
Evangelism in the Early Church 

Christ, and through many contests gained the crown ofimmortality". 
She was finally despatched by being put in a net and tossed by a 
bull; but not before she had nerved a fifteen-year-old boy, Ponticus, 
to martyrdom by her example, and had prayed lovingly and per­
sistently for her persecutors. If women like thi s were at all typical 
throughout the varied social strata of th e Church, it is hardly sur­
prising that the gospel overcame the enormous obstacles in its way, 
and began to capture the Roman Empire. 

THE EVANGELISTS: WHAT OF THEIR LIVES 

Their Example 
[Christians claimed that one God, good, loving and upright, was 

th e creato r of th e whole world ; that he had disclosed hims elf per­
sonally in Jesus of N azareth, through whose death and resurrection 
a new relationship with God was available for all men who wished 
to have it ; and that his Spirit was available to enter human lives 
and morally transform th em from within, while at the same time 
binding the Christians together in a loving fellowship to which there 
was no parallel in antiquity. M oreover, it was seen to be the task of 
every memb er of this fellowship to do all in his power to spread th e 
gosp el to others . Naturally, th erefore , the lives of the Christians 
cam e under close scrutinY}The truth of their claims must have been 
assessed to a very large degree by the consistency of their lives with 
what th ey professed. That is why the emphasis on the link between 
mission and holiness of life is given such prominence both in th e 
New T estament and the second century literature. Peter holds both 
togeth er when he in one and th e same breath urges holiness of life 
springing from "reverence for Christ as Lord in your hearts", and 
outreach to others, "be ready always to give an account of your faith 
to anyone who asks you a reason for the hope you cherish" . In­
evitably Christians will get abused, but when th ey do they must keep 
th eir conscience clear so that th ose who revile their good behaviour 
in Christ may be put to shame.66 Similarly Paul mak es th e link be­
tween a holy life and effective evangelism inescapably plain. It was 
the quality of his life, his self-sacrifice, his caring, that convinced 
th e Thessalonians th at what he procl aimed was not the word of men 
but th e word of God.67 They th emselves believed in their turn . They 
began to imitate th e lives of the Christians they kn ew.P" and from 
their midst the gospel spread throughout Macedonia and Achaea : 
but Paul only says this afte r not ing in the previous verse th at they 
became an example to all th e believers in Macedonia and Aehaea. G9 

Life and lip went togeth er in commending the Christian cause . 
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Similarly, when reflecting on the power of the gospel to open eyes :i:: that were once blind to its truth and to bring men into the light which j: 
the God who created and redeemed them intended them to enjoy, :,' 
Paul emphasizes two conditions . There must be a clear proclamation Ii'
 
of Jesus as M essiah and Lord ; and it must be backed up by the lives I:! :
 
of men who are not self-centred in their approach, but are willing to
 
be entirely at the service of the Corinthians, with their lives open to l
 
inspection at every point . "We have renounced disgraceful , under­ ~jj : :
 

hand ways; we refuse to practise cunn ing or to tamper with God's ::1:
 
i ~  ~ word, but by manifesting the truth (i.e. both in behaviour and 

proclamation) we would commend ourselves to every man 's con­ :!' tscience in the sight of God."70 
l : ~ This connection between belief and behaviour runs right through "II , Christian literature. The two cannot be separated without disastrous (. 

results, among them the end of effective evangelism. That is why the ; il  ~  ,New Testament writers are so intolerant both ofdoctrinal and moral r
 
defections among thei r converts. The false phil osophies with which :!:
 

Colossians, 1 John and the Corinthian letters deal all had appalling
 
moral consequences. Similarly the whole ant i-heretical literature of ~

i  ~~
\
 

the second century is as concerned with right conduct as it is with
 
orthodox creed . The two were inextricably intertwined in the mis­ jill.
 
sion and appeal of Christianity . When slandered about atheistic
 
opinions, Thyestian banquets and Oedipoean morals?' the Apolo­ :  i ; ~
 

gists pointed to th e lives of th e Christians which gave the lie to this jJ

popular libel. And th en th ey pointed out that the pagans who raised ' I'
 

:i:ll th ese objections were guilty of the very same crimes themselves.
 
Theophilus, for example, repudiates the charge of atheism by point­ i~l
 

ing out that the Christians believe in one moral God, auth or of th e
 
uni verse/" He refutes th e charge of incest and promiscuity by ~ ! ~
 

showing that evil th oughts are utterly offensive to the Christian ; ~ j
 

conscience; how mu ch more licentious deeds. 73He refutes the charge ! ~ ~
 

) j 
of murderou s cru elty by pointing out that believers were forbidden 

~:  ~ even to go to gladatorial shows lest th ey become hardened to 
cruelty and condone murder. "Be it far from Christians to conceive 
any such deeds ; for with them temperance dwells, self-restraint is ! ~ 'i 

practised, monogamy observed, chastity guarded, righteousness : ~ ' 1 

exercised, worship performed, God acknowledged; truth governs 1\: 
1,:,1 them, grace guards, peace screens th em, and the holy Word 
!!lrJ guides .. ." 74 Having defended the Christians , he turns to reproach ,i';; j

the pagans for these yery same things. "Why th en do Epicurus and :!~ I 
the Stoies teach incest and sodomy? With th ese teachings th ey have !l ~ filled libraries, so that from boyhood this lawless intercourse is ~ ~ 

learned."75 The poets have inculcated cannibalism by th eir teach­
.'ff!!j,. 
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ing. :" The pagans have imp uted wickedn ess to th eir gods, and have, 
moreover , tolerated plenty of genuine atheists -why then should 
th ey persecute the Ch ristians for their su pposed athcism P ?? And 
underriding it all is a subtle contrast between th e gratuitous oppos i­
t ion if not active persecuti on inflicted on th e Christians, and th eir 
respo nse in loving th eir enemies, as the gospel cnjoins. :" 

This was standard tr eatment in th e Apologists . Some of it may 
well be idealized ; judging from th e faults H erm as and Clement find 
with th e Church, writ ing as th ey do from within its fellowship, th e 
picture un doubtedly was touched up. But it could never have been 
painted if it did not pretty nearly reflect the truth. Unless th e 
Christian ethic really did mack out its practit ioners as a new race, it 
would have been no good claiming as mu ch. Ath enagoras has a 
moving passage in which he is contrasting the moral lives of Chris­
tians with the charges bro ught against th em . "Among us you will 
find un edu cated persons and art isans, and old women who, if th ey 
arc unable in word s to prov e th e benefit of our doctrine, yet by their 
deeds exhibit the benefit arising from their persuasion of its truth. 
T hey do not practise speeches, but exhibit good works ; when struck 
th ey do not strike again; when rob bed th ey do not go to law ; th ey 
give to those th at ask of them, and th ey love th eir neighbours as 
themsclves." 79 

Wh at, then , were th e partic ular clements in this different life led 
by th e Christians, which made such an impression on th e ancie nt 
world? 

The Euangelists 

down centuries-old bar riers and ate at the same table. It was a 
cIrorch where an arIstoc rat like Manaen, an ex-PharIsee of the most 
flg ld type like Saul, Barnabas , an ers twhile Levitica w er in 

,1 e enistrc Jew from Cyrene, and " Simeon the 
~waftn  , alm ost certa mly an Afri can , could all work ~ 

l arm oniou s leadership of te e levers. Such lovin fellowshi was ~{ 

not pecu ar to tlOch. Paul thanks Goo for th e love of the Thes­
i;': . sg!:oIllans ;6. but he pra ys that that love may aboun d more and m ore 

towards all men as well as towards one anoth er.83 T his internal
r: 

:j;': .	 cohesion of love was im planted by God hims elf, so in a sense Paul i;.	 had no need to menti on it ;84 but he did so in order to draw attention 
!;•.	 to one area in which th eir love was deficient, th e aggressive in­
>,., dependence towards leaders which was a national characteristic of 

th e M acedonians.s" D espite this blemish the T hessalonian corres­
~~ pondence leaves no room to doubt the reality of th e fellowship 

which mar ked th e infant church th ere. Greed and arrogance about 
spiritual gifts th reatened thi s fellowsh ip at Corinth j'" disunity at 

i ~,  . 
i:	 Philippi and Rome. t? immoralit y in th e churches to which 2 Peter 
.'r and Jude were directed, 88 snobbery among the recipients ofJames.88 

But th e speed and earn estness with which these failure s in fellowship 
were unmasked and reproved by th e Christian leade rs is eloq uent 
pr oof of th e un iversal conviction that the extent and power of the 
Ch ristian outreach depended on th e un ity and fellowship of the 
brotherhood. This un ity was no dull uniformity . From th e outset 
th ere was variety in doctrinal emphases, forms of chu rch govern­
ment , and atti tudes to food and the obse rvance of sacred da S' but 

a owed to inter fere with th e mutual respect and trust 
of ehitcrreii"Of th e same heavenly Father who knew th ey would have 
to gIVe an account to him of the conscientious decisions th e . had 
come to m t ese matters. omans 14:1- 3 IS as good an example as 
any of the proper display of Christian tolerance, not allowing 
secondary differences of practice to disturb primary unity of 
fellowship. The quali ty of this fellowship was very str iking. Within 

~ ~	 th e orig inal group of his own disciples Jesus had forged a uni ty which 
.'.',:1:	 comprised irreconcilable opposites of the tem peram ent of John
 

and Peter , and ofth e polit ieal views of Simon th e Zealot and Matthew
 
th e tax collector. This he continued to do subsequently in his
 
Church. Allegiance to Jesus brought harm ony to conflicting attitudes
 
(even if, as at Cor inth, it was achieved only afte r th e greatest diffi ­

culty). A striking example of th is is the change in Mary and the
 
broth ers of Jesus after the resurrectio n . Previously they had not
 
beli eved in th e claims of Jesus, and remained, in Mark's graphic
 
phrase, "o n th e outside".oo But Acts I :14 shows them after the
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resurrection united with the disciples in a common fellowship, a 
common table, and common prayer. It could not have been easy for 
th em to admit they had been mistaken, nor to play second fiddle 
(for a t ime, at any rate'") to those who were related mu ch less 
intimately to the risen Christ than themselves . But the divine 
alchemy ofkoinonia, 92 joint participation in the unifying H oly Spirit, 
brought about this remarkable change. It is interesting that the 
Christ ians should have so readily adopted this word for their fellow­
ship. It was in common secular use to denote unofficial associations 
designed	 to foster some communal activity-dining clubs , burial 
clubs , trade guilds. These were well-known aspects of Roman life, 
and were usually tolerated)D' the government unless they infringed 

.~	 the law in some respecLl!formally, then, there was little to dis­
tinguish Christian associations for fellowship from any other : the 
initiation, the equal partnership, the cult meal, the mutual benefits 

j
:l were all standard procedure. But materially there was a differen ce­

in the quality of the fellowship. Here were societies in which aristo­
crats and slaves, Roman citizens and provincials, rich and poor, 
mixed on equal terms and without distinction : societies which 

;J possessed a quality of carin g and love which was unique. H erein 
lay its attraction. Here was something that must be guarded at all 
costs if the Christian mission was to go ahead~jJIt  is for this reason, 
among others, that we find Christian un ity sud: a crucial matter not 
only to the New Testament writers, but to Ignatius, Clement, and 
the second century authors in general. It was, as Paul told the 
Corinthians, only a church which was manifestly united, where each 
member could and did speak as th e H oly Spirit possessed him, that 
would convince the visiting outsider that God was among them. 93 

There is no doubt that many were convinced this way'[ragan 
fraternities were often extremely immoral: Justin refers to idol 
factories where the sculptors "are pra ctised in every vice, as you 
very well know ; even their own girls who work alongside them they 
debauch' t.P' In contrast the Christian fellowship, and particularly 
the Agape, was notable both for its real concern and for its purity. 
Tertullian describes the affection wh ich marks the Christian breth­
ren assembled together-fittingly called " brethren" because of their 
common relationship to the heavenly Father .95 He explains that the 
meeting is opened and closed with prayer. Wor ship, fellowship and 
feasting are all carri ed out under th e Father's eye. The lowly, the 
needy, the sick are shown particular consideration . Contributions 
are voluntary and proportionate to each one' s income: they are used 
"to support and bury poor people, to supply the wants of boys and 
girls who are destitute of means and parents, and of old people now 
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confined to the house, and such as have suffered shipwreck ... or 
any who happen to be in th e mines or banished to the islands or 
shut up in prison for their fidelity to God's Church'jI"One in mind 
and soul, we do not hesitate to share our earthly good with one 
another. All things are comm on among us except our wives" -the 
very area where the pagans most inclined to sharing, as Tcrtullian 
unkindly pointed out. The religious nature of the Christian gather­
ings "permits no vileness or immodesty". "As much is eaten as 
satisfies the cravings of hunger; as much is drunk as befits the 
chaste . .. They talk as those who know the Lord is listening to 
them. Each is asked to stand up and sing a hymn to God, either of 
his own composing or from th e holy Scriptures -s-a proof of the 
measure of our dr inking! We go forth from the feast, " concludes 
Tertullian, "not like tr oops of mischief-doers nor bands of vaga­
bonds nor to break out int o licentious acts, but to have as much care 
of our modest y and chastity as if we had been at a school of virtu e 
rather than a banquet. " As we have seen , Plin y the Younger came 
to mu ch the same conclusion after investigating these Christian 
meetings for himself.9 6 

This testimony from Tertullian is all the mor e interesting because 
there had been a mass turning to Christ in North Africa shortly 
before he wrote. The quality of Christian fellowship to which he 
draws att ention had had large-scale effects in his nati ve land . As in 
th e earliest days of Christianity this fellowship was absolutely 
cru cial to the advance of th e Church. Men had to be attracted in 
from th e existing- if shallow-fellowship of the ir pagan clubs 
(collegia) and taverns (thermopoiiai by another fellowship which was 
richer and more rewarding. Those who themselves were animated by 
mutual hatred saw how the Christians loved one another, T ertullian 
tells us, and thi s must have been a powerful adjunct to the preaching 
of " the sacred words with which we nourish faith, animate hope, 
make confidence assured, confirm good habits, and administer 
rebukes and censures" . 

Th e Tr ansformed Characters 
If the loving fellowship of the Christian community was one pre­

requisite for effective evangelism, another was a transformed charac­
ter. The New Testament records lay great emphasis on this . The 
transformation of John, th at Son of Thunder, into the Apostl e of 
love, or of Peter, that mercurial hothead, into a man of rock is an 
essential part of the logic of the gospel. This is what contact with 
Christ does for a man. He becomes changed into likeness to Christ 
from one degree of glory to another by the Lord th e Spirit.?? Som e­
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times they expressed it in terms of imitation of Christ : the qualiti es 
of his character had to be seen in the life of any man who had under­
gone a genuine conversion ; sometimes they used the language of 
mystical union with Christ or the indwelling of the H oly Spirit to 
get across th e idea of this growing metamorphos is. The faithful 
pastor "travailed in birth-pangs until Christ be formed " in his con­
vcrts.P" And unless that process had progressed to a considerable 
degree in his own life there would have been no converts to shep­
herd . Lu ke makes it very clear from th e careful parallels he draws 
between the life and witness of Stephen and Jesus , of Peter and 
Paul. Chri stlikeness of life is a sine qua non of evangelism. The con­
trast between the old life and the new was part of early baptismal 
catechesis : the " putting off" of th e old life with its pagan habits and 
lusts was the complement of " putt ing on" Christ and the type of 
life he lived. The sort of cont rast Paul makes between the " works of 
the flesh" and the "fruit of th e Spirit" in Galatians 5 must have been 
a commonplace, and it was very obvious to pagan eyes. The Apolo­
gists are full of such contrasts. We have noticed th e famous passage 
in Justin where he claims " we who formerly delight ed in fornication 
now embrace chastit y alone; we who formerly used magic arts 
dedicate ourselves to the good and un begotten God; we who valued 
above all thin gs the acquisition of wealth and possessions now bring 
all we have into a common stock and share it out to all accord ing to 
their need ; we who hated and destroyed one another and on account 
of their different manner of life would not live with men of another 
trib e, now, since the coming of Christ, live happily with them, and 
pray for our enemies and endeavour to persuade those who hate us 
un justly to live conformably to the good precepts of Chri st , so that 
they may become partakers with us of th e same joyful hope of a 
reward from God the ruler of all."99 The link between holy living 
and effective evangelism could hardly be mad e more effectively. In 
particular, Chri stians stood out for their chastity, their hatred of 
cruelty, their civil obedience, good citizenship and payment of taxes 
(despite the severe suspicion they incurred on this count because 
they refused to pay the customary civil formality of praying to the 
emperor and the state gods). They did not expose infants : they did 
not swear. They refused to have anything to do with idolatr y and its 
by-products. Such lives made a great impact . Even the heathen 
opponents of Chri stianit y often admitted as much. Both Pliny and 
Lucian recognized the pure life, devoted love, and amazing courage 
of the Chr istians j-P '' so did Mar cus Aur elius and Galen.I ''! And 
Christian writers, aware of how crucial this holiness of life was to the 
advance of the mission, are always stress ing its importance. Hermas 
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and Ignatius, I and 2 Clement, th e Didache and the Epistle of 
Barnabus are all full of exhortations to holy living and , if need be, 
dying . Ignatius writes to the Ephesians, in an evangelistic cont ext, 
"Allow them to learn a lesson at least from your works. Be meek 
when they break out in anger, be humble against their arrog ant 
words, set your prayers against their blasphemies ; do not try to copy 
th em in requital. Let us show ourselves their brethren by our for­
bearance, and let us be zealous to be imitators of the Lord."102Th e 
dangers of an inconsistent Christian witn ess arc brought out in 2 

ClementP" Talking of the desire to " save those that are with out" 
th e writer warn s against careless, unloving behaviour which will 
cause God's name to be blasphemed among th e heathen. " For when 
th e heathen hear from our mouth th e oracles of God they wonder at 
their beaut y and greatness; then, discovering th at our deeds are not 
worthy of the words we utter, they turn from their wonder to blas­
ph emy, saying th at it is all a myth and delusion." It is difficult to 
overestimate thi s moral emphasis in second centu ry Christianity.P! 
And although there is some justification for th e widely held view 
th at the faith had degenerated into a moralisrn' P" enforced by fear of 
judgment in the future and exclusion from the Christian community 
for the present, nevertheless we know th at the lives of Chri stians 
weighed heavily in br inging men like Minucius Felix and T ertullian 
to Christ :106 moreover they seem to have had a decisive effect in 
brin ging about the great swing to Christianity in North Africa 
towards the end of the second century, even if, as Dr Fr end sug­
gests, Carthaginian nationalism had something to do with it as 
well. l07 

Th eir Joy 
Again, the sheer joyous enthusiasm of the early evangelists en­

hanced their absolute claims for Jesus Chri st. If he really was th e 
only way to God, if th ere was salvation in no other,l°Bthen it is not 
surprising that they should commend him with such enthusiasm to 
others. Jesus had promised his joy as a permanent possession of his 
Church, a joy which no man could take from th em.l09 And they 
demonstrated that this was so. They might be thrown into prison 
for their views : but th ey were still singing hymns to God at mid­
night !110 It was from a prison that Paul wrote Philippians, that 
epistle of joy and confidcnce.!" Conversion and joy are closely 
related in the Acts of the Apostles,112and it remained a characteristic 
thing about the early Christians which att racted others into th eir 
company. Their new faith did not make them miserabl e. Often out­
ward circumstances were unpleasant enough, but that could not rob 
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th em of the joy which was their Christian birthright. The Thes­
salonians received th e word in mu ch affliction . . . but equally, in joy 
inspired by the Hol y Spirit.P" The disciples had an infectious joy 
th at th ey were allowed to suffer for their Master's sake.!' :' T hey 
rejoiced in the hope of sharing a future with God ;1l5 they rejoiced 
in th e sufferings which came to th em along the Christian path ;1l6 
they rejoiced in God himsclf.P " and th e companionship with him 
th at nothing could deprive th em of. " Be content with such things as 
you have : for H e has said , ' I will never leave you nor forsake you.' "116 
T he joy that Jesus had displayed even in the face of death1l9 was 
shared by his followers . Paul re joiced to finish his course with joy, 
even th ough he knew th at would probabl y mean martyrdom.P'' This 
joy came from the confidence that noth ing could ultimately harm 
th e man whose Creator , Redeemer, Sustainer and Friend was none 
other than God himself. ' !' "We are not asham ed of Christ ," cries 
T ertullian, "for we rejoice to be his disciples and in his name to 
suffer."'22 Sometimes this joy even in persecution led to an un­
health y lust for martyrdom : Ignatius immediately comes to mind. 
But th ere was a very right and proper side to even this somewhat 
macabr e delight . He was in hast e, so the Martyrdom of Ignatius 
informs us, "to leave th is world as soon as possible so th at he might 
meet th e Lord whom he 10ved" .123 Alongside th e unbalan ced belief 
th at martyrdom was th e summum bonum for th e Christian, was the 
th oroughl y bib lical belief tha t " in Thy pr esence th ere is fuln ess of 
joy", and that "to depart and to be with Ch rist is far better" .12~ A 
joy which took a man cheerfully to his death for the sake of One he 
could not see mad e a pr ofound impression on the ancient world. 
Joyful Christian lives, and even more, joyful Christi an deaths were 
major factors which attracted non-Christians to Christ . Ifthe gospel 
filled an evangelist like Ph ilip with such ent husiasm and joy that he 
was pr epared to leave a flourishing work in Samaria in quest of a 
single coloured man, and a eunuch at that (one of th e untouchables 
according to th e Old T estament ) ; ifhe was prepared actually to run 
in t he desert where th e heat would be around 120°F. in order to 
reach this man and be of service to him- -then it is not surprising 
th at his message carrie d conviction and th e Ethiopian believed .P" 
Similarly, if men could, for the love of one they had never seen, 
"rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory" even when faced 
by a brutal death as human torches in Nero 's gardens126-then it 
is not surprising that th e Christian gospel carried conviction, and 
many believed .P? If it could inspire men with such enthusiasm 
and joy, Christianity was assured of a very serious hearing 
indeed. 

The Euangelists 

Their Endurance 
This joy of the Christians both in life and death is closely linked 

with th eir patient endurance of scourging, insults and martyrdom 
which had an incalculable effect in bringing observers to faith. " T he 
oftener we are mowed down by you, the more in number we grow. 
T he blood of Ch ristians is seed, " said Tertullian; and he spoke 
from much personal experience.P" It was not merely th e fact that 
th ese men and women, dr awn from all ranks in society and none, 
were prepared to hazard th eir lives for the Lord Jesus , but the 
manner in which the y carri ed th eir witness through until death 
which caused such admira tion. As Tertullian point ed out in that 
same passage, " Ma ny of your writers exhort to courageous bearing 
of pain and death . . . and yet th eir words do not find so many 
disciples as Christians do, teachers not by words but by th eir deeds ." 
A Seneca or a Helvidius P riscus might meet death with courageous 
resignation: Christians faced it with joyful exultation. It was th e 
sam e with minor annoyances . The spirit of non-retaliation for evil, 
inculcated by Jesus , had so taken root even in th e earliest days of 
the Church, that when Peter and John were imprisoned and threat­
ened by an impo sing meeting of the Sanhedrin for th eir Christian 
activities, th ey did not bluster or complain, much less give up. They 
did not hold a committ ee meeting to decide what should be done 
next. They simply joined th eir friends, and gave th emselves to 
pr ayer , and then continued prea ching the risen Christ. ' >" Paul 
regarded the physical brutalities he suffered in th e cause of the 
gospel as the marks which branded him as Jesus 's bondslave jv" he 
was given th e pri vilege of not only believing on Christ but also of 
suffering for his sake.P' In a very poignant sense he filled up in his 
own person the complement of th e Messianic sufferings on Christ's 
behalf.132 Peter's own peace of mind as he faced death on th e morrow 
was such that he was peacefull y sleeping between his guards.P" 

., Clement	 record s how both Peter and Paul endured with equal 
j -:	 equanimity ston ings, trials from enemies with out the Church and 

strife and jealousy from some within, and showed the way to the 
pri ze of endurance as th ey passed from the wor ld and were taken up 
into the H oly Place.P! And we have seen how many in the second 
centu ry were fired by th eir example-Justin at Rome, the martyrs 
of Scili i, of Vienne and elsewhere. Th e Acts of Marlyrs record that 
their deaths sometimes resulted in the ir executioners becoming 
Christians, and even when this did not occur, th e way they died 
certainly convinced men of the inn ocence of their creed. Wicked 
men would not cheerfully sacrifice th emselves like that. There is a 
moving story recorded by Clement of Alexandria which tells th at 
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the man whose denunciation of the apostle James had led to his 
arrest by Herod Agrippa, was so impressed by his testimony to 
Christ in court that he himself became a Christian, and was led 
away to execution along with James. "On th e way he asked James 
for forgiveness. And James looked at him for a moment and said, 
'Peace be to you ', and kissed him. So both were beheaded at the 
same tim e."135 

Their Power 
There was one other notable characteristic about the early 

evangelists, though it is one which reads strangely to modern 
Western eyes : the sheer power that went with the proclamation of 
th e Christian message. It was not merely the conviction with which 
they spoke, though this, too , was noted by the pagans : St Paul uses 
an interesting word for th is assurance in preaching, plerophorid, 
which appears to suggest that the preachers were so full of the Spirit 
of God, so persuaded of the truth and relevance of their message, 
that it overflowed from them and men received what they had to 
say, "not only in word but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and 
with full conviction" (plerophon·ii).136 That was in itself impressive 
enough in a society bored with the endless chatter of philosophers 
who had little conviction about the value or truth of their various 
positions. 

But there was another dimension to this power. It involved heal­
ings and exorcisms, and this was a factor of incalculable importance 
for the advance of the gospel in a world which had inadequate 
medical services and was oppressed with belief in demon forces of 
every kind. Harnack summarizes the situation well : "T he whole 
world and its enveloping atmosphere were filled with devils; not 
merely idolatry, but every phase and form oflife was ruled by them. 
They sat on thrones, they hovered round cradles. The earth was 
literally a hell, though it was and continued to be a creation of God. 
To encounter th is hell and all its devils Christians had command of 
weapons which were invincible.l 'P " This was indeed the impression 
which the Christian Church gave . The Gospels, particularly St 
Mark's, show beyond doubt that Jesus shared the contemporary 
belief in demons and their Satanic head. Some modern writers like 
G. B. Caird and H . Schlicrv'" take this fact as decisive for Christian 
belief; others, like Trevor Ling and Edward Langtonv'" believe that 
we are not bound by beliefs which Jesus shared in common with a 
very different age, and which he had to share if there was to be a real 
incarnation. But all agree that Jesus did believe in th ese forces of 
evil , and that he sent forth his apostles not only to pr each repentance 
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but to cast out dcmons.l?'' According to Luke's account they came 
~.~ . back radiant with joy at finding thes e demonic forces subj ect to them 

through the mime of Christ.141 This continued th roughout not only 
the apostolic Church but into the second and third centuries, to look 
no further. Christians went out int o the world as exorcizers and 
healers as well as preachers. The Acts is full of the " signs and won­
ders" of exorcism and healing which backed up the Christian claim 
that Jesus had conquered the demonic forces on the cross, that he 
had come to bring salvation or health to the whol e man , not merely 
his "soul" . The early , though unauthentic, conclusion of St Mark 
links the prea ching of the gosp el with these exorcizing signs which 
would follow .r" Hebrews, too, speaks of the confirmation of th e 
apostolic message which was provided by God bearing witness " by 
signs and wonders and various miracles and gifts of the Holy 
Spirit".H 3 Peter and John do not merely proclaim good news to the 
crippled man at th e temple gat e : they give him the power to walk, 
in the namc of jesus Christ of N azareth.'!' It was th e apostolic 
healings and exorcisms as we1l as the apostolic preaching which 
resulted in "more th an ever believers " being "added to the Lord" .145 
It was the sh eer power of the name of Jesus to heal when uttered in 
faith that convinced Simon Magus that he was a mere amateur in 
magic and made him ask for baptism :146 once again, healing and 
exorcism were the twin factors which produced this conviction of 
divine power. "The multitudes gave heed to what was said by Philip 
(who, we arc told in the preceding verse, proclaimed to them the 
Christ) when they heard him, and saw the signs which he did. For 
unclean spirits came out of many who were possess ed . . . and many 
who were lame were healed."14 7 \X/hen Paul spent two years at 
Ephesus, he was not solely concerned with debating daily in 
Tyrannus's lecture hall, " so that a1l th e residents of Asia heard the 
word of the Lord",Hs No, as the very next verse tells us, " God did 
extraordinary miracles by the hand of Paul" ; the sick were healed 
and the demons cast out. This continuation of th e healing and 
exorci zing work of Jesus can be traced through the Epistles.v'" and 
continued after the end of the apostolic age. The Apologists arc full 
ofit . Justin, for instance, explains that Jesus was made man "accord­
ing to the will of God the Father for th e sake of believing men and 
for the destruction of demons" y oThe evidence for this claim? He 
continues, " And now you ma y learn thi s from what goes on under 
your own eyes. M any of our Christian men have exorcized in the 
name ofJesus Christ who was crucifi ed under Pontius Pilate number­
less demoniacs throughout the whole world, and in your city . When 
all other exorcists and specialists in incantations and drugs have 
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failed, they have healed them and still do heal, rendering the 
demons impotent and driving them out." The power of the name of 
Jesus was more effective than any charm, and the Christians were 
careful to distinguish its effect from magic. There was nothing 
secretive about it, nothing of mystic gestures, special potions and 
closely guarded formulae. Irenaeus, in the course of a long discus ­
sion on this subject, says, "Those who are in truth Christ's dis­
ciples, receiving grace from him, do in his name perform miracles . .. 
Some do really and truly cast out demons, with the result that those 
who have thus been cleansed from evil spirits frequently believe in 
Christ and join themselves to the Church. Others still, heal the sick 
by laying their hands upon them, and they are made whole . . . It is 
not possible to name the number of the gifts which the Church 
throughout the world has received from God, in the name of Jesus 
Christ, who was crucified under Pontius Pilate, and which she 
exercises day by day for the benefit of the Gentiles . .. Nor does she 
perform anything by means of angelic invocations, or by incanta­
tions, or by any other wicked or curious art; but by directing her 
prayers to the Lord, who made all things, in a pure, sincere and 
straightforward spirit, and calling on the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, she has been accustomed to work miracles for the advantage 
of mankind."151 In contrast to the partial or temporary cures 
effected by Gnostics and pagan magicians, the cures effected by this 
reliance on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ are, he claims, both 
permanent and complete.w-

What a lot we would give to have accurate documentation ofthese 
cures! There is undoubtedly a lot of exaggeration in the Apologists. 
It was a credulous age. We are unimpressed by Irenaeus's repeated 
and earnest claim that he knows of an instance where a man was 
actually brought back from the dead "on account of some particular 
necessity" and in answer to the believing prayer ofthe community.tw 
Some mistake in diagnosing death had surely been made in this 
instance: could not the same be said ofall the healings and exorcisms 
ofwhich we read? It is hard to accept this. The effectiveness of the 
name of Jesus in healing and driving out demons is too widely 
attested, in modern as in ancient times, for incredulity on this point. 
Both Origen and Celsus believed in demons and exorcism: Celsus, 
though muttering constantly about magic, cannot deny the reality 
either of Christian exorcism or the miracles of Jesus. Origen points 
out that unlike magic Christian miracles are always wrought for the 
benefit ofmen; that they are done by men whose lives are exarnplary, 
not wicked , and by faith in the power of God, not of evil.l 54 No 
magical lore and sophisticated training was necessary: indeed "it is 
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generally speaking uneducated people who do this kind of work" by 
means of prayer, reliance on the name of Jesus, and some brief 
allusion to his story .155 For it was not the power of men, or their 
knowledge of the right formulae which produced these cures, but 
"the power in the word of Christ" .156 

It is an interesting fact arising from all this evidence that exorcisms 
were done in an evangelistic context. They were so clearly designed 
to back up the claims of the preached word that a primitive creed 
was a normal feature of the process. It was no mere utterance of the 
name of Jesus, but a recital of the saving events of the gospel which 
accompanied these healings. The emphasis, accordingly, was thrown 

~. . 
,.	 not on the exorcizer but on Jesus in whose name it was done, and the 

gospel he had brought to light. Justin is explicit on this point. 
Though they will not yield to exorcism in the name of other men , 
"every demon when exorcized in the name of this true Son of God 
- who is the Firstborn of every creature, who became man by the 
Virgin, who suffered, and was crucified under Pontius Pilate .. . who 
rose again from the dead and ascended into heaven -is overcome 
and subdued."157 

Tertullian is another writer who has a great deal to say on this 
subject. He claims that the Christian power ofexorcism is undeniable 
and well known . In the course of an argument to show that demonic 
forces lie behind the pagan gods, he challenges his readers :"Hitherto 
it has been merely a question ofwords. Now for a test case, now for a 
proof that 'gods' and 'demons' are simply different names for the 
same thing. Let someone be brought before your judgment seats 
who is plainly demon-possessed. Bidden to speak by any Christian 
whatsoever, that spirit will confess he is a demon, just as frankly as 

J,	 elsewhere he has falsely asserted he is a god." This is all apropos of5. 
Tertullian's impassioned plea that they should believe in the one 
true God and "worship him after the manner of our Christian faith 
and teaching". If his pagan audience is disposed to mock at Christ, 
"Who is this Christ with his fables? Is he an ordinary man? a 
sorcerer? was his body stolen from the tomb by the disciples?", 
then "mock as you will, but get the demons to mock with you! Let 
them deny that Christ is coming to judge every human soul ... Let 
them deny that, condemned for their wickedness, they are kept for 
that judgment day. Why, all the power and authority we have over 

i them is from our naming the name of Christ, and recalling to their 
memory the woes with which God threatens them at the hands of 
Christ as Judge . . . Fearing Christ in God and God in Christ, they 
become subject to the servants of God and Christ. At our command 
they leave, distressed and unwillingly, the bodies they have entered. 
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Before your very eyes they are put to an open shame ." I.B In his To 
Scapula T ertullian makes just the same appeal to empirical verifica­
tion of th is power of th e Ch ristians. "We do more than repudiate th e 
demons. We overcome th em. We expose th em daily to contempt , and 
exorcize th em from their victims . T his is well known to many 
people."1.9 Such claims would be pointless and injurious were th ey 
not true. The same story is repeated in M inucius Felix- "? and 
T atian,':" and continues in the thi rd cent ury in Origen. i '" Cypriari' F' 
and the Apostolic Constitutions.r": It was one of th e und eniable 
marks of th e power of the Christian message; so mu ch so that, as 
we have seen , Jews and pagans tr ied to use the nam e of Jesus as a 
magic charm.t"" Always th e emphasis was not on th e miracle itself 
but on its suppor ting role attes ting th e truths of th e gospcl message 
pro claimed by th e evangelists. A passage in th e Apostolic Constitu ­
tions crystalizes th e point well. " T hese gifts were first bestowed 
upon us, th e apostles, when we were about to preach the gospel to 
every creat ure, and afterwar ds were necessarily pr ovided to those 
who had come to faith through our agency, not for the advantage of 
th ose who perform th em, but for th e convic tion of th e un believers, 
that th ose whom th e word did not persuade the power ofsigns might 
put to shame."lB. The charismata given in th e apos tolic age had not 
been revoked : th ey conti nued in th e Church of th e th ird century. 

As signs to validate the Christian evangel, th ese exorcisms were 
no more invariab ly successful th an was th e preach ing of the word. 
Some put them down to magic, others remained quite unmoved by 
thcm.t "? But it is evident that , allied to th e proclamati on of the 
gospel, th ey had a great converti ng effect in an age which was hag­
ridden with th e fear of demonic forces dominating every aspect of 
life and death . The greatest intellectual of th e third century can 
soberly claim, " T he Christian, th e real Christian who has submitted 
him self to God alone and his Logos, will not suffer anything at th e 
hand of demons: for he is superior to th em ." 168 Christus Victo r 
indeed! 

Such was th e power wielded by th e early Chris t ians. It grea tly 
influenced th e spread of the gospel. Are we to put it all down to 
delusion ? Such is the genera l at titude in Western Christendom. But 
it is interesting to find on th e one hand scholars of th e calibre of 
Professors T . K. Oesterreich of Tubingcn- ?'' and John Fo ster of 
Glasgow- "? taking it very seriously, and on the oth er hand mis­
sionaries and mini sters in the younger chu rches of Africa and Asia 
equally convinced of th e realit y of exorcis m and the power of healing 
in the name of Jesus.I71 There seem to be qu ite well authent icat ed 
cases of both in this country. V' But the conclusion I reached in 
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Th e Meaning of S alvation still seems to me to be on the whole tr ue. 
" Where medical knowledg e is so advanced as it is in th e West , where 
2,000 years of Christia n evidences, not to mention th e sacred Scr ip­
tures, abound to authenticated Jesus's M essiahship, the conditio ns 
would appear to bc lacking in which we might have a right to expect 
miracles in th e New Testament sense , though wc cannot exclude the 
possibility. However , in missionary areas, where there is only a tiny 
church in a vast pagan stronghold, where th ere is a shortage of 
medical means, where th ere may be no t ranslations of th e Scriptures 
available or whe re the people are as yet illiterate, where, fu rth er­
more, th ere are definite spiritual lessons to be reinforced by it ­
th ere, on th e fri nges of the gospel outreach, we have a situation in 
which we may expect to see God at work in miraculous ways today. 
That he docs so is attes ted by all the missionary societies working in 
primitive areas ."173 

Whether or not this be a fair assessment of th e contemporary 
scene, th ere can be no doubt th at in th e early days of th e Church the 
power of the Christian evange lists was a factor to reckon with in 
add ition to th eir love, th e quality of th eir fellowship, th e character 
of th eir lives, the courage of their death s, and th e joy and enthusiasm 
with which th ey bore testim ony to their Lor d. 
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16 ' Origen, Cont ra Celsum, 8.36. 
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by N. M . No rdmo . H e continues, "What is called 'demo n possession ' seems to 
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fluence . But in our thinking thi s is th e sign and sym ptom, whe reas the crux of the 
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No te), is th is. " T his Younger Church is repeating the experience of th e Early 
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• On the place of he 
T he M eaning of S aluati 

lvation preachin g, sec my 
ch, Healing and Sa toation . 

6 Israel Levinthal, P 17, citing Kohe lcth R abba 
11.2. 

7 John Pe terson, Mi I the Ea rly Roman Empire. 
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18 Ephes ians 2 :20, 3 :5. 
" I Corinthians 14 :3, 32. 
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31 So, for instan ce, Ritsch in Die En is tehung der althatholischen K irche, p. 506. 

As, however, P . de la La br iolle has observe d in La Crise Mo ntaniste, p. 95f., 
Origen knew too mu ch about th e M ontanists not to m enti on them in his reply 
to Celsus's charge, if it was indeed th ey who were meant. 

32 W. K . Knox, H ellenistic Elements in P rimit iue Christianity, p. 83, n, 2. 
33 The text appeared in Papyrus Bodmer 13, and is ed ited by M . T cstuz, 
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