the 

Romans, and they had to be ready. 
▪ One of the disciples, Simon, was a Zealot (Luke 6:15). 

• Why was there this expectation that Messiah could appear at any moment? Answer: Daniel 
9:25 

 
“Know therefore and understand that from the going forth of the command to restore and 
to rebuild Jerusalem until the Prince Messiah shall be seven weeks, and sixty-two weeks.” 
 
The Jews couldn’t know the exact date, as the prophecy is too vague: When was this decree 
to rebuild Jerusalem given? Was it during the time of Cyrus (538 BC), or when Nehemiah 
received permission to return (about 458 BC), or a time in-between?  
 
The weeks are almost universally accepted as meaning a period of seven years. Thus 69 * 7 = 
483 years.  You see that in adding 483 years to that second date for example puts you in the 
time of Jesus. Because everyone had access to this prophecy (even the wise men in 
Babylon), they could do the math and realise that Messiah must be near. 


